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COLOMBIA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Comuna 13, Medellín | Torben Knauer/shutterstock ©

When I first stumbled into Colombia in my late teens, I was struck by the country’s natural beauty and the charisma of its diverse inhabitants. Despite being wonderstruck, the seemingly perpetual security problems that made it difficult to explore the countryside meant I soon moved on.

But the country had got under my skin and, after a gap of several years, I flew into Medellín and discovered both a city and a country reborn. All the color, movement and quirkiness from my initial trip were still there, but in the sprawling barrios and remote mountain towns, there was also a newfound sense of optimism. Without hesitating, I decided to set up base and set about exploring the remarkable destinations opening up before my eyes.

Alex Egerton

@alexetravel

Alex is a journalist based in the mountains of central Colombia writing about travel, culture and history in Latin America and the Caribbean.
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My favourite experience is riding jerry-built motorized rail carts through the dripping jungle to the tiny riverside hamlet of San Cipriano, an exhilarating adventure in spectacular surrounds.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Colombia
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The village of Termales is an ideal place to stay when you visit the Nuquí Coast. To the north, the stunning beaches are often empty. To the east, you’ll find the rainforest. When you’re tired, relax at the village’s natural hot springs, and have a meal at a gourmet restaurant.
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Manuel Rueda

@manuelsjournal

Manuel is a freelance journalist based in Colombia since 2015.
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The desert outpost of La Guajira’s far north feels different. Bouncing over non-existent roads to Cabo de la Vela seemed downright luxurious compared to the way of life outside. It left me wanting to know more about the Wayúu.
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Laura Watilo Blake

@farflungtravels

Laura is a photojournalist, travel writer and filmmaker – Tripped Up is streaming on Roku in the US.
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For me, Puerto Nariño is Colombia’s most intriguing secret. The absence of cars sets the tone. The colorful grid of houses adds a salubrious touch. The presence of local crafts injects an artistic sensibility. And in the background, there’s the jungle: alive and daunting.
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Brendan Sainsbury

@sainsburyb

Brendan has written over 60 Lonely Planet guidebooks.
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VIBRANT SANDS

With two long and wildly different coastlines and a multitude of enchanting islands, Colombia has the beaches to enthrall even the most demanding sun-seeking traveler. Most of the action takes place on the Caribbean coast where national and international visitors mingle on lively stretches of sand complete with booming soundtracks and deck-chair drinks service. More low-key are the wild beaches of the Pacific, backed by untamed jungle, where the only footprints will be your own.

Beachwear

Colombians are far from prudish so feel free to wear beachwear as skimpy as you please, but going topless or stripping off is not socially acceptable.

[image: jpg]
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Refreshments

Efforts to ban drinking alcohol on the beach were overturned by the constitutional court. You’ll spot vendors hawking a full range of beers and cocktails.
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Benoit Daoust/shutterstock ©

Flexible Prices

At busy beaches you’ll be offered everything from fried fish to a massage, but agree on a price before every transaction to avoid exorbitant charges.
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Providencia | Laura WATILO Blake/lonely planet ©


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Lie back under the coconut palms on powdery white sands fronted by turquoise waters on the islands of 1 San Andrés & Providencia

Hike through dense forest from one magical boulder-strewn beach to another in 2 PNN Tayrona

Rinse off the salt in coastal waterfalls beside the magnificently remote jungle-backed beaches of 3 Nuquí

Encounter total relaxation on the diminutive Caribbean islands of the 4 Islas del Rosario

Cross from South to Central America on foot to take a dip in the refreshing waters of La Miel near 5 Sapzurro

Scan to discover more great beaches on lonelyplanet.com.
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ASTONISHING ANIMALS

It’s no surprise that the world’s most biodiverse country by area is a nature lover’s dream, but even seasoned wildlife-watchers are often blown away by the variety of species it’s possible to see on even a short trip here. Colombia’s varied topography means you don’t have to travel far to move between ecosystems. While it’s famed for its birdlife, Colombia is also a top place to spot monkeys, river dolphins, tapirs, bears and even elusive felines.

Birder’s Paradise

At latest count, a mind-blowing 1954 species of birds have been recorded in Colombia. That’s around 20% of the total from around the world.

[image: jpg]
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Nature Reserves

Protected areas are administered by different entities. Regional reserves run by local authorities are more restrictive than national parks and may require advanced permission.
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jeremaixs/shutterstock ©

Great Guides

A new generation of specialized naturist guides have begun working at many wildlife hot spots; they cost a bit more but are a worthy investment.

[image: jpg]

Humpback whale, Nuquí | Guillermo Ossa/shutterstock ©


BEST WILDLIFE EXPERIENCES
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Take a boat trip with an Indigenous guide to spot pink river dolphins and graceful manatees in 1 Lago Tarapoto

Listen to the raucous songs of the wild mating dance of the gallito de las rocas in the nightly lek in 2 Jardín

Keep your eyes peeled for breaching humpback whales and their newborn calves on a boat excursion from 3 Bahía Solano

Get up at dawn for a spot of urban bird-watching in the city nature reserves of 4 Manizales

Find a spot on a bench and await the arrival of thousands of screeching parrots in the main park of 5 Leticia







CAFFEINATED ADVENTURES

Coffee has always been big business in Colombia, but for many years the best beans were exported and were often mixed together in large batches. Not anymore! Globalization has led to an increased demand for gourmet coffee and opened new channels for direct sales. Now small-scale farmers from across Colombia are selling their harvests directly to cafes and retailers around the globe, and working plantations have opened their gates to visitors.

Types of Bean

Colombia only grows arabica beans but there are numerous subtypes such as Bourbon, Typica, Maragogipe, Tabi, Caturra and Castillo.
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Harvest Times

Growing seasons vary around the country but in most places the tropical conditions permit two harvests per year: the principal and the smaller mitaca.

[image: jpg]
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Coffee Tours

Plantation tours involve picking beans and following the process. Tasting tours concentrate on flavor notes. Many farms do both.

[image: jpg]

Coffee tour, Salento | Nadège Mazars/Lonely Planet ©


BEST COFFEE EXPERIENCES
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Follow the growing process from bean to cup at one of the traditional owner-operated farms just outside 1 Salento

Buzz from cafe to cafe trying gourmet brews from the best locally grown beans in the old quarter of 2 Bogotá

Spend the night in a traditional farmhouse on a working hacienda outside 3 Manizales before waking to a homegrown cuppa

Sip a piping hot local arabica at a wobbly wooden table while admiring the multicolored traditional houses of the main plaza in 4 Jardín

Weave a traditional harvest basket from native fibers before riding a horse through the plantations in 5 Filandia







UNTAMED WILDERNESS

From glacier-covered peaks to multicolored jungle rivers, the diverse landscapes of Colombia are the backdrop for outstanding outdoor adventures that range from the tranquil to the exhausting. Whether hiking in national parks high in the Andes, floating through a narrow gorge or beating a path through the jungle-covered lowlands, the landscapes are simply stunning. Colombians love to get outdoors and travelers will have no trouble finding a friendly group of adventurers to join.

Peak Performance

Hiking at altitude requires far more energy than at lower elevations and even short distances can be taxing; take time to acclimatize before heading out.

[image: jpg]
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Glorious Glaciers

In some national parks it’s prohibited to touch the glaciers, while in others you can wrestle your way to the top. Check first with park authorities.
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David Antonio Lopez Moya/shutterstock ©

Avoid the Rush

Try to avoid beauty spots and popular trails during Colombia’s frequent long weekends – large crowds and long waits are the norm.

[image: jpg]

Caño Cristales | sunsinger/shutterstock ©


BEST OUTDOORS EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Immerse yourself in Colombia’s candidate for the world’s most beautiful river, the psychedelic algae-fueled 1 Caño Cristales

Ride the rapids through the breathtaking 2 Cañon del Chicamocha below dramatic arid mountains, where only hardy cactus grow

Conquer the ice-covered summit of Nevado Santa Isabel on a multi-day trek through the heart of the 3 Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados

Cycle down from the flanks of a sulfur-spewing volcano through wildflowers and frailejones in 4 Parque Nacional Natural Puracé

Paddle through tranquil flooded forests while serenaded by birdsong on the tributaries of the 5 Río Yavarí







REMOTE RUINS

Prior to the arrival of the conquistadores, Colombia had been home to many prosperous civilizations of which little is understood today. The enigmatic monuments left behind, however, provide a fascinating window onto a long-lost world. Play out your archaeologist dreams by hiking to remote lost cities, descending into hidden tombs and gawking at brooding statues.

[image: jpg]

Statue, San Agustín | DC_Colombia/Getty Images ©

Pack Essentials

Some of the archaeological sites are quite remote, so you’ll need solid footwear and a flashlight (for underground tombs), insect repellent and plenty of water.

Flexible Admission

Tickets for the larger archaeological parks run by the Ministry of Culture are usually valid for a couple of days, so there’s no need to hurry.


BEST ARCHAEOLOGICAL EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Ride on horseback to stone statues and petroglyphs around 1 San Agustín

Hike through jungle to the foundations of the 2 Ciudad Perdida in Sierra Nevada

Descend into dark tombs at 3 Tierradentro archaeological park

Marvel at the skills of pre-Columbian artisans at Bogotá’s 4 Museo del Oro

Discover the Muisca observatory of 5 Parque Arqueológico Zaquencipa







INFECTIOUS RHYTHMS

Music and dance are so important to Colombians that many find silence utterly stressful. From homegrown rhythms to Antillean sounds that have been adopted as their own, you won’t pass a single day in Colombia without being exposed to an incredible variety of tunes. And you’ll be expected to dance – being hopelessly uncoordinated is not a valid excuse.

Homegrown Styles

Much of Colombia’s homegrown music originates from the Caribbean where Indigenous, African and European influences melded to form new rhythms like cumbia, porro and vallenato.

[image: jpg]
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Local Superstars

Forget the lead guitarist or mad-dog drummer, in Colombia some of the biggest rock stars of the music world are accordion players who accompany vallenato singers.

[image: jpg]

Jeremy Horner/Getty Images ©

Regional Tastes

In Bogotá you’ll find a bit of everything, while Medellín is the epicenter of reggaeton and Cali is all about the salsa.


BEST MUSIC EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Touch up your technique with salsa classes with champion instructors in one of the academies in 1 Cali

Groove to the energetic house band belting out popular Latin music in Barrio Colombia in 2 Medellín

Dance to the hypnotic drumbeat and melodies of the marimba de chonta at 3 Festival Petronio Álvarez

Work your way from club to club trying out the varied musical menus in Bogotá’s 4 Chapinero

Sip cocktails while listening to an old-school salsa soundtrack at the Portal de los Dulces in the heart of old 5 Cartagena







TIMELESS TRADITIONS

From the desert settlements of the Guajira to the homelands of the southern Andes and the jungle villages of the Chocó, Colombia is home to vibrant Indigenous and Afro-descendant communities that safeguard precious ancestral knowledge. In many cases leaders are proud to share their unique way of life with visitors through captivating talks, hikes and workshops.

[image: jpg]

Ticuna woman | Laszlo Mates/shutterstock ©

Ethnic Diversity

Around Colombia there are 87 different Indigenous groups making up around 3.5% of the population, with a total of 64 Amerindian languages in use.

Visitor Etiquette

While attitudes to outsiders vary greatly, some Indigenous groups are not keen on having their photographs taken, especially up close. If in doubt, ask first.


BEST CULTURAL EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Learn how to make traditional medicine with a Misak taita outside 1 Silvia

Discover the rich traditions of the first free town in the Americas at 2 San Basilio de Palenque

Spend a night sleeping under the stars in 3 Cabo de la Vela, a Wayúu community

Visit a Ticuna village before learning more at the Museo Etnográfico Amazónico in 4 Leticia

Ride an improvised rail cart to the remote Afro-Colombian village of 5 San Cipriano







BEGUILING BUILDINGS

From colonial-era mansions and immense stone churches that have stood the test of time to innovative solutions to challenging urban topography, Colombia is awash with not-to-be-missed destinations for fans of architecture and design. While the cities feature wonderful modern structures, the towns are the place to go for vintage elegance.

Earthy Materials

Many older structures were made principally from clay-rich mud using a variety of construction techniques such as adobe, bahareque and tapia pisada.

[image: jpg]
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Defining Palettes

While most colonial towns in Colombia are generally painted in subdued earthy tones, the settlements of the Antioquian expansion are a riot of bright colors.

[image: jpg]

reisegraf.ch/shutterstock ©

Hidden Fossils

Look closely at the stone floors and walls of period buildings throughout the eastern Andes – you may see tiny fossils embedded in the locally mined rock.


BEST ARCHITECTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Wander through the pastel-colored streets below wooden balconies to reach tranquil leafy plazas in 1 Cartagena

Journey underground to the Catedral de Sal built by removing 250,000 tons of salt from a mountain near 2 Zipaquirá

Warm up with a hot chocolate before ambling around timeless streets in 3 La Candelaria

Hit the museums of 4 Popayán to get a look inside the colonial-era mansions of former presidents

Soak up the atmosphere of 5 Barichara, a town suspended in time on the edge of a river canyon









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Adventure in the Andes

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 days    Distance: 360km


For an authentic taste of Colombia’s rural heartland, hire a vehicle and head north from Bogotá to soak up the timeless atmosphere in the historic mountain towns of Boyacá and Santander. Along the way you’ll find ruins, fossils, monasteries, crafts and adventure sports.


[image: jpg]
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Villa de Leyva | Devasahayam Chandra Dhas/Getty Images

1 Bogotá [image: ] 2 Days

Begin in Bogotá, walking from museum to museum and checking out the fine architecture of the historic Candelaria (pictured) district. Once you’ve gotten used to the altitude, hike to the top of Cerro de Monserrate for panoramic city views before checking out the fine restaurants and hip bars in the chic north. Leave for Villa de Leyva outside peak hour to avoid Bogotá’s notorious traffic.

[image: jpg]

Starcevic/Getty Images ©

2 Villa de Leyva [image: ] 2 Days

Check into a fine rural hotel outside Villa de Leyva (pictured) before heading into town to explore. Drive to the prehistoric fossils and pre-Hispanic ruins outside town before continuing to the 17th-century Ecce Homo Monastery and the spectacular La Periquera waterfall.

[image: ] Detour: Hike through virgin mountain wilderness to the sacred Laguna de Iguaque. [image: ] 3 hours
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Mary Anne Medina/Lonely Planet ©

3 San Gil [image: ] 1 Day

Around San Gil your vehicle will really come into its own, with countless waterfalls, refreshing swimming holes and spectacular caves all a short drive from the center. Leave time to relax in the tranquil Parque El Gallineral or raft the rapids of the mighty Río Suárez, and don’t miss the Cascada de Juán Curí (pictured), one of Colombia’s tallest waterfalls.

[image: jpg]

Owen Ruck/shutterstock ©


4 Barichara [image: ] 1 Day

Walk the historic center of Barichara (pictured), visiting its handsome stone churches and dramatic lookout points, and stopping at one of the many arty cafes for a locally grown brew. Later enjoy a gourmet meal featuring ants – a local specialty – before getting your hands dirty at a traditional crafts workshop and hiking the ancient stone path down to the tiny village of Guane.

[image: jpg]
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Barichara | OSTILL is Franck Camhi/shutterstock ©





ITINERARIES

Best of Coffee Country

[image: jpg]

Allow: 8 days    Distance: 540km


Travel from the modern city of Medellín through the mountains and valleys of Antioquia to the vibrant towns of the Zona Cafetera on this caffeine-fueled adventure that takes in coffee farms, bird-filled nature reserves, thundering waterfalls, towering palm trees and thermal baths.


[image: jpg]
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Valle de Cocora | Aileen Wolf/Getty Images ©

1 Medellín [image: ] 2 Days

Take advantage of the near-perfect climate in Medellín with a walking tour of the fascinating downtown area. Stop at the Museo de Antioquia (pictured) and Plaza Botero to see the unmistakable works of local artist Fernando Botero before taking the metro to the rejuvenated neighborhoods of the Comuna 13. Finally, ride the cable car up to the mountain wilderness of Parque Arví.

[image: jpg]

Mehdi33300/shutterstock ©

2 Guatapé [image: ] 1 Day

On the way into Guatapé, climb the 640 steps to the top of the Piedra del Peñol (pictured) for 360-degree views of the Embalse Guatapé and the surrounding mountains. Head into town for a meal on the waterfront before taking a boat tour out on the lake.

[image: ] Detour: Explore the crystal-clear jungle river at Río Claro. [image: ] 4 hours
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sduraku/shutterstock ©

3 Jardín [image: ] 1 Day

Get a feel for Jardín (pictured) while sipping coffee on the colorful central plaza surrounded by traditional Antioquian houses, then walk through the lush countryside to a viewpoint overlooking town. In the afternoon head to the Cueva del Esplendor where a torrent of water runs through a hidden cave. Leave on the scenic unpaved mountain road south to Manizales via Río Sucio.

[image: jpg]

streetflash/shutterstock ©


4 Manizales [image: ] 1 Day

Dust off your binoculars and get up early for wonderful bird-watching in an urban nature reserve in Manizales (pictured) before taking a trip into the PNN Los Nevados to check out glaciers up close. On your way back, stop at one of the fine thermal baths to soak in the therapeutic waters before heading to Chipre for magnificent sunset views.

[image: jpg]

Milosz Maslanka/shutterstock ©

5 Filandia [image: ] 1 Day

After sampling locally grown coffee at one of the plaza cafes in Filandia (pictured), climb the lookout tower for views of green farmland and imposing mountains. Around town, nature opportunities abound. Go for a horseback ride through the rolling green hills or hike down into the forested canyon to check out the troupes of howler monkeys in the Reserva Natural Barbas-Bremen.

[image: jpg]

Daniel A. Ruiz/shutterstock ©

6 Salento [image: ] 2 DAYS

Finish your coffee-country tour in Salento, the Zona Cafetera’s most beautiful town. Walk its colorful narrow streets before heading to the Valle de Cocora to marvel at the spectacular landscapes studded with towering wax palms. On your last day, take a tour of a working coffee plantation (pictured) to learn how your morning cuppa gets from the bush to your mug.
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ITINERARIES

The Caribbean Coast

[image: jpg]

Allow: 6 days    Distance: 550km


Running beside the Caribbean from the northernmost point of the continent in the Guajira to the walled city of Cartagena, this journey along salt-sprayed highways includes plenty of beach time. There are also trips into the rainforest of the Sierra Nevada and to pre-Hispanic ruins.


[image: jpg]
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Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona | DC_Colombia/Getty Images ©

1 Cabo de La Vela [image: ] 1 Day

Surrounded by photogenic parched lands beside the Caribbean’s translucent waters and deep in the traditional homeland of the Indigenous Wayúu, Cabo de la Vela (pictured) is a dramatic place to begin an epic journey. Take a trip to the lighthouse at Punta Gallinas, the northernmost point of South America, before sliding down the towering dunes of Taroa all the way to the sea.

[image: jpg]

sunsinger/shutterstock ©

2 Palomino [image: ] 1 Day

Colombia’s most bohemian beach town, Palomino (pictured) is a laid-back village covering just a handful of blocks between the highway and the palm-lined sands. Walk on the long wild beach or follow the pretty jungle river upstream toward the Sierra Nevada, and float back down on an inner tube. In the evening, relax in one of the many hippie-chic cafes and restaurants.

[image: jpg]
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3 PNN Tayrona [image: ] 1 Day

As you drive westward from the Guajira, the arid lands show little signs of fertility until you reach the base of the Sierra Nevada mountains where waves of greenery suddenly take hold of the horizon. Nestled between the mountains and the sea, at PNN Tayrona (pictured) you can hike along forested trails or chill on one of its many boulder-strewn white-sand beaches.

[image: jpg]

Nadege Mazars/Lonely Planet ©


4 Santa Marta [image: ] 1 Day

Find accommodations in the historic center of Santa Marta (pictured) in order to explore the streets and plazas of Colombia’s oldest city at your own pace. Make a trip to the fishing village of Taganga to feast on fresh seafood with a fine view.

[image: ] Detour: Climb into the foothills of the Sierra Nevada to the refreshingly cool village of Minca. [image: ] 3 hours
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5 Cartagena [image: ] 1 Day

Charge your batteries! Cartagena (pictured) is one of Latin America’s most enchanting cities. Dedicate two days to soaking up the atmosphere, walking along the pastel-colored narrow streets and sipping sunset cocktails atop its ancient sturdy walls. Climb up to the Castillo San Felipe de Barajas for views over town and swim at the lively beaches of Bocagrande.
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Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta | Arpad Benedek/Getty Images ©







WHEN TO GO

With consistent year-round temperatures, the main seasons to consider when visiting Colombia are the wet and the dry.


Being an equatorial country, temperatures in Colombia don’t vary much during the year. The main factors affecting climate are cloud cover and rain.

In the mountainous regions in the interior there are two wet seasons: end of March to the beginning of June and end of September to the beginning of December. During these times, heavy downpours are common, often causing travel delays both by road and air.

Meanwhile, in the coastal plains of the Caribbean region, the wet season runs from May to October, meaning for most of the year sun lovers can usually find somewhere in the country to soak up some rays.

Off-Peak Bargains

Accommodation prices in Colombia usually increase during the countrywide dry season from December to the end of March, when advance reservations are essential, and to a lesser extent during midyear vacations. For good prices and usually fine weather, consider a trip in February or late August.

[image: jpg]

Filandia | posztos/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE

Dry Season Adventures

Oscar Gilede is a biologist and wildlife photographer. @colombianhighlands

I travel a lot to Los Llanos and my best trips have been in January and February when the region is dry, the days are hot and sunny and the rivers and streams are crystal clear, inviting you for a swim. Furthermore, the wetlands have shrunk, making it easy to spot loads of birds and some mammals. It’s a true delight for photography lovers and the sunsets are absolutely magical.




Pack an Umbrella

Colombia’s Pacific coast is one of the wettest regions in the world, with some places getting over 10m of annual rainfall. But all the rain does have its benefits – it keeps temperatures down and contributes to the biodiversity.




IN PURSUIT OF PERFECT CLIMES

Weather in towns and cities throughout Colombia depends on their elevation. A general rule is anywhere below 1000m tends to be rather hot, towns from 1000m–2000m enjoy temperate climates, and those above 2000m are usually quite chilly.

Scan to find out the ideal season to visit Colombia on lonelyplanet.com.

[image: jpg]

Colombia’s Biggest Festivals


Pasto’s raucous Carnaval de Blancos y Negros (carnavaldepasto.org), the south’s most important festival, is held south of Popayán. This messy affair sees revelers covering each other with grease, flour, talcum powder and chalk – leave your best threads at the hotel. [image: ] January

Colombia’s best party is the Carnaval de Barranquilla, four days of drinking, dancing, parades and costumes accompanied by a soundtrack of cumbia, merecumbé, salsa and champeta. It begins 40 days before Easter and concludes on Mardi Gras. [image: ] February to March

The Feria de las Flores is Medellín’s biggest bash. Don’t be fooled by the tranquil-sounding name, the 10-day event involves drinking, dancing, parades and spectacular flower arrangements. [image: ] August

The hottest end-of-year ticket is the Feria de Cali, as much about raucous neighborhood block parties as it is about parades and concerts. [image: ] December

Local & Offbeat Festivals


A family-orientated event, Villa de Leyva’s Festival de las Cometas sees hordes of colorful kites flown above the historic town’s tiled roofs. [image: ] August

The weeklong Festival Petronio Álvarez celebrates the magnificent music of the Pacific region. The event features competitions and guest performances in front of hordes of fans imbibing large quantities of viche – a local moonshine. [image: ] August

Another high-energy event, Cali’s Festival Mundial de Salsa pits the best dancers from around the country and beyond in a knockout competition with an awesome soundtrack. It’s accompanied by concerts from top salsa artists. [image: ] October

Photographers will love the Desfile del Yipao in the Zona Cafetera. Herds of classic Willys jeeps loaded with furniture, artworks and coffee sacks pull stunts through the streets of Armenia. [image: ] October


I LIVE HERE

Escape to Warmer Climes

Richard McColl is a journalist and host of the Colombia Calling podcast.  @colombiacalling

I have a house and two small hotels in Mompox and love to travel to the Caribbean to escape the Bogotá chill, especially in early October when the Brazo de Mompox river takes on a different hue and the breeze lifts some of the heat. Life moves slowly and in the evening scores of parakeets fly overhead, preparing you for the daily display that is sunset over the Río Magdalena.
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Río Magdalena | Jess Kraft/shutterstock ©

TROPICAL SNOWFALL

While many travelers come to Colombia in search of fun in the sun, there are a couple of places in this tropical nation where snowfall is occasionally recorded, mainly in the upper reaches of the Andes and the Sierra Nevada.

Weather through the year (Bogotá)


[image: gif]

JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 8
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FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 21°C
Days of rainfall: 11
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 14
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 18
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 20
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JUNE

Avg daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 18
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JULY

Avg daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 17
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AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 19°C
Days of rainfall: 16
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SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 16
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OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 18
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NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 17
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DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 20°C
Days of rainfall: 12







GET PREPARED FOR COLOMBIA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Manners

Colombians take greetings seriously. Always greet everyone when entering with a simple buenos días or buenas tardes.

Pick up the bill. When eating out, it’s customary for the inviting party to pay.

Honorific titles are important. Show respect to older members of society by using the honorific don (for men) or doña (for women) before their name.



Clothes & Kit

Layers With everything from high-altitude glaciers to sultry lowland rainforest, the climate in Colombia is varied and changes quickly. Versatility is key – bring plenty of light layers so you can adapt.

Rain Gear As evidenced by the lush green landscapes, rains here are intense and can appear out of nowhere, so a lightweight waterproof jacket is essential.

Leggings Not for fashion but for rocky river runs.

Boots and Sneakers You’ll probably spend a lot of time in the great outdoors, so pack a pair of impermeable hiking boots – and if you plan on going rafting or caving, an old pair of sneakers will come in handy.

Reusable Water Bottle Plastic bottles are not permitted in some nature areas.

Anti-Malaria Medication For visits to remote jungle areas.


READ
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One Hundred Years of Solitude (Gabriel García Márquez; 1967) A vivid masterpiece that mixes myths, dreams and reality in rural Colombia.

[image: jpg]

Liveforever! (Andrés Caicedo; 1977) A cult classic about a young upper-class woman’s adventures in 1970s Cali.
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La Voragine (José Eustasio Rivera; 1924) A poet with wanderlust absconds with the daughter of a well-to-do family to the jungle.
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Magdalena: River of Dreams (Wade Davis; 2020) Tells the story of Colombia via a journey along the mighty Río Magdalena.




Words

‘hola’ is the way to say ‘hello.’

‘buenos días/buenas tardes’ are common greetings meaning good morning/good afternoon.

‘que mas?’ is an informal way of saying ‘how are you?’

‘por favor’ translates as please; it can be used at the beginning or the end of a request.

‘gracias’ means thank you.

‘con (mucho) gusto’ literally means ‘with (much) pleasure’ and is the equivalent of ‘you’re welcome.’

‘listo’ technically means ‘ready’ but can also be used to signal approval or at the end of a sentence to convert it into a question.

‘donde está’ is used to ask the location of something; it translates as ‘where is.’

‘entonces’ is one of the most common words you’ll hear; it means ‘so’ and fills pauses in conversation, but is also used as an informal greeting.

‘pues’ is a utilitarian word normally used to begin a response similar to ‘well’. It can also be used to end a sentence to add emphasis, especially in Antioquia where no conversation is complete without it.

‘chevere’ is ubiquitous around the country and means ‘excellent’ but can also be used to refer to a likable or amusing person.

‘parcero’ is sometimes shortened to ‘parce’ and means friend; it’s often used as a pronoun even when you’ve just met someone.

‘ayuda’ means help and can be used in any situation where you need assistance.




WATCH

La Vendedora de Rosas (Víctor Gaviria; 1998) Chronicles the life of young residents of Medellín.

Embrace of the Serpent (Ciro Guerra; 2015) A solitary shaman accompanies scientists in pursuit of a sacred plant.

Magia Salvaje (Mike Slee; 2015) Documentary showcasing the biodiversity of the country.

Chircales (Marta Rodriguez; 1972) Groundbreaking documentary about class inequality.

Birds of Passage (Cristina Gallego & Ciro Guerra; 2018) Beautiful feature about an Indigenous family in the Guajira.
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LISTEN

A Prueba de Fuego (Grupo Niche; 1997) Salsa with a political punch, this uncompromising album discusses race and social identity.

This is Gozar (Herencia de Timbiqui; 2014) Showcases the infectious rhythms and magical melodies of the traditional music of the Pacific region.

Amanecer (Bomba Estereo; 2015) The best introduction to one of Colombia’s most highly regarded indie groups.

Mi Sangre (Juanes; 2004) Seminal album from the Grammy Award winning Medellín singer ands songwriter.







THE FOOD SCENE

Influenced by both Indigenous and European traditions, Colombian food is fresh and hearty and is as diverse as the country’s landscapes.
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While not traditionally a food lover’s destination, the recent arrival of visitors and immigrants from the world over has seen a wave of gourmet fever sweep Colombia.

Nowadays in most big Colombian cities, travelers will find an array of chic eateries serving outstanding dishes from around the globe, but the most interesting dining experiences are in those innovative restaurants run by talented young chefs who are reinventing the country’s traditional cuisine beyond the ubiquitous arepa.

Being blessed with fertile volcanic lands, hugely varying climates and two seas, typical dishes have always been big on fresh produce. From the subtly differing seafood preparations of the Pacific and Caribbean coasts to the hearty soups and slow-barbecued specialties of the mountainous interior, typical Colombian food is wholesome and will seldom leave you hungry.

But for many, the highlight of eating here requires little preparation at all. With wonderful varieties of tropical fruits that you’ve likely never seen before headlining in markets across the country, healthy snacking has never been more fun.

Magical Markets

Without doubt the best place to get a feel for the Colombian food culture is in the traditional marketplaces in towns and cities across the country. Even the biggest, most modern cities still have a number of galerías where fresh produce is brought in daily from farms in the surrounding area.

Most markets have a fresh produce hall, which is packed to the rafters with a rainbow-like selection of seasonal fruit and vegetables, as well as a dining area full of snack bars and comedores – tiny traditional open kitchens with a few stools at benches overlooking the frantic chopping and frying action.

Eating here is not just a culinary experience, but a cultural one as well, with animated conversations fluttering back and forth between chomping clients and busy cooks who somehow never miss a beat.

Immutable Mealtimes

Across the country most Colombians tend to eat their most substantial meal in the middle of the day, with generous plates of protein, rice, legumes and salad often preceded by a filling bowl of soup. Indeed Colombians tend to take their midday meal very seriously and the idea of just grabbing a sandwich at your desk is quite shocking to many.

Breakfast likewise is usually hot and fairly filling, with a variety of soups making an appearance alongside tamales and other filling specialties. Dinner, however, is generally fairly light and is eaten rather early, especially in country areas where restaurants often close not long after dark.
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Vegetarian & Vegan Dining

Vegetarianism and veganism are still nascent movements in Colombia, with just around 5% of the population identifying with either group, but that doesn’t mean there’s not plenty of tasty meat-free on the menu. Even in smaller cities there are usually at least a couple of dedicated vegetarian restaurants while nearly all fine-dining destinations and even many popular chains have several veg-based mains on the menu.

[image: jpg]

Festival Petronio Alvarez | Daniel Romero/VWPics/Alamy Stock Photo ©


FUN FOOD FESTIVALS

Congreso Gastronómico de Popayán Colombia’s best gourmet food festival features markets, workshops and tasting menus from top local and international chefs.

Festival del Frito Cartagenero Celebrates all things deep-fried, such as the arepas de huevo, buñuelos and empanadas.

Alimentarte Food Festival (fundacioncorazonverde.org/alimentarte) Bogotá’s big culinary event sees more than 200 restaurants serve their signature dishes.

Festival Petronio Álvarez This music festival has a quality food fair showcasing the best dishes from the Pacific.

Coffee Master Held over two weeks in Bogotá with coffee workshops, tastings and promotions in cafes around the city.

La Feria Piscícola del Amazonas Every Easter Leticia’s fish fair is a great opportunity to try local dishes.




Best Colombian dishes

Sancocho

A slow-cooked hearty soup with meat, plantain and vegetables.

Pargo Sudado

Red snapper cooked in a coconut, tomato and onion sauce.

Lechona

Spit-roasted pork stuffed with spiced yellow peas.

Tamales

Maize meal with chicken or pork cooked in a banana leaf.

Asado Huilense

Fillets of pork marinated in orange juice, laurel and thyme.

Bandeja Paisa

Antioquia’s famous belly-bursting platter of meat, sausages, beans and sides.

Ajiaco

A thick and creamy chicken and potato soup flavored with capers.

Helado de Paila

Handmade ice cream prepared in a bronze bowl over ice.

Scan to indulge in more of Colombia’s food and drink
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Local Specialties


Keep an eye out for some of these traditional meals and snacks.

ried Snacks & Street Food

Empanadas: Savory fried maize pastries with meat and potatoes.

Aborrajados: Fried ripe plantain stuffed with cheese.

Papas rellenas: Mashed potato stuffed with shredded chicken.

Marranitas: Balls of fried green plantain and pork rinds.

Carimañolas: Like an empanada but made with cassava flour.

Arepa de huevo: An overstuffed corn-flour empanada with egg and sometimes meat.

Chontaduro: The boiled fruit of a jungle palm said to be an aphrodisiac.

Patacones: Flattened fried green plantain.

Arepas rellenas: The nation’s favorite staple filled to the brim with anything savory.

Special Seafood

Viudo de bocachico: Whole steamed fish served over plantain.

Piangua: A delicious small mollusc harvested from mangroves.

Enjoy with a Hot Drink

Buñuelos: Sweet-savory balls of fried maize flour and cheese.

Almojábana: A fluffy, buttery cheese bread.

Pan de bono: A savory bread of maize and cassava.
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Fruit-filled Desserts & Drinks

Bocadillo: A concentrated sweet guava jelly.

Salpicón: Finely diced fruit salad in sweet orange juice.

Cocadas: Sweet treats with shredded coconut and panela.

For Adventurous Gourmets

Hormigas Culonas: Fried ants.

Cuy: Rotisserie guinea pig.

Chunchullo: Barbecued cow intestines.

Chiguiro: Capybara cooked over an open fire.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Elvia In tiny Barichara, this cozy restaurant uses ants to spice up its flavorful dishes.

Ándres Carne de Res A visit here is de rigueur just so that you can read the 75-page menu before opting for a simple steak.

Platillos Voladores A Cali institution putting a contemporary take on ancestral recipes from the Pacific region.

Origen Bistro In the heart of old Bogotá with top-notch food, romantic decor and excellent service.

Apapache Local ingredients are given the gourmet treatment in the remote village of Termales on the Nuquí coast.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

JANUARY–MARCH

Refreshing watermelon and mandarins are all around. The approach of Easter sees traditional plates on the menu including boiled salted fish and fruit-based sweets.
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APRIL–JUNE

Avocado lovers rejoice with multitudes of varieties filling marketplaces around the country. It’s a good time to try some of Colombia’s most flavorful fruits, including sweet soursops and guava.
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JULY–SEPTEMBER

Juicy sweet oranges and mounds of raspberries can be found in many markets while the Fiestas de San Pedro in Huila is the best time to find slow-cooked asado huilense.
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OCTOBER–DECEMBER

Two of the most delicious fruits for making fresh juices appear in abundance: tomate de árbol and lulo. Homes around the country prepare natilla, a sweet maize-based flan.
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THE OUTDOORS

With wild rivers to run, pristine peaks to summit, fish-filled reefs to survey and caves to explore, in Colombia adventure is never far away.
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Blessed with two dramatically different coastlines, magnificent mountain ranges and swathes of tropical forest, Colombia is the perfect place to pack your itinerary with outdoor activities ranging from the tranquil to the exhilarating. The Caribbean coast has miles of beaches perfect for swimming, snorkeling, diving and kitesurfing, while the Pacific is a surfing and scuba hot spot. Not to be outdone, the mountainous interior is the scene of superb hiking, caving, rafting, paragliding, rock climbing and cycling.

Hiking

Whether you fancy a short stroll to spot birds beside a pristine mountain river or a strenuous multi-day adventure up in the highest reaches of the Andes, Colombia has the hike you’re looking for.

While the coastal lowlands tend to be a bit too hot and sticky for long treks, when you climb into the mountains, conditions for walking are optimal. Right in the heart of the Caribbean, the green slopes of the Sierra Nevada are the backdrop for the legendary four-day guided trek to the Ciudad Perdida. In the interior, Colombia’s national parks are crisscrossed with hiking trails taking in rainforest, savannas, páramo and glaciers.

You’ll need a guide to hike to the snow-covered summit of Nevado de Santa Isabel or the tranquil Laguna del Otún in PNN Los Nevados. If you prefer to walk on your own, the archaeological reserve at Tierradentro is set among stunning scenery. Or take on the historic stone paths of Santander into the heart of the mighty Cañon del Chicamocha.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Get up close to scores of colorful hummingbirds at Reserva Natural Acaime in the Valle de Cocora near Salento.

Snorkel the waters to check out the colorful fish at El Acuario off San Andrés.

Take a boat trip to view the pink dolphins and manatees of Lago Tarapoto deep in the Amazon jungle.

Spot humpback whales from a boat or from the shore in Nuquí and Bahía Solano.

Descend into a cave full of stalagmites and stalactites to check out the weird nocturnal birds at Río Claro.

Float in an inner tube down the crystal-clear river at San Cipriano and visit thundering waterfalls.



Diving & Snorkeling

From the clear warm waters lined with colorful reefs in the Caribbean to the remote islands surrounded by countless varieties of sharks in the Pacific, Colombia is as spectacular beneath the waterline as it is above it. For classic Caribbean dives with excellent visibility, colorful reef fish and fun wrecks, look no further than San Andrés and Providencia, Colombia’s premier diving destinations.

Some of the most accessible diving and snorkeling can be found at the Islas del Rosario just offshore from Cartagena, where a number of islands are surrounded by corals. If you don’t have experience, Taganga is one of the cheapest places on the continent to get your PADI open-water certificate, with cheap diving excursions in crystalline waters. And if you want to explore where few have gone before, book a room on the former prison island of Isla Gorgona or check out remote Bahía Solano.
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Diver, San Andrés | Francisco J Ramos Gallego/shutterstock ©

Rafting

Beginning as mere trickles flowing from glaciers and chilly lakes high in the mountains, Colombia’s great rivers gather tremendous force as they descend into the valleys below, forming rollicking rapids that delight amateur and experienced rafters alike.

The rafting epicenter is San Gil, where the Río Fonce provides a gentle introduction for novices, while the powerful Río Suarez and Río Chicamocha turn the excitement up. Other top spots include the gentle rapids of Río Claro, which traverses a gorgeous jungle-clad canyon, and the upper reaches of the Río Magdalena, which flows through dramatic gorges near San Agustín.


Adrenaline Pumping Pursuits

PARAGLIDING

Ride the thermal winds for fantastic views high above Medellín and the Cañon del Chicamocha.

KITESURFING

Skim across the surface of the Caribbean at Cabo de la Vela or Lago Calima in the mountains north of Cali.

DOWNHILL CYCLING

Descend thousands of meters from an active volcano in PNN Puracé outside Popayán.

ABSEILING

Climb down rock faces while being buffeted by waterfalls at Cascada de Juan Curí outside San Gil and La Escalera near Jardin.

ZIPLINING

Fly along cables above the forest canopy in Los Yarumos near Manizales or Tanimboca outside Leticia.

ROCK CLIMBING

Test your skill on the rock walls above the Cañon del Chicamocha or in the mountains surrounding Medellín.

SPELUNKING

Crawl through tight passages and swim through submerged tunnels in Cueva de la Vaca.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Colombia’s best outdoor activities.
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COLOMBIA

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.


[image: jpg]

[image: jpg]

Cartagena | CESARROSPHOTO/GETTY IMAGES ©





BOGOTÁ
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GOLD, BICYCLES AND STREET ART

Bogotá is Colombia’s beating heart, a complex and sophisticated South American city that has successfully shaken off the shackles of its tumultuous past.
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With its notorious past now firmly behind it, Bogotá feels like a city on the march, a sprawling high-altitude metropolis of vivid contrasts and ironic juxtapositions. Bold galleries compete with edgy graffiti, anarchic traffic makes way for a brave and burgeoning bike culture, and cool clubs and brewpubs vanquish distant memories of kidnappings and narco-gangs.

There have been a lot of improvements in recent years, from a refurbished national museum to an exploding micro-roasting coffee scene. Public transportation is a notable growth area. After experimenting with new pop-up bike lanes during the pandemic, the famous Ciclovia (car-free Sundays) was extended to cover a wider area in the early 2020s, while the TransMilenio, the widely used bus system, is in the process of introducing modern e-buses. In the next few years, Bogotá will likely have the world’s biggest electric bus fleet outside China. Such developments affirm Bogota’s progressiveness, a theme nurtured by successive city mayors and community activists. In the space of a generation, the Colombian capital has been transformed from a chaotic, violent city into a model of urban planning. The city’s cultural epicenter is La Candelaria, the historic downtown quarter toward which most travelers gravitate. Here, an assortment of preserved colonial buildings are punctuated with newer neoclassical and art-deco styles. This area has Bogotá’s highest concentration of museums, restaurants, hotels, and bars dotted amid 300-year-old houses, churches and convents. The sentinel Eastern Hills, dominated by the church-topped Cerro de Monserrate, provide a welcome green backdrop.

The city’s grittier sides sit south and southwest of La Candelaria, where working-class barrios, not yet tourist magnets, have shrugged off the no-go reputations of yesteryear. Skyscrapers crowd the Centro Internacional’s business district, while streets to the north have boutique hotels and fashionably clad locals perusing chic entertainment in the Zona Rosa. Here, rust-tinted sunsets bounce off the terracotta bricks of Bogotá’s Andes-hugging residential towers – a cinematic ceremony that ushers in the city’s uproarious evenings.
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THE MAIN AREAS

LA CANDELARIA

Historic quarter with bars and cafes.

CITY CENTER & CENTRO INTERNACIONAL

Business, bustle and big museums.

CHAPINERO

Gourmet food, shopping malls and nightlife.

USAQUÉN

Elongated brunches and Sunday market.




Find Your Way

While the historic Candelaria neighborhood and parts of the city center are easily walkable, the rest of Bogotá is stretched over a large area. It’s 13km from Candelaria to Usaquén. Fortunately, the capital has developed a rapid metro-bus network (the TransMilenio) and, despite snarling traffic, makes good provision for cyclists.
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Plan Your Days

If you’re short on time, base yourself around Candelaria, from where you can make sorties into the northern neighborhoods for more varied eating and nightlife.


[image: jpg]

La Puerta Falsa | Milena Ramirez/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Day 1

Morning

• Get orientated in the Plaza de Bolívar where the city is thought to have been founded in 1538. You’ll be naturally drawn to the neoclassical facade of the gigantic Catedral Primada, but also reserve time for the Capitolio Nacional and the Casa de Nariño that sits behind it.

Afternoon

• Grab lunch in La Puerta Falsa and stroll up La Séptima, spending the best part of the afternoon in the extraordinary Museo del Oro.

Evening

• Pass the evening admiring creative street art and dipping into the bars around the Plazoleta del Chorro de Quevedo. Be sure to decamp to Origen Bistro for dinner.




Day 2

Morning

• Get up with the larks and hike to the top of Cerro de Monserrate for an early-morning fitness test. Back down at the base, pay a visit to the Casa Museo Quinta de Bolívar before grabbing a deli sandwich at Chantonner Delikatessen.

Afternoon

• Work your way north stopping at the Museo Nacional and the Torre Colpatria. Consider a side trip to the San Felipe Art District to meander between galleries, bars and offbeat street sculpture.

Evening

• Make a dinner date at a restaurant in Zona G and fill what’s left of the evening bar-hopping in the Zona Rosa.




Day 3

Morning

• Start in the historic grid of La Candelaria absorbing the life and flavors of modern-day Bogotá from street level. Endeavor to devote at least an hour or two to the seminal Museo Botero.

Afternoon

• Admire the trilogy of churches along La Séptima and then catch a TransMilenio bus to Chapinero. Sample a flight of coffee tasters at Azahar Café and explore the shops and greenery of Parque de la 93 before investigating the Museo El Chicó.

Evening

• Call a taxi to take you out to the party emporium better known as Andrés Carne de Res.



You’ll Also Want To…

When you’ve covered all the obvious sights, veer off-piste on a hike or bike-ride, seeking out esoteric street snacks and powerful coffee.

PARTAKE IN CICLOVIA

Bogotá’s Ciclovia is one of the world’s oldest and largest car-free Sundays. You won’t know Bogotá until you’ve taken part.
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INDULGE IN THE COFFEE

The world’s third-largest coffee producer has, in recent years, developed a sophisticated cafe society plugging the best local flavors.

[image: jpg]

Fotos593/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

GO LOOKING FOR EMERALDS

Colombia is the world’s leading emerald producer and Bogotá’s Emerald Trade Center is a good place to ponder a purchase.
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HIT CENTRAL PARK

Parque Metropolitano Simón Bolívar is a 360-hectare verdant oasis, with lakes, bike paths, walkways, libraries, stadiums and muchos eventos.
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ENJOY AN OBLEA

Grab a thin wafer ‘sandwich’ spread with arequipe (caramelized condensed milk), jam and cheese from a street vendor.
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HIKE THE HILLS

The Eastern Hills offer trails ideal for altitude training, sweeping views and a fleeting glimpse of bogotanos at play.
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TOMAR LAS ONCES

Perch on a stool for a chocolate santafereño (hot chocolate with soft cheese), the ultimate bogotano midafternoon snack.
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LA CANDELARIA


BOGOTÁ’S HISTORIC HEART

Loaded with character, La Candelaria is Bogotá’s handsome colonial barrio, with a mix of restored 300-year-old houses, some rather dilapidated, and others marking more modern eras. Sometimes, its beauty is lost in the surrounding sprawl. Cartagena this isn’t. But, once you’re better acquainted with Candelaria, its appeal creeps up on you. This is where the modern city began and continues to thrive with grandiose civic buildings, boisterous bars and a rich seam of specialist museums and cultural centers. Whatever your wider itinerary, Candelaria is the obligatory place to start discovering Bogotá, preferably in the monumental Plaza de Bolívar. Most of the neighborhood’s sights are within a few blocks of the plaza, most notably the slightly confusing cluster of museums run by the Banco de la República that includes Museo Botero. The bar scene is centered on the northeastern streets around the Chorro de Queveda.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1La Puerta Falsa

2Museo Botero

3Plaza de Bolívar

SIGHTS

4Capilla del Sagrario

5Capitolio Nacional

6Casa de Nariño

7Catedral Primada

8Centro Cultural Gabriel García Márquez

9Museo Arqueológico

10Museo Colonial

11Museo de la Independencia – Casa del Florero

12Museo Santa Clara

13Palacio de Justicia

14Palacio Liévano

15Plazoleta del Chorro de Quevedo

EATING

16Origen Bistro

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

17Arte y Pasión

18Café Casa Galería

19Divino Café

20Juan Valdéz




TOP TIP

Candelaria is a great base to explore the city by bike either independently or on a guided tour. Bogotá Bike Tours (bogotabiketours.com) in Carrera 3 runs twice-daily excursions, no reservations required. Rides include visits to a fruit market, coffee roaster and tejo game.
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Plaza de Bolívar

THE CITY’S MAIN SQUARE

The ideal place to get acquainted with Bogotá is the giant concrete Plaza de Bolívar, the heart of the original town. What it lacks in green foliage it makes up for in grandiosity. In the middle of the square is a bronze statue of Simón Bolívar (cast in 1846), the work of Italian artist Pietro Tenerani. Important government buildings ring the periphery. In the vast open space, vendors ply food, performers entertain and flocks of pigeons dive-bomb anyone within 50m – a white hat is a wise investment.
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Casa de Nariño

PRESIDENTIAL PALACE

Residing regally behind the Capitolio Nacional and best accessed via Carreras 8 or 7, the Casa de Nariño is Colombia’s neoclassical presidential building, where the country’s leader lives and works. To visit, go to the website (visitas.presidencia.gov.co) and scroll down under ‘solicitar visita.’ However, no permission is needed to watch the changing of the presidential guard (pictured) – best seen from the east side at 3:30pm Wednesdays, Fridays and Sundays. The building is named for Antonio Nariño, a colonial figure with dreams of independence who secretly translated France’s human-rights laws into Spanish and went to jail for his pains – a couple of times.
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Museo de la Independencia – Casa del Florero

CATALOGUING THE STORY OF INDEPENDENCE

The attractive Andalucían-style house on the corner of Plaza de Bolívar was significant in sparking Colombian independence. In 1810, local Creole António Morales supposedly came to the 16th-century home and provocatively demanded to borrow an ornate vase from its Spanish owner, José González Llorente. The Spaniard refused, leading to a fistfight and the vase being shattered. The petulant act was seen as an insult toward the Colombian people and brought the local population out in force, ultimately spurring a Creole revolt. Aside from its historic interior and views over the main square, the small museum exhibits articles relating to independence, including a re-creation of the 1810 fistfight in statuesque form. Pride of place is reserved for the hallowed broken florero (vase).


Museo Santa Clara

ORNATE CHURCH TURNED MUSEUM

The Santa Clara (pictured) is one of Bogotá’s oldest and most richly decorated ecclesial buildings. Deconsecrated in 1968, it was acquired by the government and is now a museum, with paintings by some of Colombia’s most revered baroque artists, including Gregorio Vásquez. The church was once part of an adjoining Franciscan convent, demolished in the early 20th century. Built in 1629–74, the single-nave construction features a barrel vault, coated in golden floral motifs, that looks down over walls covered by 148 paintings and sculptures of saints. The gilded altarpiece completes a giddy array of baroque decoration. Interactive panels explain the history and artworks.
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Catedral Primada

THE CITY CATHEDRAL

The neoclassical cathedral stands where the first mass may have been celebrated after Bogotá was founded in 1538. Bogotá’s largest church is also the main plaza’s most domineering building. The original simple thatched chapel was replaced in the 1550s, while the current structure was built in 1807–23 after its predecessor was destroyed in a 1785 earthquake. It then survived damage from the 1948 El Bogotazo riots. The cathedral’s size is notable – over half a hectare! The huge interior appears larger thanks to its austere ornamentation. One of the 12 main chapels contains the tomb of Jiménez de Quesada, Bogotá’s founder. The baroque-style Capilla del Sagrario next door was built in the 1660s and includes six masterpieces by Colombian baroque artist Gregorio Vásquez.
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La Puerta Falsa

200-YEAR-OLD CULINARY INSTITUTION

If it ain’t broke, don’t fix it. Maybe that’s why, after two centuries, the ‘False Door’ is still successfully knocking out the same one-page menu, dominated by two epoch-spanning snacks: tamales, and the practically sacred chocolate completo, a simple plate of almojábana (corn bread) and soft cheese accompanied by a cup of steaming hot chocolate.

The punters obviously like it. On an average morning you’ll have to wait patiently for a seat outside this diminutive two-story cafe–pastry shop just off the Plaza de Bolívar. Inside, pull up a small stool at an even smaller table and partake in an edible slice of Bogotá’s history.


Origen Bistro

RESTAURANT PLYING TRADITIONAL COLOMBIAN CUISINE

A new restaurant in a gorgeous old-style colonial-era house offering traditional Colombian food at non-gourmet prices. What more could you want? Origen Bistro has leapt into Candelaria’s dining scene with casual aplomb. First there’s the building: a classic historic abode with an intimate Andalucian patio dressed in fairy lights hung from slender trees. Diners can relax beneath the eaves or sit indoors in a wood-beamed room decorated with a striking Indigenous mural. Then there’s the food. Creative renditions of mojarro fish in coconut sauce, friojada montañera (beans with bacon and pulled pork) and the classic ajiaco santafereño (chicken and potato soup). Unmissable!
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Museo Colonial

THREE CENTURIES OF COLONIAL HISTORY

A one-time Jesuit college with a plant-filled central courtyard, this rejuvenated museum (pictured, right) tells the story of colonial Colombia through art, from the voyages of discovery to the founding of the fledgling cities of Nueva Granada. Particularly beguiling are works of Colombian baroque artist, Gregorio Vásquez (1638–1711). Five permanent galleries have parquet floors and color-accented walls.

Centro Cultural Gabriel García Márquez

HOMAGE TO COLOMBIA’S GREATEST NOVELIST

Slotting seamlessly into historic Candelaria, this arts center with curved patios and elevated walkways is anchored by a graceful amphitheater and small reflective pond designed by Franco-Colombian architect Rogelio Salmona, who died shortly before its 2008 inauguration. The building honors the man who ex-president Juan Manuel Santos described as ‘the greatest Colombian of all time.’ There’s a bookshop, a small gallery hosting temporary exhibitions, auditoriums and a Juan Valdéz Café.

Plazoleta del Chorro de Quevedo

COLONIAL SQUARE AND NIGHTLIFE HOT SPOT

No one agrees where present-day Bogotá was founded – some say the Plaza de Bolívar’s Catedral Primada; others say here in this diminutive plaza lined with cafes, a small church and a motley congregation of boho street vendors, hacky-sack players, hustlers and guides with umbrellas. It’s a cute spot, particularly at dusk – students pour in and crowd the narrow alleyways that lead past tiny bars daubed in psychedelic colors. On Friday at 5pm there are Spanish storytellers. Street art beautifies surrounding buildings.
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Casa Museo Quinta de Bolívar

SMALL ESTATE WITH BOLíVAR ASSOCIATIONS

Bringing rural refinement into the din of downtown Bogotá, this historic country house turned museum is in a shady enclosed garden at the foot of the Cerro de Monserrate. The one-story mansion, built in 1800 by a rich tobacco merchant, was donated to Simón Bolívar in 1820 in gratitude for his liberating services. Bolívar spent 423 days here over 10 years. Rooms look as they would have in the early 19th century, with modern panels imparting nuggets of Bolívar-era history. Look for the liberator’s sword that was notoriously stolen in 1974 by guerrilla group M-19, and not returned until 1991. The exuberant walled garden has ferns, flowers and fountains. An impressive cannon collection lines an exterior wall.
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Museo Arqueológico

ARTIFACTS FROM PRE-COLUMBIAN CULTURES

Serving as a complement to the far larger Museo de Oro, this window into Colombia’s pre-Columbian past displays a succinct collection of ceramic, stone and metal objects – many with human or animalistic countenances – going back as far as 300BCE. Many were used as funerary urns to honor the dead. Presented in fresh, easy-to-decipher minimalist cases with maps for reference, the displays draw from well over a dozen Indigenous cultures, including the Muisca, Tayrona, Tolima and San Agustín. The host building, the 17th-century Casa del Marqués de San Jorge, is a beauty in its own right and adorned with frescoes rediscovered in the 1990s.
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Museo Botero

ONE OF SOUTH AMERICA’S BEST GALLERIES

You might recognize Fernando Botero’s stylized paintings of oversized characters, including dodgy dictators, fleet-footed dancers, dogs and birds. Colombia’s most famous living artist is also a prolific sculptor and his curvaceous bronze statues display equally generous girth. The museum (pictured), part of a three-in-one complex, was founded in 2000 when Botero donated more than 100 of his own works, along with 85 works of other artists, including Picasso, Monet, Matisse and Klimt. Botero paintings include a Mona Lisa parody, the intimate Pareja bailando and haunting studies of drug-cartel violence. Museo de Arte Miguel Urrutia (MAMU) has a mix from 17th-century Netherlandish works to the 20th-century Colombian Vanguardista movement. At the time of writing, La Casa Moneda was in refurbishment and due to open in mid-2023 – check before going. Entry is free.


WHY I LOVE CANDELARIA
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Brendan Sainsbury, writer

Candelaria might not be as drop-dead gorgeous as Cartagena or as overtly charismatic as Medellín but, for me, it has all the essential components of a diverse, compact and ruggedly compelling neighborhood: one-of-a-kind coffee bars and small hidden theaters, unexpectedly deluxe hostels, and conspicuous urban graffiti that questions, rallies, entertains and provokes. Most of all, I like its dynamic street energy, the warm, welcoming buzz that hangs in the air in the evening, enticing you to stay out longer and explore what’s around the next corner.



MORE IN LA CANDELARIA

Cafe-hopping in the Old Quarter

SEEKING THE BEST COFFEE BARS

While it might be the world’s third-largest coffee producer, it’s no secret that Colombian coffee in Colombia was terrible for decades. The best beans were routinely exported, while the leftovers were roasted, ground and sweetened into oblivion before being sold countrywide in grubby thermoses as tinto, a barely drinkable swill that shares the color of coffee but little else.

Colombians grew accustomed to the dull flavors while post-Escobar-era tourists were leery. If Colombia produced so much coffee, they reasoned, why on earth couldn’t the locals rustle up a decent homemade brew?

Things started looking up in 2002 when the first Juan Valdéz Café opened in Bogotá airport. Although often derided as the Colombian Starbucks (wrong! It’s way better for the carrot cake alone), Juan Valdéz brought coffee’s ‘Second Wave’, and Colombians began to get a taste for something other than tinto.

Subsequently, the alchemy grew wings. In the decade after 2007, the numbers of Colombians imbibing coffee in cafes quadrupled as the emerging middle classes saw the benefit of taking their revered national product and crafting it into something spectacular. They’ve even organized a festival around it called Coffee Master, now into its fourth year.

A walk around Candelaria will quickly reveal the fruits of this ongoing metamorphosis. Arte y Pasión is a company that harbors a local barista school, and its historic cafe – all dark wood and high ceilings – is an atmospheric place to enjoy a well-balanced pour-over. Small and cheery, Divino Café offers full-on coffee experiences including workshops and tastings. Café Casa Galería is a lovely nook in narrow Callejón del Embudo where you can recaffeinate after a graffiti tour. Connoisseurs shouldn’t write off the ubiquitous Juan Valdéz, whose popular branch in the Centro Cultural Gabriel García Márquez deserves at least one visit. There are dozens of other places. Take to the streets and follow your nose.
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WHERE TO STAY IN CANDELARIA

Cranky Croc

Bogotá’s best hostel with slick dorms, boutique-quality private rooms and fabulous new pods. $

Masaya Bogotá Hostel

Hostel with ultra-stylish features, from bright mural art to fancy bathroom taps. $

Hotel Muisca

Quirky hotel in a historic building on a steep street. Rooms have a terrace with mountain views. $$

Casa Deco

Warm service, gourmet breakfasts and attractive mosaics characterize this art-deco-style place. $$$

Hotel de la Ópera

Elegant abode with a historic courtyard, basement spa and small deluxe swimming pool. $$$

Botanico Hostel

Hammocks, wood-beamed ceilings, jungly garden, spacious private rooms and rooftop yoga. $


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN CANDELARIA

Prudencia

Striking setting for ever-changing four-course lunches forged with local ingredients and wood-fired international flair. $$$

Sant Just

Cafe-bistro serving a rotating menu of Colombian-leaning French fare including lamb, seafood and Andean veggies. $$

El Gato Gris

Labyrinthine restaurant full of dark, cozy nooks where Colombian classics collide with Italian cuisine and live Latin music. $$

De Una Travel

Small abode with terraced outdoor tables where you can enjoy brunches, South American mains, hard-hitting cakes and coffee. $



Grand Civic Buildings

COURT, CONGRESS AND THE TOWN HALL

Plaza de Bolívar is home to several large and important civic buildings. On the southern side stands the neoclassical Capitolio Nacional, or seat of congress. It was begun in 1847 but, due to numerous political uprisings, not completed until 1926. Fronted by 18 Ionic columns, its grand, symmetrical facade was conceived by English architect Thomas Reed. You can wander around the stone courtyard. On the northern side of Plaza de Bolívar, the massive, rather brutalist Palacio de Justicia serves as the seat of the Supreme Court.

It’s seen its troubles. The first court building, erected in 1921 on the corner of Calle 11 and Carrera 6, was burnt down by a mob during El Bogotazo in 1948. A modern building was then constructed here, but in 1985 it was taken by M-19 guerrillas and gutted by fire in a fierce 28-hour offensive by the army in an attempt to reclaim it. More than 100 were killed in the incident, including 11 top judges.

On the western side of the plaza, the Palacio Liévano was built in French Renaissance style and concluded in 1907. It is home to the Alcaldía (town hall).


FOR COFFEE CONNOISSEURS

Azahar Cafe near Parque de la 93 in northern Chapinero is a fine example of Colombian coffee’s rise to greatness. You’d be pushed to find a better cafe anywhere in the country.





LA CANDELARIA WALKING TOUR
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Replete with diverse architecture and incense-perfumed churches, Candelaria is ideal walking terrain for those enthralled by the capital’s evolution.

Begin at the 19th-century 1 Casa Museo Quinta de Bolívar before walking down Calle 19A. After passing Los Andes University and Plazuela de Las Aguas, you’ll see a 2 statue of Policarpa Salavarrieta, a heroine of the independence of Colombia.

Continue west along Av Jiménez de Quesada, a street built over the San Francisco River, which flows down from the mountains. The intersection with Carrera Séptima is known as 3 Gaitan’s Corner. A wall monument with chiseled obituaries is dedicated to populist Liberal leader Jorge Eliécer Gaitán, who was assassinated in this spot in 1948. Upon hearing the news, Gaitan’s supporters virtually destroyed downtown Bogotá during the three-day El Bogotazo riots.

Along the next three blocks, cast an eye over street artists, dancers, musicians and old men engrossed in cerebral games of chess. La Séptima intersects with 4 Plaza de Bolívar, the city’s historic heart where circuses, bullfights and markets used to take place. Turn left into Calle 10. You’ll soon be eye-balling the Italian-style 5 Teatro Colón and the 16th-century 6 Palacio de San Carlos, the city’s oldest palace and now home to the Ministry of Foreign Affairs. Simón Bolívar narrowly escaped an assassination attempt here. A few meters away, tune into Colombia’s military history at the free-to-visit 7 Museo Militar.

Continue along Calle 10 for two blocks, a street lined by Spanish colonial houses with red-tiled roofs, protruding balconies and wooden doors. Turn left onto Carrera 2 and finish in 8 Plazoleta Chorro de Quevedo, a pretty little square.






CITY CENTER & CENTRO INTERNACIONAL

BOGOTá’S BUSY BUSINESS DISTRICT


Bogotá’s business center, along Calle 19 and Carrera 7, is often called Santa Fe (the city’s early colonial name). It has an edgier energy than Candelaria, and a mix of architectural styles, not all pretty. Its main artery, Carrera 7, is pedestrianized to Calle 26 – the Mercado de San Alejo is there on Sundays. Some of the district’s most visited parts (notably the Museo del Oro) are clustered in the southern Candelaria end. To the north, Parque de los Periodistas is anchored by a temple to Simón Bolívar beneath which is the tourist office. North of Calle 26, Centro Internacional is the city’s busy business pocket. Here, most of Bogotá’s tallest buildings squeeze into a small area. The Museo Nacional (once a prison) is nearby.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Museo del Oro

2Museo Nacional

SIGHTS

3Iglesia de la Veracruz

4Iglesia de San Francisco

5Iglesia La Tercera

6La Séptima

7Torre Colpatria

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Original Bogotá Graffiti Tour

EATING

9La Macarena

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

10A Seis Manos




TOP TIP

Think twice about going to a museum on a Sunday: Bogotá has about fifty options, and most get crammed with locals, particularly on free day (the last Sunday of the month); 45-minute lines outside second-stringer museums aren’t unheard of. It’s quieter midweek.
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Aerial view of city center | Santiago Robayo Escobar/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Cerro de Monserrate

HILLTOP SHRINE AND LOOKOUT

Bogotá’s proud symbol – and convenient point of reference – is the white-church-topped Monserrate peak (3150m). It flanks the city’s east, about 1.5km from La Candelaria, and is visible from many points across the Sabana de Bogotá (Bogotá Savanna; sometimes called ‘the valley’). The top has wide-angle views of the capital’s dramatic urban sprawl. On a clear day you can even spot the symmetrical cone of Nevado del Tolima, part of the Parque Nacional Natural (PNN) Los Nevados volcanic range in the Cordillera Central, 135km west.

The church up top is a major mecca for pilgrims, due to its altar statue of the Señor Caído (Fallen Christ), dating from the 1650s, to which many miracles have been attributed. It was erected after the original chapel was destroyed by an earthquake in 1917. You’ll also find two restaurants (Santa Clara and San Isidro) and a winding lane of food and craft stalls – make a day of it.

If you don’t feel like tackling the steep path, the regular teleférico (cable car) and funicular alternate schedules up the mountain from Monserrate Station. Generally, the funicular goes before noon (3pm on Saturday), the cable car after.

The funicular base station is a 20-minute walk up from the Iglesia de las Aguas.
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Plaza de Mercado de Paloquemao

GIANT FRUIT AND VEG MARKET

Loud, slightly chaotic and 80% tailored toward fruit and veg, Paloquemao is one of the city’s most important markets and one of the best insights into the shopping behavior of ordinary bogotanos. Walk around its narrow, covered passageways amid stacked pyramids of passion fruit, papayas and avocados and soak up the sights, sounds and aromas. There are numerous perch-on-a-stool-type food joints and several places that blend fruit juices and smoothies. To get there, take any bus heading northwest along Calle 19.


OTHER HIKES

If you would like to try another less busy hike that is straight outta Bogotá, try the Quebrada La Vieja that heads east from Chapinero.



La Séptima

THE CITY CENTER’S MAIN DRAG

Carrera Séptima (7th Ave) claims the title of the de-facto main street of Bogotá. Recently pedestrianized for a large part of its course through Candelaria and the city center, it runs from Plaza Bolívar all the way to Usaquén. The most animated part is around the junction with Calle 19. Here you will find live bands blasting Pink Floyd covers, vendors selling arepas (maize patties) and obleas (sweet wafers), and cyclists shimmying in and out of the crowds like darting fish. On Sundays, La Séptima is closed to traffic for the Ciclovia and this means that you can pedal for 13 uninterrupted kilometers from downtown all the way to the weekend market at Usaquén. Bliss!


A Seis Manos

BOHEMIAN BAR AND MUSIC VENUE

This cool, contemporary cultural venue and bar lures the artistically inclined, who mingle at communal tables in the industrial, warehouse-like space. People eat, drink, work, read, flirt and unwind with good mojitos and Franco-Colombian food. A versatile events program includes live music, stand-up comedy and book launches. It’s just off Carrera Séptima on the cusp of the Centro Internacional and the seedier red-light district.

La Macarena

UP-AND-COMING GASTRO NEIGHBORHOOD

A hilly subdistrict of the Centro Internacional, La Macarena inhabits residential streets behind the bullring and the hulking Museo Nacional. Having recently acquired the moniker ‘Zona M,’ its up-and-coming reputation rests on a slew of internationally themed restaurants furnished with romantic, intimate interiors. Peruvian, Argentinian and Chilean cuisine is well-represented, plus there are several cool bars and a cozy Irish-style pub. La Macarena’s scene is slow-paced, colorful and vaguely bohemian compared to the city center. This is the kind of place where passersby will spontaneously pop into restaurants to chat with other diners.
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Museo Nacional

A COMPREHENSIVE STUDY OF COLOMBIA’S PAST

Housed in the expansive, Greek-cross-shaped building called El Panóptico (designed as a model prison by English architect Thomas Reed in 1874), this exhaustive museum (pictured)explores Colombia’s past via archaeology, history, ethnology and art. The collection is spread across 17 galleries that act like a ‘greatest hits’ of the capital’s specialist topics. You’ll see gold filigrees, Botero paintings, colonial furniture and Muisca carvings. The huge ‘diversity wall’ in the renovated Memory & Nation room is a vivid yet balanced snapshot of the nation’s history. The museum emerged from a long refurbishment in 2023 in time for its 200th anniversary. Don’t miss the lovely gardens and glass-paneled Juan Valdéz Café.
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Museo del Oro

PEERLESS GOLD MUSEUM

Seeing as Bogotá and nearby Laguna de Guatavita played such a large role in the Spanish El Dorado myth, it’s hardly surprising to find that the city safeguards the world’s finest gold museum. The (literally) glittering Museo del Oro contains more than 55,000 pieces of gold and other materials from all of Colombia’s major pre-Hispanic cultures. The collection is laid out in logical, thematic rooms over three floors, with explanations in Spanish and English.

The 2nd-floor exhibits break down findings by region, with descriptions of how pieces were used. There are lots of mixed animals rendered in gold (eg jaguar-frog, human-eagle); note the female figurines indicating how women of the Zenú in the pre-Columbian north played important roles in worship.

The 3rd-floor ‘Offering’ room exhibits explain how gold was used in ceremonies and rituals. Some of the displayed tunjos (gold offerings, usually figurines depicting various aspects of social life) were thrown into the Laguna de Guatavita; the most famous one, found near the town of Pasca in 1969, is the unlabeled gold boat called the Balsa Muisca. It’s uncertain how old it is, as generally only gold pieces that include other materials can be carbon dated.

There’s more to understanding the stories than the descriptions can convey, so try taking a free one-hour tour. Audio guides are also available in Spanish, English, French and Portuguese.

The museum gets exceedingly busy on Sunday, when entry is free.
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Buying Emeralds

Some of the world’s highest-quality emeralds are mined in Boyacá’s Muzo and Chivor areas. Furthermore, Colombia is the world’s largest exporter of emeralds, making these precious stones a coveted item on a tourist’s ‘to buy’ list.

In 2005 the government abolished tariffs and taxes associated with mining, effectively ending the power of the black market and associated elements. Travelers can now buy emeralds in good conscience.

You can organize emerald tours of the city center through Hotel Casa Deco (hotelcasadeco.com). The Emerald Trade Center is a good place to consider a purchase.




LUST FOR GOLD

Gold has a long history in Colombia going back to Muisca people, for whom it had a strong ritual and symbolic significance. The Spanish conquistadores had an equally powerful obsession for the precious metal.



Torre Colpatria

SKYSCRAPER LOOKOUT

From the 48th-floor outside deck of the Colpatria Tower you can catch a superb view of the bullring, backed by office buildings and the mountains – there are also fine 360-degree vistas across the city. The 162m-high skyscraper was Colombia’s tallest building from 1979 until 2016, when it was usurped by the 246m BD Bacatá tower. Buy a ticket at the base and take an elevator up to the 46th floor: you must walk up the last two levels. The tower is spectacularly lit up at night in the red, blue and yellow of the Colombian flag.


Sunday’s Ciclovia

If there’s one area in which Bogotá is a world leader, it’s urban cycling. The metropolis is credited with initiating the world’s first Ciclovia in 1974, a weekly closedown of 127km of arterial city streets to motorized traffic between 7am and 2pm on Sunday. The much-copied two-wheeled happening regularly attracts up to 1.7 million participants – 20% of Bogotá’s population!

Today, the Ciclovia has evolved into Bogotá’s biggest street party, with thoroughfares brimming with fruit-juice carts, food vendors (obleas! mazorca! canelazo!), performers, bike-repair stands, cycling schools for kids and literally hundreds of bicycles of all shapes and sizes.

Aside from bikes, the Ciclovia is also open to strollers, wheelchairs, scooters, skateboards, pedestrians and anything else without a motor.



MORE IN CITY CENTER & CENTRO INTERNACIONAL

Illuminating Graffiti

BOGOTá’S BURGEONING STREET-ART SCENE

Bogotá is one of the world’s great graffiti-art destinations, its motley streets and buildings an evolving canvas for talented artists and ‘guerrilla’ spray-painters commenting on all manner of topics or, occasionally, just art for art’s sake. The path to enlightenment hasn’t been easy. Graffiti was decriminalized in 2011 after a local graffitero named Diego Felipe Becerra was notoriously killed by police. The event led to the conviction of several police officers and an explosion of inspirational legal murals by both Colombian and international artists.

These days, it’s hard to walk a block in Bogotá without a splash of wall color drawing your eye. Candelaria has some of the most lucid and iconic works, while Santa Fe and the city center guard an edgier, more thought-provoking scene. In the late 2010s, an ugly warehouse district in Puente Aranda around Calle 9 and Carrera 53F was given over to talented muralists and promptly christened Distrito Graffiti. The local TransMilenio station has the same name.

Bogotá’s most famous mural, El Beso de Los Invisibles (The Kiss of the Invisibles) was inspired by a photo of a homeless couple kissing in the down-and-out Bronx neighborhood. Painted in 2013 on a 10-story block of flats on the corner of Calle 26 and Carrera 13A, it is now a powerful city symbol that greets first-time visitors taxiing in from the airport.

For full street-art immersion, join a free two-hour Original Bogotá Graffiti Tour that departs daily at 10am from the Parque de los Periodistas. Look for the person holding the blue umbrella. Tips are appreciated.
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El Beso de Los Invisibles, by Vértigo Graffiti | Kris Davidson/Lonely planet ©,

WHERE TO STAY IN CITY CENTER & CENTRO INTERNACIONAL

Hotel San Moritz Museo

New art hotel attached to Bogotá’s oldest coffee bar; paintings and sculpture in every room. $$

Hotel Tequendama

Iconic re-bricked 1950s tower updated to cater for 21st-century travelers. $$$

Hotel Santa Lucia Boutique Spa

Boutique hotel with courtyard, elegant furnishings, gym, spa and restaurant. $$


BEST EATS IN CITY CENTER & CENTRO INTERNACIONAL

Agave Azul

Gourmet Mexican restaurant offering a daily open-ended tasting menu inside a residential La Macarena home. Reservations essential. $$$

La Juguetería

Freaky toy house in Macarena that serves steaks. Glass-top tables feature xylophones and demonic dolls, while merry-go-round horses look down from the walls. $$

Chantonner Delikatessen

A popular lunch hangout whose house specialty is 12-hour smoked meat and cheese boards; plus a wealth of sandwiches including pulled pork and smoked trout. $



A Trilogy of Churches

THREE COLONIAL-ERA CHURCHES

Often lost in the crowds and domineering office blocks of central Bogotá is this conjoined religious complex of three churches, all more attractive inside than out.

Built 1557–1621, the Iglesia de San Francisco is Bogotá’s oldest surviving church. In the atmospherically dark interior, with its extravagant pews and steady trickle of pilgrims, your eye is drawn to the gilded, U-shaped 17th-century altarpiece, the largest and most elaborate of its kind in the capital. Equally old and alluring is the wooden Mudejar ceiling. The church was once covered in white plaster but in recent years has been stripped back to reveal its original sand-colored brick covering, save for the upper floors of the bell tower.

Next door, the less-elaborate 1546 Iglesia de la Veracruz is known as the National Pantheon because many of the heroes of the struggle for independence are buried here. The third of the trilogy is the appropriately named Iglesia La Tercera (Third Church). The 1760s church sports a fine stone facade. Its lovely rococo-style altars are carved in walnut and cedar and set on white walls below a wood-carved ceiling.


FOR COMMITTED CYCLISTS

For more on the Ciclovia and other Colombian cycling initiatives see the special essay: Colombia’s Ciclovias: Opening up the Streets to Cyclists.



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN THE CITY CENTER & CENTRO INTERNACIONAL

Café San Moritz

This restored 1937 cafe is in Hotel San Moritz in the Santa Fe neighborhood.

Café San Alberto

‘Coffee temple’ with beans grown on its own estate; in the Avianca Tower basement.

Café Matuca

Coffee-tasting presented like wine-tasting in a cafe-lab near the Gold Museum.




CHAPINERO

BOGOTá’S WELL-HEELED NORTHERN NEIGHBORHOOD


Chapinero covers a vast swathe of Northern Bogotá from Calles 39 to 100 and is demarcated west–east by Av de Caracas and the Eastern Hills. Once a rural waystation between Bogotá and Usaquén, the area morphed into a collection of deluxe country estates and was connected to the city by a tram in the 1880s. Its name derives from a shoe called chapón, crafted here in the 19th century. By Bogotá standards, Chapinero is posh. While light on cultural sights, the area has trendy hotels, swanky shopping malls, ample gourmet-food choices and extravagant nightlife. Due to its sprawling size, it’s difficult to encapsulate the neighborhood with any overarching moniker. Its various subdistricts each have their own character and vibe. Zona Rosa and Parque de la 93 are in-vogue shopping and nightlife quarters. Zona G and Camacho Quinta are renowned for their fancy food. Chapinero Alto is the city’s best gayborhood.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Basílica de Nuestra Señora de Lourdes

SIGHTS

2Espacio KB

3Museo El Chicó

4Parque de la 93

5San Felipe Art District

6Zona Rosa

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Quebrada La Vieja

EATING

8Andrés Carne de Res DC

9Criterión

10El Chato

11Leo

12Zona G

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

13Azahar Café

14Cervecería Statua Rota

15Huerta Coctelería Artesanal

16Mono Bandido

ENTERTAINMENT

17Cinemania

SHOPPING

18Centro Comercial Andino




TOP TIP

There’s all sorts of musical rhythm in Chapinero – from rock, techno and metal to salsa, vallenato and samba. If you don’t know how to dance, be prepared to prove it. Strangers frequently ask each other to dance and everyone seems to know the words to every song.
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Aerial view of Chapinero | MatthieuCattin/SHutterstock ©,


Zona Rosa

BUOYANT SHOPPING AND NIGHTLIFE DISTRICT

Sometimes called Zona ‘T’ after its main intersection at the junction of Carrera 12A and Calle 83, the Zona Rosa is a mostly pedestrianized quarter with the city’s classiest shops and nightlife. For shopping, hit the Centro Comercial Andino (pictured), for booze try Mono Bandido or Huerta Cocteleria Artesanal, and for food try the legendary Andrés Carne de Res DC.
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Basílica de Nuestra Señora de Lourdes

STRIKING NEIGHBORHOOD CHURCH

Looking like it teleported from a large French town, this neo-Gothic church was the first of its kind in Bogotá when it was built in 1875. Its monumental architecture and vivid stained-glass windows designed by German artist Walter Wolf Wasserhouen make it one of the most representative symbols of the city and the main church of Chapinero. It has all the classic Gothic hallmarks: pointed arches, high ceilings, ribbed vaults and elaborate flourishes. The church was declared a minor basilica by the Vatican in 2015.
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Basílica de Nuestra Señora de Lourdes | MatthieuCattin/SHutterstock ©

Quebrada La Vieja

EASTERN HILLS TRAIL

Monserrate isn’t the only high-altitude trail in Bogotá. It’s possible to climb into the Eastern Hills from a well-hidden trailhead in Chapinero if you abide by a few fussy rules – reserve online (caminos.eaab.gov.co) and enter from 6am to 10am Tuesday to Friday, to 11am weekends. The shortest path runs up a ravine for 1.6km to Claro de Luna, a trail nexus from where you can continue via three different paths – none longer than 2km. Linking the high Andean forest with the subpárano (high moorland), all the trails are well-defined and there’s a good map-board at the base. Pick up the trail on Calle 72 at the corner of Diagonal 70A. The first 600m winds through a built-up area and is open to anyone. After descending through an underpass beside a river, you’ll come to the main gate where you’ll need to show your reservation.


Andrés Carne de Res

COLOMBIA’S MOST FAMOUS RESTAURANT

As Colombian as an ajiaco soup and as wild as any Bogotá club night, Andrés Carne de Res is a legendary destination bar-restaurant that ranks as a headline sight, activity center, entertainment venue and eating option all rolled into one. Imagine going on a psychedelic acid trip to a vivid Roald Dahl universe where burlesque performers provide surreal entertainment while you eat and drink. The huge sprawling interior, jammed with beautiful clutter, looks as if someone ransacked a raft of Colombian curio stores. Admire giant bells, life-sized dolls, drums, cows, nymphs, flags, animal skulls, saints and angels. Multiple bodies crowd the dance floors (note: plural), roaming tuba players blast merry tunes and dexterous wait staff dart around juggling random items from the restaurant’s 75-page menu. Rather like the menu, the place is hard to sum up in a succinct sentence. Just go! For Andrés virgins, you can’t go wrong by ordering a steak, munching arepas, imbibing something alcoholic and letting the unique atmosphere grab you by the lapels.

The original (and main) restaurant is in Chía, 23km north of Bogotá toward Zipaquirá. Devotees call Ubers or taxis. Alternatively, you can save money by catching a Chía-bound bus from inside the TransMilenio Portal del Norte station. Closer to town, Andrés DC in the Zona Rosa is one of several metro outposts with a similar – if not quite as ebullient – party atmosphere.
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Andrés Carne de Res | LukeandKarla.Travel/shutterstock ©


CLASSIC BOGOTá SNACKS

Ajiaco santafereño

Signature soup containing chicken, potatoes, corn and avocado that’s served with a side of rice.

Tamales

Huge scoops of chicken thigh, rice and corn wrapped in a banana leaf.

Arepas

Grilled or pan-fried cornmeal cakes about the size of an English muffin that are best served filled with cheese.

Obleas

Two thin wafers glued together with arequipe and optional cheese and blackberry jam.

Chocolate santafereño

Hot chocolate with bread and soft cheese for dipping.




MORE ON THE FOOD SCENE

Bogotá is, arguably, the food capital of Colombia, with its own specialty dishes and wider fusion flavors.



Museo El Chicó

SMALL DECORATIVE ARTS MUSEUM

Anchoring a sprawling park and surrounded by modern condos, this white 18th-century casona (large, rambling house) was once a vast rural hacienda. The house itself has been turned into a small museum featuring a collection of decorative art hailing mostly from Europe that was amassed by one of the estate’s previous owners, Mercedes Sierra de Pérez, who died in 1951. It’s one of the few museums in Chapinero and worth visiting for the exquisitely tiled Moorish bathroom alone. Also, on show are dazzling displays of silver and porcelain, plus an in-house chapel. It’s a short walk from Parque de la 93.


Zona G

FANCY RESTAURANT DISTRICT

The ‘G’ is for gourmet, although food isn’t the only lure in this upscale Chapinero subdistrict, a patchwork of red-bricked condos, sophisticated cafes and narrow slithers of urban greenery tumbling out of the Eastern Hills. Located east of Carrera 7 and demarcated by Calle 65 in the south and Calle 76 in the north, Zona G is the domain of dog-walkers, gastronomes and coffee snobs. Notable restaurants include world-renowned Leo, Criterión and El Chato. To the west is the Quinta Camacho district (pictured), an emerging restaurant quarter characterized by upmarket English-style mansions. Bogotá’s main LGBTIQ+ neighborhood (sometimes called Chapigay) is directly south.

[image: jpg]

Anamaria Mejia/SHutterstock ©

Parque de la 93

PARK AND SURROUNDING NEIGHBORHOOD

This slice of urban glitz and its surrounding streets vie for the prize of Bogotá’s poshest neighborhood. At the nexus of Carrera 12 and Calle 93, the eponymous park has a refined and relaxed air. Joggers patrol the sidewalks, picnickers flop on grassy tree-lined lawns and leisurely lunches stretch into midafternoon in the cafes. Even the driving seems less anarchic – wait long enough curbside and someone might yield for you! The restaurants are a mix of casual indie joints and some of the city’s best franchises, including Bagatelle, Wok and Juan Valdéz. It’s an ideal place if you’re craving vegetarian, gourmet coffee or craft beer. Local cinema Cinemania shows avant-garde films.
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Parque de la 93 | Mark Pitt Images/SHutterstock ©

Azahar Café

COFFEE ROASTER AND CAFE

Arguably the finest shrine to coffee in Colombia, super-cool Azahar exudes taste, expertise and a passion for the country’s most-famous homegrown product. Busy baristas work behind a huge counter like alchemists in a chemistry lab, experimenting with French press, Chemex, pour-over and espresso. The attention to detail jumps out of the cup.

Sit at a lovely wooden table and watch as staff custom-brew your request and bring it in a fancy pot, cup or flask. The breakfasts – Spanish-style migas (bread salad), açaí bowls and avocado on toast – are available all day. You can even line up a ‘flight’ of three coffee-taster cups.


MORE IN CHAPINERO

San Felipe Art District

SMALL GALLERIES AND FUNKY CAFES

San Felipe is Bogotá’s evolving art district, a one-time residential and auto-shop hub that since the 2010s has had a creative veneer. Centered around a park at the nexus of Calle 75 and Carrera 22, San Felipe grew out of an idea of Colombian architect and art collector, Alejandro Castaño, who dreamed of creating an art district like Miami’s Wynwood or New York’s Soho. Castaño opened a gallery in San Felipe in 2010 and encouraged his artistic friends to follow. Within a decade, an art quarter had taken root – a fertile mix of galleries, workshops, bars, artisanal ice-cream makers, bookstores and tertulias (literary gathering places). More recently, streets have been traffic-calmed, signage has been installed, and murals and sculpture have invigorated the neighborhood. Most essential nooks are near Parque Araña where Café San Felipe acts like a HQ, with music, art and fashion happenings. Of the 20+ galleries, most are small, low-key places where you can meet artists. Espacio KB is a good place to peruse cutting-edge art with a drink. For a wide craft-beer menu, hit Cervecería Statua Rota around the corner.
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San Felipe statue | Brendan Sainsbury/LONELY PLANET ©


Beer at the BBC

You’ll see the letters BBC all over Bogotá – but it’s nothing to do with the British Broadcasting Corporation. In the capital, BBC stands for Bogotá Beer Company, one of Colombia’s premier craft-beer producers that grew from one Zona Rosa pub in 2002 to the 80-plus bars it has today. In 2015, BBC was bought by Belgium-based multinational Anheuser-Busch and the pubs subsequently proliferated.

These days, punters often refer to the former microbusiness as the ‘Starbucks’ of Colombian beer, but they can craft a decent pint, including an ever-changing roster of seasonal and one-off brews. Popular BBC pulls are Septimazo American-style IPA, Macondo English stout and the amber-hued Monserrate Roja. The Parque de la 93 branch has a great vibe.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHAPINERO

Mini-Mal

Sustainable and artisan with a menu that combines Caribbean, Altiplano and jungle-sourced food. $$

Canasto Picnic Bistro

Artistically driven and sustainably minded bistro with vegan- and vegetarian-biased menu and great brunch. $$

Leo

One of South America’s best restaurants, with a multi-course menu that showcases complex Colombian ingredients. $$$




USAQUéN

QUIET NEIGHBORHOOD WITH SMALL-TOWN FEEL


Annexed to Bogotá in 1954, Usaquén, the affluent neighborhood to the north of Chapinero, has a distinct small-town atmosphere that sets it apart from the rest of the city. Herein lies a country club, the capital’s largest golf course, an old hacienda repurposed as a shopping mall, and the Mercado de Las Pulgas, a Sunday flea market that’s artier than its name suggests. Most Usaquén-bound visitors arrive on a Sunday, drawn by the market and the fact that you can cycle all the way from Candelaria unmolested by traffic during the Ciclovia. The neighborhood is safe, family-friendly and ideal for bikes.

Aside from the market, Usaquén is known for its internationally flavored cafes and restaurants that line the kind of narrow, unhurried streets that could pass for Candelaria on a quiet weekend. Sitting at the foothills of the eastern mountains, there’s also the opportunity to disappear into the surrounding hills and forests on short hikes.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Mercado de Las Pulgas

SIGHTS

2Parque de Usaquén

3Parroquia Santa Bárbara

EATING

480 Sillas

SHOPPING

5Hacienda Santa Bárbara




TOP TIP

Usaquén is good for a bright brunch or lazy lunch, especially on a Sunday – the flea market is in full swing and you can get there easily on two wheels, courtesy of the Ciclovia. Carrera 7 closes to traffic all the way to Usaquén from 7am to 2pm.
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Mercado de Las Pulgas

BOGOTá’S POSHEST STREET MARKET

‘Flea market’ doesn’t do this place justice. Usaquén’s Sunday market, born in 1990, could be Bogotá’s classiest. Vendors display artisan handicrafts, provocative art, jewelry, well-polished fruit, creative board games and quirky souvenirs crafted from recycled materials (think origami made from discontinued Venezuelan banknotes!). Administered by a local nonprofit, it’s something of a bogotano cultural event, luring visitors with its festival atmosphere. Expect busking musicians, food vendors, street performers and motionless living statues. The alfresco stalls line Carrera 6A between Calles 119 and 120A.
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Mercado de las Pulgas | Mark Pitt Images/Shutterstock ©

Parque de Usaquén

SMALL PARK ANCHORING CLASSY RESTAURANT QUARTER

Part of the appeal of Usaquén’s leafy central park (pictured) is its sleepy small-town feel: you’re still in the city, but it doesn’t really feel like it. There’s the obligatory church – the 17th-century Parroquia Santa Bárbara – whose diminutive interior guards a gilded altarpiece and several impressive oil paintings. However, the park is best known for its flea market (that stretches along the adjacent streets) and salubrious bars and restaurants. Star of the show is 80 Sillas, whose 80 chairs inhabit a refurbished colonial farmhouse and whose menu leans heavily toward multi-flavored renditions of ceviche.
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Hacienda Santa Barbara

COUNTRY HOUSE TURNED SHOPPING HAVEN

This unusual shopping mall is built around a large 1800s-era colonial house that belonged to José María Sierra, an Antioquian businessman once considered Colombia’s richest person. It was converted into a mall in 1989 and the result is mixed. While elements of the hacienda remain (including a pleasant fountain and ornate doorway), it feels more like a shopping center, despite a generous ‘national monument’ listing. For coffee fiends, there’s a Juan Valdéz Café, plus an Andrés Carne de Res outlet if you feel like steak.




Beyond Bogotá
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With legends of gold, multi-colored rivers and churches carved from salt, beyond Bogotá the landscape quickly takes on a more magic realist sheen.


Bidding Bogotá adiós and exploring the surrounding department of Cundinamarca gets you quickly acquainted with lakes, waterfalls, cloud forests, mountains and a maze of small towns and villages, many of which hold on to their colonial fabric. Most day-trippers head north toward the colonial town of Zipaquirá, site of a famous salt cathedral, and the Laguna de Guatavita, a pivotal place in the El Dorado legend. Bogotá travel agencies offer trips to both. They can even be combined in a very long day trip. The excursion to Caño Cristales in La Meta department is a longer, more expensive proposition. You’ll need to book a one-hour flight to La Macarena and put aside at least three days for the trip.
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Laguna de Guatavita | Heinner/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Caño Cristales is no secret – Colombians swarm there on puentes (long weekends). Avoid these weekends – come midweek if you can.




Laguna de Guatavita

Hopes of finding El Dorado, it was once believed, converged on the small, circular Laguna de Guatavita about 50km northeast of Bogotá, which served as the sacred lake and ritual center of the Muisca people. Here, half a millennium ago, the gold-dust-coated Zipa – the Muisca cacique (Indigenous tribal head) – would throw precious offerings such as elaborate tunjos (ornate gold pendants and figurines) inscribed with wishes into the lake from his ceremonial raft. He’d then plunge into the waters to obtain godlike power. The Laguna can be visited as part of a combined day trip with the Catedral de Sal.

Scan to find more great day trips from Bogotá on lonelyplanet.com
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The Subterranean Catedral de Sal

SURREAL CHURCH MADE OF SALT

Many Catholic churches have a reputation for being dimly lit and shadowy places, but few are as darkly surreal as Zipaquirá’s Catedral de Sal, a subterranean cathedral that is lodged 190m underground. The cathedral was carved between 1991 and 1995 by removing 250,000 tons of salt from a halite mountain. The resulting space is cinematically lit (plenty of deep purples and electric blues) and packs a lot of ecclesiastical ‘wow’ throughout its cavernous chapels and naves. It is highlighted by the largest cross ever built in an underground church. Visitors must join regularly departing hour-long tours – you can leave the tour once you’re inside if you want. The walk leads past the 14 stages of Jesus’ crucifixion, an illuminated cupola and, finally, the stunning nave.

This is the second incarnation of a church on the site. The first was completed in 1954 and operated until the early 1990s when it was closed over safety concerns. The present church was carved 60m beneath the original. Filling a 75m-long mine, it can accommodate up to 8400 people and holds (very busy) services every Sunday.

Rock salt has been mined in the region since the 5th century BCE and the tradition of mixing religion with salt has longstanding and logical roots. The work in the salt mines was very dangerous and fearful miners routinely carved out small altars in their underground workspaces for comfort and support. These makeshift mini-shrines acted as inspiration for the first cathedral in the 1950s.

The town of Zipaquirá is located 50km north of Bogotá. Admission to the cathedral includes a mixed bag of additional attractions in a surrounding ‘salt park’. Sights include a climbing wall, a 3D film and a brine museum.
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WHERE TO STAY IN LA MACARENA

La Manigua Lodge

Attractive rustic cabins in the forest outside town, with food, transportation and tours laid on. $$

Casa Hotel Real

Modest place in Macarena’s main square with private bathrooms, wi-fi and a pool. $$

Hotel Punto Verde

Pleasantly landscaped grounds complemented by a pool, clean rooms and decent Colombian food. $$


I LIVE HERE: CAñO CRISTALES TIPS
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Vladimir Torres Alfonso, tourist guide

Favorite trail

The Sendero Pianos because it has more waterfalls and very large natural pools, plus the macarenia clavigera color is more intense at certain points due to the shallowness of the water.

Best place to swim

The Pianos pool, followed by the Piscina del Turista because it’s the largest at Caño Cristales.

Advice for first timers

Some tourists say they’re put off coming because of the conflict, but I like to tell them the opposite is true. La Macarena is a region of peace, where visitors are eagerly awaited because there are more than 600 families that directly benefit from tourism and depend on it for their livelihood.



Unique Landscapes of Caño Cristales

MULTI-COLORED WILDERNESS RIVERS

Caño Cristales is a series of remote rivers and waterfalls that are protected inside the Parque Nacional Natural Sierra de La Macarena, a vast wilderness of dry forest and savanna that remained unknown to all but a handful of Indigenous people until the late 1960s. The river’s unique coloration has led to it being called everything from ‘River of Five Colors’ to ‘Liquid Rainbow.’ This is due to an unusual biological phenomenon that takes place during the rainy season between July and November, when an underwater aquatic plant called the macarenia clavigera turns a vermilion red. Visible through the crystal-clear water, the red of the plants and the golden hue of the hollowed-out riverbed contrast magically with the blue sky, and the green of the surrounding savanna. It is the only place in the world where this vibrant natural process occurs.

Caño Cristales is located 280km as the crow flies from Bogotá near the small isolated town of La Macarena in a region known as Orinoquía or Los Llanos (flat lands). You will need a minimum of three days and two nights to visit the national park from the Colombian capital. Trips involve some expense, a little pre-planning and a measure of hot, energetic hiking, but the payoff is considerable. Until 2009, the entire region was closed because of FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) activity. Subsequent tourism has been tightly controlled, meaning that numbers are kept down and traveling to the kaleidoscopic eco-park still feels like a rare privilege.

You cannot visit Caño Cristales on your own – you are obligated to go into the national park with one of the official local guides, even if you do make it to La Macarena under your own steam (warning: the road is terrible). Most tours include the air transportation to La Macarena, hotel accommodations, meals and guide services. On arrival, you’ll normally be placed in a group of around eight people with a local Spanish-speaking guide (English-speaking guides are available on request). Visitors are put up in one of several utilitarian hotels in La Macarena (basic but with private bathrooms and wi-fi). Plentiful Colombian meals are served buffet-style and on one night you’ll be treated to a traditional joropo music show with a complimentary beer. Days are spent inside the national park, usually starting with a boat ride on the Río Guayabero and a short journey in a 4WD.

While trips vary in time and distance, most will include a visit to a spectacular mirador above the Río Guayabero as well as a stop at the multicolored Caño Cristalitos, a tributary of the Río Caño Cristales. The main river is the obvious highlight. Landmarks along its course include beguiling water features such as Los Pianos; the impressive Cascada de los Cuarzos (a powerful waterfall you can crawl behind); the smooth cylindrical rock holes of Los Ochos and a tranquil swimming spot known as the Piscina del Turista. The surrounding savanna and low jungle are almost as fascinating as the rivers themselves and the friendly but professional guides are well-versed in the local flora and fauna.

The rivers have some outstanding swimming spots and visitors are enthusiastically encouraged to get wet. The hiking distances range from between 8km and 10km each day.
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SEE MORE GOLD

You can see many gold tunjos like those thrown into the Laguna de Guatavita at Bogotá’s Museo del Oro.




National Park Rules

The national park has several unusually strict rules: sun cream and mosquito spray cannot be used on the body prior to entry into the park, as the introduction of chemical compounds to the water could pollute the otherwise-pristine waters and adversely affect the unique ecosystem that produces the rivers’ extraordinary colors. Visitors are also banned from bringing in plastic bottles. Long leggings are encouraged. Vaccination for yellow fever is recommended.

There is a limit on the number of people permitted to enter the park each day (around 200) and you cannot enter individually – you must hire a guide from an official tour company first. You can’t enter the park at all between December and June.



WHERE TO BATHE IN CAñO CRISTALES

Los Pianos

Zigzagging waterfalls with a bathing pool at the bottom for dipping and water massage.

La Cascada de los Cuarzos

Spectacular waterfall – crawl behind the giant chute for the ultimate power-shower.

La Piscina del Turista

Large pool at a widening in the river that offers opportunities for proper swimming.


Getting Around

Zipaquirá is relatively easy to reach from central Bogotá. Take the TransMilenio to Portal del Norte and change to one of the regular local buses heading north. Alternatively, there’s a weekend tourist train (turistren.com.co) that runs from Sabana station near downtown Bogotá.

Due to strict visitation rules and tricky access, most people heading to Caño Cristales join an organized tour. Packages include charter flights from Bogotá, plus boat and 4WD transportation once you’re inside the national park. You can book through Ecoturismo Sierra de la Macarena (ecoturismomacarena.com).







BOYACÁ & SANTANDER
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Awash with history and legend, the captivating colonial towns of Boyacá and Santander offer relaxation and adventure in equal measure.


COLOMBIA’S HISTORIC HEARTLAND
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Catedral de la Inmaculada Concepcíon, Barichara | AMatyas Rehak/shutterstock ©

Covering vast stretches of mountainous terrain to the north of Bogotá, the departments of Boyacá and Santander together form one of the first areas settled by Spanish conquistadores. It was here that the seeds of revolution were sowed and the region saw some of the most important battles of the fight for independence, culminating in the victory over the Spanish at the Puente de Boyacá. This is Colombia’s traditional heartland and its importance to the nation cannot be overstated.

Rising from the Río Magdalena to the glacier-covered peaks of the east, the Andes here are rugged and shelter dozens of unblemished historic towns with hardworking inhabitants that cling steadfastly to the formality of another era. From the cobblestone streets of Villa de Leyva to the cinematic beauty of earthy Barichara, the enchanting towns of the region are the perfect place to discover a different Colombia in stark contrast to that of the shiny major cities.

But for all the region’s cultural attractions, there are equally as many natural wonders to behold. From the awe-inspiring Cañon del Chicamocha to the sacred lakes of Iguaque, the landscapes are as diverse as they are extraordinary. And they’re not just pretty backdrops: adventure sports are huge here and valiant visitors can interact with nature in an impressive array of thrilling adventures.
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Indigenous woman, near Villa de Leyva | Luz Zuluaga Photography/shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

VILLA DE LEYVA

Colonial plazas and fossils.

SAN GIL

Adventure sports.

BARICHARA

Artisans and architecture.




Find Your Way

Both Boyacá and Santander are large departments mostly covered by the expansive mountains of the eastern Andes, where the region’s finest landscapes and most appealing cities and towns can be found.
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Plan Your Time

Traveling through the mountains of Boyacá and Santander involves contrasting periods of thrilling adventure and full relaxation, the balance of which can be continually adjusted while on the road.


[image: jpg]
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A Quick Trip

• If you’re short on time, Villa de Leyva and its immediate surrounds provide a good taste of the region just a short drive from Bogotá.

• Begin in the Plaza Mayor to take a look inside some of Villa’s historical buildings, before taking a trip in the afternoon to check out the weird and wonderful fossils at the Centro de Investigaciones Paleontológicas and the pre-Hispanic ruins of Parque Arqueológico Zaquencipa.

• The next day, hike into the sacred mountains of the Santuario de Flora y Fauna Iguaque before picking up some hand-crafted souvenirs in the tiny village of Raquira.




A Week of Highlights

• After spending a couple of days in and around Villa de Leyva head north to Barichara and spend the afternoon exploring the historic center.

• The following morning, walk along the Camino Real to Guane to check out the river views before returning for a meal in one of Barichara’s elegant gourmet restaurants.

• Next head to San Gil to walk the shady trails of the Parque El Gallineral, before visiting the towering Cascada de Juan Curí and finishing your trip at the spectacular Cañon del Chicamocha.




If Time Is No Barrier

• Dedicate a good four or five days to Villa de Leyva and its surrounds before moving east to discover the seldom-visited mountain villages of Iza and Monguí and the nearby Lago de Tota with its high-altitude white-sand beach.

• Continue north to San Gil to run the rapids on the Río Suárez and explore the depths of the Cueva de la Vaca.

• Settle into a centuries-old hotel in Barichara to relax before taking on the epic three-day hike along the Camino Real through the heart of the Cañon del Chicamocha to the Mesa de los Santos.



Seasonal Highlights

Temperatures are consistent year-round, but the mountains see most rains from March to May and October to November.

FEBRUARY

Cloudless skies make for great hiking as well as top stargazing at Festival de Astronomía in Villa de Leyva.
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APRIL

Heavy rains mark the beginning of ant season in Santander with hormigas culonas harvested as they fly from their nests.
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JUNE

Athletes from around the country and beyond test their mettle in the grueling Chicamocha Canyon Race.
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JULY

Mostly dry weather is perfect for long hikes with spectacular views through the mountains of both departments.
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AUGUST

Strong winds see colorful kites take to the skies above Villa de Leyva for the Festival de las Cometas.
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SEPTEMBER

The Barichara arts scene comes to the fore during the Festiver cinema festival, accompanied by concerts, exhibitions and markets.
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DECEMBER

Colombia’s best fireworks display lights up the skies above Villa de Leyva during the Festival de las Luces.
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VILLA DE LEYVA
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Widely regarded as one of the most beautiful historic settlements in Colombia, Villa de Leyva is a town frozen in time. Declared a national monument in 1954, the photogenic colonial center has been preserved in its entirety, with cobblestone roads and handsome whitewashed buildings. The town was founded in 1572 and early on it was mainly a retreat for military offices, clergy and the nobility. In recent years, an influx of wealthy visitors and expats has slowly transformed this once-hidden getaway. Boutique hotels, gourmet restaurants and souvenir shops are replacing many of the old family inns and cafes, but it remains an incredibly atmospheric place for a wander.

Spreading just a few blocks from the magnificent central plaza, the historic center is a breeze to explore on foot, while just outside town, prehistoric fossils, Indigenous monuments and stunning waterfalls await.
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SIGHTS

1Casa Museo Antonio Nariño

2Casa Museo Antonio Ricaurte

3Casa Museo Luis Alberto Acuña

4Casa Quintera

5Casona La Guaca

6Iglesia del Carmen

7Iglesia Parroquial

8La Plaza Mayor

9Museo del Carmen




TOP TIP

Due to its proximity to the capital, Villa de Leyva is a hugely popular weekend destination for bogotanos looking to escape the city, which means it can often feel overrun. Fortunately, during the week it reverts to a bucolic little town.
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La Plaza Mayor

A MONUMENTAL TOWN SQUARE

Of enormous proportions yet understated in design, Villa de Leyva’s magnificent cobblestone square is lined with rows of elegant whitewashed buildings with neat terracotta roofs that contrast markedly with the backdrop of imposing green mountains. It’s one of the largest plazas in the country and without doubt one of the most beautiful.

Unchanged for centuries, the plaza is headed by the charming single-towered Iglesia Parroquial which was built in 1608 and houses a marvelous baroque main retable. The sides of the plaza are lined with the facades of gorgeous whitewashed mansions, including Casa del Primer Congreso de las Provincias Unidas, while the interior is completely empty, except for a simple Mudejar fountain that once provided drinking water to inhabitants of the village.

These days most of the drinking takes place in the surrounding stately buildings, which house cafes and restaurants offering sustenance with a view, or on the church steps where locals and visitors alike gather to take in the timeless scene.

Some of the grand old buildings around the square have been converted to shopping centers – take a peek inside the Casa Quintera and nearby Casona La Guaca to check out the traditional architecture from the inside.

The plaza is also the backdrop for some of Villa de Leyva’s most inviting events, including the annual Festival de las Cometas, where amateurs and pros alike fly multicolored kites above the town’s tiled rooftops, as well as the Festival de las Luces fireworks extravaganza and film showings in the Festival Internacional de Cine.

And the plaza is also one of the major stages for Villa de Leyva’s popular Semana Santa celebrations. Unlike in some traditional towns around the country, Easter here is about more than just solemn processions, with religious events accompanied by concerts, art exhibitions and films.
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WHERE TO STAY IN VILLA DE LEYVA

Posada San Antonio

Well-run guesthouse in an atmospheric, antique-filled colonial mansion in the heart of town. $$$

Hospedería Don Paulino

Good-value option in the heart of town with friendly staff and cozy rooms. $

Hospedería La Roca

Right on the plaza, this place is a great deal if you don’t mind ambient noise. $$


BEST RURAL HOTELS

The Villa de Leyva countryside is home to charming tranquil hotels, a fine choice to escape the crowds just a short drive from the action.

Hostal Renacer

Elegant hostel walking distance from the plaza with spacious grounds, knowledgeable staff and a welcoming atmosphere. $$

Suites Arco Iris

Romantic hotel perched on a hilltop above town, surrounded by a fine garden. $$

Hotel Boutique Caney

Luxurious option with sweeping views, wooden floors, spacious grounds and in-house spa. $$$




COLOMBIA MAGNIFICENT PLAZAS

For some more photogenic plazas, visit the grandiose whitewashed Parque Caldas in Popayán, the colorful Parque El Libertador in the coffee town of Jardín and leafy Plaza de Bolívar in Cartagena.



WHERE TO EAT IN VILLA DE LEYVA

Mercado Municipal

Villa’s finest restaurant. Inventive takes on regional cuisine served in a lovely central patio. $$$

Casa Blanca

Long-running traditional restaurant serving tasty local dishes and a good set meal. $$

Pastelería Francesa

French-run bakery serving the best pastries around, including outstanding chocolate tarts. $


Churches & Museums of the Villa

A WINDOW ONTO ANOTHER ERA

Villa de Leyva has many interesting museums, which are also a great way to see inside some traditional buildings while taking a gentle walk through its cobblestone streets.

Begin on the southwest of the plaza at the Casa Museo Luis Alberto Acuña, which showcases the works of one of Colombia’s most influential painters and sculptors, Luis Alberto Acuña (1904–93), who once resided in this house. Of particular note is the patio containing a number of Acuñas’ Indigenous-themed murals – try to ignore the rather incongruous dinosaur models brought here from another museum.

A short walk away, the Iglesia del Carmen is Villa de Leyva’s most graceful church, although it’s only possible to get inside during mass. It’s easier to visit the adjacent convent, which has been converted into the Museo del Carmen and houses a collection of religious art, with some pieces dating to the 16th century. Head southwest from the plaza to the Casa Museo Antonio Nariño, set in the former home of one of Colombia’s most important independence leaders. It is still decorated as it was when he left it in the early 19th century.

On the other side of town, in front of a tranquil plaza, the Casa Museo Antonio Ricaurte pays tribute to another independence hero who famously blew himself up in an arms bunker to halt a Spanish advance.


Monsters from the Deep

While it might seem hard to believe now, the arid countryside around Villa de Leyva was covered with water during the Cretaceous and Mesozoic periods, which explains the abundance of weird and wonderful fossils that have been unearthed around the town.

It is one of the most fossil-rich parts of the continent and paleontologists continue to work in several areas to study long-lost species preserved in the former seabed. If you look closely, you can even see tiny fossils in stones used as building materials in floors, walls and pavements around town.



Explore Villa’s Hinterland

FROM PREHISTORIC TO PRE-HISPANIC

Despite covering a fairly small area, the valley surrounding Villa de Leyva is packed with extraordinary attractions that reflect the region’s rich history and can be explored on foot, bicycle, horseback or by taxi.

Probably the oldest attraction in the country, El Fósil is an impressive 120-million-year-old Kronosaurus fossil and the world’s most intact specimen of this enormous prehistoric reptile. The fossil is 7m long – the creature was about 12m long but the tail has been lost to time. The flat arid region surrounding Villa de Leyva was once covered by the sea and the renovated interpretation center includes a number of other impressive fossils found in the region’s sedimentary rocks.

To learn about how scientists find and extract fossils, head across the road to the Centro de Investigaciones Paleontológicas. It combines an open-window research facility with a diverse collection of magnificent fossils including a full-body plesiosaurus (a Jurassic sea dragon) and the oldest-known turtle fossil. It’s geeky fun and young travelers will love the hands-on activities, which include searching for faux-fossils in a purpose-built sandpit and making your own fossil replicas from plaster.

Just off the main road, the pre-Hispanic ruins of the Parque Arqueológico Zaquencipa were nicknamed El Infiernito by Spanish colonizers due to the phallic monuments used by the Indigenous Muisca to observe the heavens. Slightly further afield but worth the journey, the charming Convento del Santo Ecce Homo is modern in Villa terms, having been founded by Dominican fathers in 1620. It’s a large stone adobe with a beautiful leafy courtyard and a magnificent gilded main retable in the chapel.


FURTHER FOSSILS

See an extensive collection of fossils in the Museo Arqueológico y Paleontológico in the tiny town of Guane, near Barichara. It mainly features marine animals embedded in rock mined throughout the region.



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN VILLA DE LEYVA

Sybarita Café

Appealing to serious coffee drinkers, with quality beans and a variety of preparation methods.

Café Los Gallos

Proper corner cafe with an unpretentious atmosphere and good coffee and breakfast options.

Bombón Café Bake

Chic cafe serving a full range of coffees and some first-class desserts.


Villa’s Farmers Market

Despite being located just north of the nation’s immense modern capital, the department of Boyacá is known for its traditional rural culture with small-scale agriculture remaining the region’s main source of employment.

Farmers from the region even have their own vernacular, most notably with their use of sumercé or ‘your mercy’ as an ultra-formal pronoun in place of the common usted.

For a taste of traditional boyacense culture, head to Villa de Leyva’s bustling Saturday market on the east side of town. Local growers come to sell their produce direct from their farms and a number of stalls prepare hearty traditional dishes.



Marvel at Mythical Nature

WATERFALLS, LAKES AND CAVES

The mountains that surround Villa de Leyva shelter mystical forests, thundering waterfalls and tranquil lakes that can easily be explored on a day trip.

High above the valley, the Santuario de Flora y Fauna Iguaque has swathes of pristine wilderness that the Indigenous Muisca believed to be the birthplace of humankind. According to Muisca legend, the beautiful goddess Bachué emerged from the Laguna de Iguaque with a baby boy in her arms. When the boy became an adult, they married, had children and populated the earth. In old age, the pair transformed into serpents and dove back into the sacred lake.

The Laguna de Iguaque is the only one of the 67-sq-km national park’s eight lakes open to visitors. It’s accessible on a relaxing 4.7km trail from the visitors center. The trail begins in Andean forest and climbs 800m to the delicate páramo (high-mountain plains) where beautiful frailejones and other striking vegetation typical of this unique landscape can be observed. The lake is often shrouded in mist and gets cold, so dress accordingly.

For a more adrenaline-filled adventure, hike to one of the many thundering waterfalls that surround the town. On the road to Gachantivá, the Cascada La Periquera is a series of three gushing cascades that tumble down wide rock faces. Even more spectacular is the towering Cascada El Hayal. The waterfall pours from a tight canyon over a limestone cliff, then past an immense grotto into tropical dry forest below.


Getting Around

Villa de Leyva’s historic center is compact and easily walkable although the uneven cobblestones challenge the ankles and are a nightmare for parents pushing strollers. To reach outlying attractions and rural accommodations, taxis and white-charter pickups offer similar services; they’re often hard to find around town, especially on weekends, but the rank at the bus terminal usually has a few vehicles.






Beyond Villa de Leyva
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Take a trip to tranquil towns nestled among the legendary mountains of Boyacá and discover the region’s resilient traditions.


If Villa de Leyva feels a little crowded, head out into the rural heartland of Boyacá where tiny towns steadfastly cling to a simpler way of life and challenging hikes lead up into peaceful Andean plains.

In the west of the department, the dry mountains are punctuated by a number of little villages where artisans continue to practice age-old trades inspired by Indigenous crafts, and street-side stalls serve typical culinary treats.

But to really get off the beaten track, head to the east where the Andes soar to windswept moors sprinkled with lakes and decorated with delicate wildflowers, accessed via some of Colombia’s most charming villages.
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TOP TIP

Restaurants in small towns and villages in Boyacá tend to close unbelievably early, so reserve evening meals in advance.




Sutamarchán

On the way to Ráquira make sure to stop off at Sutamarchán, 14km west of Villa de Leyva, to try its famous longaniza – a regional sausage similar to Portuguese linguiça made from minced pork and spices.

It’s grilled everywhere around town – walk along the main street and follow your nose or stop at Fabrica de Longaniza & Piqueteadero Robertico, which serves grilled house sausage with locally grown papa criollo (Creole potatoes) and also sells raw sausages to go by the pound.



Ráquira

COLORFUL ART AND RECLUSIVE MONKS

Just a 45-minute bus ride southwest of Villa de Leyva, Ráquira is the pottery capital of Colombia, where you’ll find everything from ceramic bowls, jars and plates to garden decorations and toys.

Brightly painted facades, a jumble of craft shops and stacks of freshly fired mud and clay pots make a welcoming sight along the main street of this one-horse town. There are many workshops in and around the village where you can watch pottery being made. Many shops also stock selections of handicrafts from other regions of the country, including woven bags and hammocks.

While many visitors come just to shop, make sure to leave time to check out the Monasterio de La Candelaria, which is set amid arid hills 7km from town. Founded in 1507 by Augustine monks, the complex was completed around 1660 and can now be visited on a guided tour that takes in the chapel (note the 16th-century painting of the Virgen de la Candelaria), a small museum, a stunning courtyard with a collection of 17th-century canvases and the cave where the monks originally resided.

If you want to be led by the monks themselves, you’ll need to visit on a Sunday, which is conveniently also the best shopping day in town. It’s possible to walk to the monastery in about an hour from Ráquira, but note that it can get very hot here and there’s little shade.
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WHERE TO STAY IN RURAL BOYACá

Hotel Termales El Batán

Elegant rooms with king-sized beds, fine wooden furniture and guests-only thermal baths. $$$

Monguí Plaza Hotel

Right on the main square in Monguí, well-heated rooms have parquet floors and modern bathrooms. $

Casona Real Santa Barbara

A modern structure with classic design close to La Candelaria Monastery. $


Lago de Tota

Colombia’s largest natural freshwater lake, Lago de Tota is perched at a height of more than 3000m in the mountains southeast of Iza. While most of its shores are taken up with plantations, on the southern edge you’ll find the remarkable out-of-the-blue Playa Blanca, a white-sand beach fronted by turquoise waters.

One of the highest beaches in the world, on the weekends it attracts a crowd of day-trippers, the bravest of whom enjoy taking a dip in the lake’s icy waters. Stalls sell refreshments and piping hot cups of coffee, while small boats offer trips out on the lake. During the week, the place is pretty much deserted.



Iza & Monguí

UTTER TRANQUILITY IN TIMELESS TOWNS

Surrounding the unattractive industrial city of Sogamoso, a 2½-hour drive from Villa de Leyva, Monguí and Iza are a pair of unassuming yet stunning mountain towns that are relatively untouched by mass tourism despite boasting some of the best preserved traditional architecture in Boyacá.

Voted the most beautiful village in Boyacá by the department’s residents, Monguí was founded in 1601 and soon became a catechetic center of Franciscan monks, as evidenced by one of the town’s most striking buildings, the Convento de los Franciscanos, which dominates the stunning plaza. The town’s narrow streets are lined with uniform green-and-white colonial houses, the facades of which drip with colorful red-rose-scented geraniums.

A couple of challenging and little-trodden high-altitude hikes up into the Páramo de Ocetá and to the Laguna Colorada can be organized in town.

Nearby Iza is a very quiet town famed for its desserts, which are sold from shopfronts fronting its leafy central plaza. The endless varieties will send blood-sugar levels spiking, but fortunately the surrounding undulating countryside is crisscrossed with paths and is a great place for some post-dessert exercise.

You can walk to the mineral-rich thermal baths at El Batán, set in a scenic wooded valley. While the baths are piping hot, unlike many other volcanic heated springs, the water is blissfully free of the pungent smell of sulfur.
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Getting Around

The towns of Boyacá are served by frequent bus services, but they tend to run to and from nearby cities. Getting between places of interest can require several changes. Hiring a car is easier – with little traffic and no problems parking, it’s almost stress-free.






SAN GIL
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It doesn’t take long to notice that busy San Gil is very different to the tranquil towns that surround it. With a real energy in the air, Colombia’s adventure-sports capital is like a brash teenager on a street full of retirees, focused on having a good time.

While it may not be the prettiest town in the region, it is without doubt the most fun, with the sheer range of adventure activities on offer meaning visitors can easily stay a week and never run out of ways to enjoy the outdoors. The area is best known for white-water rafting, but other popular pastimes include paragliding, caving, downhill cycling, trekking and rappelling.

And in downtimes between adrenaline rushes, San Gil is a pleasurable place to hang out with good restaurants serving both tasty typical cuisine and international flavors, a handsome town square and a relaxing tree-filled riverside nature reserve.
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SIGHTS

1Cañon del Chicamocha

2Cascada de Juan Curí

3Parque El Gallineral

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

see 3Comité Municipal de Tejo

4Cueva de la Vaca

5Pescaderito

see 3Río Fonce

6Río Suárez

ENTERTAINMENT

7Parque Nacional del Chicamocha




TOP TIP

Competition among adventure-tour operators in San Gil is fierce, with many outfits offering big discounts on seemingly identical adventures. However, the quality of guides, equipment and safety protocols are not uniform among companies.




Parque El Gallineral

A GRACEFUL URBAN ESCAPE

One of Colombia’s most alluring urban parks, the salubrious Parque El Gallineral is set on a 4-hectare triangular island between two arms of the Quebrada Curití and the Río Fonce.

Many of the 1900 trees are covered with long, silvery tendrils of moss called barbas de viejo (old man’s beard), hanging from branches to form translucent curtains of foliage. It’s an ethereal scene, especially early in the morning and in the late afternoon when beams of filtered sunlight make it feel straight out of JRR Tolkien’s Middle Earth.

A network of paths snake through the forest alongside rushing streams to the Río Fonce riverfront where agoutis scout around the undergrowth and it’s sometimes possible to spot frolicking otters in the churning waters.
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Santander’s Edible Ants

Of Colombia’s culinary traditions, perhaps none is as peculiar as Santander’s delicacy, hormigas culonas (literally, ‘fat-bottom ants’). The tradition dates back more than 500 years to when the Indigenous Guane people cultivated and devoured the ants for their supposed aphrodisiac and healing properties. The giant dark-brown ants are fried or roasted and eaten whole, or ground into a powder. Containers of fried-ant snacks are sold in shops throughout Santander, but especially in Barichara, San Gil and Bucaramanga.

The ants are normally in season during spring but can be found on sale year-round. Their flavor is like crunchy dirt mixed with old coffee grounds – definitely an acquired taste!



Time for Tejo

GUNPOWDER, LEAD WEIGHTS AND ALCOHOL

One of Colombia’s much-loved national sports, tejo is a loud and rambunctious traditional game with pre-Hispanic origins in which 2kg puck-like weights (once made of solid gold, nowadays made of lead) are tossed to a clay pit to hit a metal ring surrounded by ready-to-explode gunpowder-filled triangular pieces of wax paper called mechas.

While it was originally developed in neighboring Boyacá, it’s now played all over the country and San Gil is the best place for an introduction to the sport. Staff at Macondo Guesthouse run a tejo night every Tuesday where they block out a few lanes at the Comité Municipal de Tejo and organize a guide to help explain the rules.

WHERE TO STAY IN SAN GIL

Macondo Hostel

Sociable hostel with a garden Jacuzzi and helpful staff that organize all kinds of activities. $

Sam’s VIP Hostel

Great location right on the plaza and a spacious, straight-out-of-suburban-America kitchen. $

Hotel Verano

Away from the tumult of town with comfortable well-equipped rooms and a great riverside pool. $


I LIVE HERE: RED BULL’S PERFECT DAY

[image: jpg]

Henry Delgado Vargas, known locally as Red Bull, is a professional rafting guide who has represented Colombia at world white-water events.

A perfect day for me in San Gil would begin at the Mercado Municipal for breakfast and then a bicycle ride along one of the tracks through the rural districts, before refueling with a platter of carne a la llanera at Donde Campos. In the afternoon, a good place to relax is Pinchote, five minutes from San Gil, where they sell traditional drinks such as chicha and masato. Finally in the evening, the most fun place to be is the Esquina de Movimiento Americano on the town plaza.



Rafting the Fonce & Suárez

RIDE THE POWERFUL RAPIDS

San Gil’s reputation as Colombia’s go-to place for adventure sports owes much to the rivers that flow through and around town, which are adorned year-round with thrilling sets of rapids for kayaking and rafting excursions.

The Río Fonce, which flows through the middle of town, is a fairly gentle experience with Class I to III rapids spread along the length of a 10km, 90-minute run that finishes at the town waterfront. The slow pace of the journey means there’s plenty of time to take in the mountainous Santander scenery.

In contrast, visitors looking for a more thrilling rafting experience should book a ride on the mighty Río Suárez, a high-volume waterway lined with hardcore rapids including two Class IV–V behemoths that guarantee a wild ride.

The classic 25km descent begins at the Puente Vasquez and thunders through a breathtaking canyon past towering waterfalls, although you won’t have much time to take in the epic scenery due to the need for constant paddling through some serious white-water.

Of the larger rapids, the most notable are El Laberinto, a 1.5km maze of rocks, holes and eddies, which will spin the boat in all directions, and the rolling waves of Martha’s Tongue, which passes beneath a handsome colonial-era bridge. The run builds to a crescendo at La Sorpresa, where massive waves crest over the boat, showing the enormous power of the river.
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WHERE TO EAT IN SAN GIL

Gringo Mike’s

Thrills homesick travelers with huge burgers, gourmet sandwiches, breakfast burritos and French-press coffee. $$

Plaza de Mercado

Explore the narrow aisles for the best breakfast in town: stuffed arepas, tamales, fruit salad and juices. $

El Mejor Padrino

A no-frills local diner offering cheap and filling meals served with a tasty soup. $


BEST RESTAURANTS FOR TRADITIONAL MEALS

Restaurante Gallineral

Open-air place inside the boundaries of the enchanting Parque El Gallineral. Offers local favorites served with delicious homemade arepas santandereanas. $$

El Fogón de Lolo

In the small town of Curití and run by one of the region’s most respected culinary grandmothers. Try the goat or carne oreada. Portions are huge – come hungry. $$

Balcones Sangileños

Grab a table overlooking the comings and goings on the town plaza and enjoy top local dishes at any hour. $



Cañon del Chicamocha

COLOMBIA’S MOST MAGNIFICENT CANYON

Halfway between San Gil and the departmental capital of Bucaramanga lies the spectacular canyon of the Río Chicamocha, an arid landscape of majestic mountains standing guard over the cappuccino-colored river way down below. The cliff-hugging road between the two cities is one of the most wonderful (and windy) drives in Santander.

The main gateway to the canyon is the Parque Nacional del Chicamocha, but don’t be fooled by the name – it’s really a slightly tacky amusement park built atop some spectacular mountains. The main reason to come here is for the sensational 6.3km-long cable-car ride that descends to the base of the canyon and then climbs up to the Mesa de los Santos at the top of the opposite rim. There are no hiking trails in the park, but it has a bunch of rides, a small water park (in one of Colombia’s most arid regions) and a fine lookout with magnificent 360-degree views.

But you don’t need to go to the park to explore the canyon, as there are a number of other more solitary and adventurous ways to be wowed by its breathtaking beauty. For a peaceful bird’s-eye view, take to the thermal winds and soar above the mountains on a tandem paragliding trip. If you’re looking to explore the sweltering base of the canyon, you can join a downhill cycling adventure, paddle through a stretch on a rafting excursion or hike a stretch of the legendary Camino Real.

The sheer rock faces of the northwestern edge of the canyon below the Mesa de Los Santos offer some of the best rock climbing in Colombia, with around 400 different ascents, many of which are found along the 1.5km-long La Mojarra wall. No matter which climb you choose, you’re pretty much guaranteed excellent conditions and superb views.

And serious fitness buffs can test their endurance during the Chicamocha Canyon Race, which takes place every June and offers a choice of demanding tracks.


ANOTHER RIVER TO RUN

Another wonderfully scenic river for rafting is the Río Magdalena outside San Agustín in the south of the country, which runs through lush green mountains that are markedly different from Santander’s often arid terrain.



WHERE TO EAT IN SAN GIL

Restaurante Maná

San Gil’s fanciest set meal pushes the boundary well beyond rice, beans and chicken. $

Juanmar

A long way from the sea, but this attentive place does tasty seafood at a good price. $$

Cafe Europa

Friendly hole-in-the-wall serving great-value thin-crust pizza and pasta. $


Getting to the Caribbean

San Gil is a traditional stop on the journey from Bogotá to the Caribbean coast. After heading north through the Cañon del Chicamocha to Bucaramanga, the road gently descends to the sultry lowlands of the Río Magdalena from where there are three roads to choose from. The shortest and most followed heads north to Santa Marta from where a good highway heads to coastal destinations east and west.

However, those looking to get off the beaten path can veer west to take in the languid charm of Mompós before continuing north to Cartagena. Travelers heading to the Guajira can follow the southern side of the Sierra Nevada mountain range through Valledupar to Riohacha.



A Natural Playground

CAVES, WATERFALLS AND SWIMMING HOLES

The undulating, rocky terrain surrounding San Gil is crisscrossed by fast-rushing streams that spring from the mountains to form waterfalls, swimming holes and deep caves, which can be easily explored on a number of short day trips from town.

One of Colombia’s highest waterfalls, the 180m-high Cascada de Juan Curí is actually a series of falls surrounded by abundant forest. There is a fine swimming hole below the lower falls, but make sure to climb the steep path to the middle section, where you’ll enter a hidden tree-filled ravine with bubbling pools and views of the lofty upper cascades. If you’re feeling daring, you can try abseiling – it is possible to rappel down the sheer rock face while being buffeted by the icy water.

A slightly more low-key way to cool off, Pescaderito is a series of large inviting swimming holes in a shallow canyon formed by the Quebrada Curití. There’s a vertigo-inducing path linking the pools along the side of the river, but it’s more fun to splash, swim and scramble your way up the river.

Even more adventure can be found underground at the Cueva de la Vaca where a subterranean stream has formed half a dozen caverns filled with beautiful stalagmites and stalactites. At one point you’ll have to swim through a submerged tunnel, although there’s a rope to guide you along. Wear old clothes – you’ll get muddy.


DESCEND DEEPER INTO CHICAMOCHA

The epic multi-day Cabrera to Mesa de Los Santos hike takes in a long scenic stretch of the Cañon del Chicamocha and includes an overnight stay at the base of the valley.




Getting Around

Most places of interest to visitors in town are within walking distance of San Gil’s main plaza while a majority of the natural attractions can be reached by using the local buses that run to neighboring municipalities. The buses leave from the small terminal a few blocks west of the center.






BARICHARA
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Barichara is the kind of town that Hollywood filmmakers dream about. A Spanish colonial town saturated with atmosphere, it boasts cobblestone streets and whitewashed buildings with burnt-orange tiled roofs that look almost as new as the day they were constructed some 300 years ago. It’s no wonder that many Spanish-language films and telenovelas are shot here. Declared a national monument in 1978, the town center has lost few of its original buildings, and exploring its peaceful streets really does feel like taking a journey to another era.

Founded in 1705 right on the edge of a plateau high above the Río Suárez, Barichara’s natural beauty, temperate climate and bohemian lifestyle have long attracted visitors. In recent years it has become a magnet for affluent Colombians but development has been undertaken gracefully and it remains, without a doubt, one of the most beautiful small colonial towns in Colombia.
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SIGHTS

1Capilla de Jesús Resucitado

2Catedral de la Inmaculada Concepción

3Iglesia de Santa Bárbara

4Parque Para Las Artes

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Camino Real

6De La Tierra Taller

7Fundación Escuela Taller

8Fundación San Lorenzo




TOP TIP

On weekends, Barichara is busy with travelers from Bogotá and Bucaramanga, many with vehicles that block the narrow streets. Midweek is usually quiet – photographers will enjoy uninterrupted shots of near-empty streets.
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Historic Barichara

CHURCHES, PLAZAS AND PANORAMIC VIEWS

One of Barichara’s greatest joys is ambling without any destination in mind through its atmospheric streets, but keep an eye out for some of the town’s most notable landmarks on the way.

It’s hard to miss the 18th-century Catedral de la Inmaculada Concepción, which stands with dignity over the charming main plaza. Looking somewhat too big for the town’s needs, its golden stonework (which turns deep orange at sunset) contrasts with the whitewashed houses that are surrounding it. Note the building’s clerestory (a second row of windows high up in the nave), which is unusual for a Spanish colonial church.

Slightly older but just as elegant, the Iglesia de Santa Bárbara is on a hill at the northern end of town and has quite a steep slope from the main entrance up to the altar. Out front is a magnificent old ceiba – one of the oldest trees in Barichara.

Just to the west, the Parque Para Las Artes is a lovely little park decorated with statues carved by local sculptors and an outdoor amphitheater that occasionally hosts concerts. There are also some impressive water features but they’re rarely in service. From the park you can enjoy breathtaking views of the Río Suárez valley.

Heading back down the hill to town, the Capilla de Jesús Resucitado is a humble pale-yellow chapel with a fine baroque mahogany altarpiece. The original bell tower was damaged by lightning but has since been restored. The cemetery next to the chapel is noted for its interesting tombs elaborated by skilled local masons, while in the front there’s a shady little park perfect for a rest before heading back to the plaza.

WHERE TO STAY IN BARICHARA

Casa Barichara Boutique

Meticulously renovated corner house with understated elegance, exuberant gardens and a pool. $$$

Tinto Hostel

Best budget beds in town with helpful management, spotless facilities and an open-air guest kitchen. $

Artepolis

Arty place with a relaxed atmosphere and sweeping views of the surrounding countryside. $


WHY I LOVE BARICHARA
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Alex Egerton, writer

Of all Colombia’s charming colonial towns, Barichara is special for me not just for its magnificent architecture and its stunning views but also for the utter sense of peace and tranquility that pervades every corner of the town.

The perfect escape from the stresses of life in the city, it has a welcoming ambience unlike anywhere else in the country; a place with a real sense of community where academics, hippies, surgeons and former beauty queens can sit side by side on the curbside to enjoy a cold beer and chat. At the same time it’s also a fine place to find some time for yourself, with tranquil plazas, inspiring lookouts and long solitary walks.



Guane

A REAL-LIFE MODEL VILLAGE

A sleepy little town that feels as though it has been left behind in the annals of history, tiny Guane is a pretty place for a stroll. Located down in the valley, two-thirds of the way between Barichara and the Río Suárez, its remote location means it has never grown much beyond the handsome main square, headed by the attractive Iglesia Santa Lucía.

Look closely at the stones on the pavement in front of the church to spot a number of embedded fossils. For more prehistoric exhibits, make sure to call in at the Museo Arqueológico y Paleontológico, run by the church, which showcases more than 7000 fossils, artifacts from the Guane Indigenous culture, a 700-year-old mummy and some preserved skulls. It’s rammed to the rafters with interesting exhibits and is refreshingly unpolished. You’ll feel like you’re in school again as the staid curator points out the different objects with a cane while delivering a scripted spiel.

On the western edge of town, a four-minute walk from the plaza, the Mirador de Guane has fresh juices, cold beers and a fine view of the Río Suárez valley.

Guane is connected to Barichara by the Camino Real, an ancient stone path originally pioneered by Indigenous groups and reconstructed repeatedly over the centuries. Leaving from Barichara it’s pretty much downhill all the way – it takes around two hours to complete the 9km journey. The uneven terrain means that good footwear is essential; also bring plenty of water as there are no shops once you leave the town. If you don’t fancy climbing back up, regular buses shuttle between the towns.

WHERE TO EAT IN BARICHARA

Elvia

Santander’s most inventive gourmet restaurant is a cozy affair with a bustling open kitchen. $$$

El Compa

Fill up on huge portions of typical santanderean fare at this unpretentious local institution. $

7 Tigres

Great thin wood-fired pizzas and delicious lasagna served in a cozy colonial patio. $$


BEST BARICHARA CAFES

While not traditionally one of Colombia’s most renowned coffee-growing regions, farms throughout Santander have recently garnered acclaim for their high-quality arabica beans. Try the local brew at one of Barichara’s best cafes.

La Casa de Hercilia

Run by serious coffee aficionados with a little lab on-site. Good desserts too.

Café Chevere

Laid-back cafe with fantastic coffee direct from the owner’s farm and tasty breakfasts.

Café Ritual

Fresh Santander coffee toasted in-house and prepared using a variety of methods.



Artisans of Barichara

TURNING NATURE INTO ART

The Indigenous communities that once inhabited the area around Barichara were skilled potters and the town has a long history of using locally grown materials for artistic endeavors. More recently, an influx of arty types looking to escape the city has further expanded the town’s creative credentials and these days, despite its diminutive size, Barichara has become something of a crafts hot spot.

In an old tobacco warehouse south of the plaza, the Fundación San Lorenzo is a small paper workshop run by a single mothers cooperative. Visitors can watch staff making dainty sheets and stationery products from fique, a natural fiber extracted from the leaves of an Andean plant, and pineapple leaves. Or even better still, you can sign up for a workshop to make your own paper. Don’t leave without checking out the gift shop, which is a great place to pick up some souvenirs.

Nearby, the Fundación Escuela Taller was created to preserve traditional artisan techniques. It runs pottery classes in an open-air studio beside a delightful courtyard and has a shop with a wide range of elegant locally made crafts. You can also join a traditional weaving workshop.

Or for a more rustic experience, get down and dirty at the De La Tierra Taller, which is dedicated to Barichara’s special soils. It offers classes in painting with different pigments from the ground as well as workshops on tapia pisada – the compressed-earth building technique used in Barichara’s historic constructions.

And Barichara’s love for the arts is not constrained to crafts; film is also an important part of the town’s identity and the annual Festiver cinema festival attracts movie buffs as well as movers and shakers from Colombia’s celluloid industry.


MORE HANDCRAFTED MEMENTOS

For more wonderfully distinct handicrafts, check out the pottery that is hand-crafted in Raquira and the hand-woven mochilas crafted by the Indigenous Wayúu communities of the Guajira.




Getting Around

Barichara is compact and walking around is the best way to soak up the magical atmosphere of the town. To get to outlying hotels and attractions, or if you don’t fancy climbing the hill one more time, a fleet of tuk-tuks go absolutely everywhere and can be easily hailed on the street.






Beyond Barichara
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Enchanting traditional towns, spectacular mountain ranges and tranquil countryside make for epic hikes and relaxed exploration.


For travelers that like to get away from the crowds and ramble among nature, the undeveloped countryside around Barichara is an accessible slice of paradise.

Whether you’re on foot, on a bicycle or in a vehicle, the dry, temperate climate combined with short distances and the excellent security situation means the area can be explored at your own pace, without a guide and without breaking the budget.

Tiny towns with airs of another era punctuate the rural landscapes at regular intervals, meaning you’re never far from a hearty plate of traditional fare or ice-cold refreshments while the dramatic panoramas of the Río Suárez and Río Chicamocha canyons ensure you’ll return with envy-inducing photographs.
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TOP TIP

Most small towns outside Barichara tick to a rural timetable – restaurants and transportation tend to wind down by 6pm.





WALKING TOUR
Hiking the Camino Real
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A hike into history, the Camino Real de Santander is a network of stone paths that crisscross the department, linking stunning colonial towns and running through mustard-soiled farmland past cactus groves, tobacco plantations and majestic mountains. The paths follow ancient Indigenous trails that were later reformed during the colonial and early republican periods, most notably by the German engineer Geo Von Lengerke, who is said to have paved up to 1000km in total.


1 Cabrera

A small colonial town that doesn’t see many visitors, Cabrera’s pretty plaza is dotted with majestic old ceibas and is fronted by a charming parish chapel, the Iglesia de Inmaculada Concepción, one of the prettiest stone churches in the country.

The Hike: Head north from the plaza to find the trail. It’s steep for the first 1.5km but after the cusp it’s a flat 6km stroll to Barichara from where it’s all downhill for another 6km to Guane. The final stretch climbs through pretty farmland for 6km before descending 2km down into Villanueva.
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2 Villanueva

As the name suggests, Villanueva does not share the elegant colonial architecture of its neighbors, but it does have a great sociable main square where the entire town descends of an evening to eat snacks and chat. It makes a good overnight stop before descending into the canyon in the morning.

The Hike: From Villanueva the trail climbs gradually for 4km along a dirt road to the cactus groves of the Mirador del Cañon Chicamocha lookout, from where a steep path winds 4km down to the Río Chicamocha and continues for another 4km along the muggy canyon floor.

3 Jordán

One of Colombia’s tiniest towns, sleepy Jordán sits in the sultry heart of the Cañon del Chicamocha and feels plucked straight out of an old Western film with wpeeling paintwork and a few dusty streets that are deserted, save the odd old timer asleep in their chair. On the north side of town, the handsome stone-towered suspension bridge is one of Von Lengerke’s most emblematic structures.

The Hike: The last leg of the trek is the toughest – after crossing the Río Chicamocha, the trail heads straight up the canyon wall to the Mesa de Los Santos plateau. It’s only 5km long but climbs a whopping 900m, taking up to three hours. It’s a very hot climb – leave early.

4 Mesa de Los Santos

Hugely popular with day-trippers from nearby Bucaramanga, this expansive plateau with a coolish climate and progressive rural ambience is a fine place to unwind and soothe tired muscles.

If you’re able to summon the energy, there are countless attractions to keep you occupied, including spectacular lookout points, dazzling waterfalls, award-winning coffee farms, rock-climbing walls and farmers markets. Crossing the canyon on the fantastic cable car is the quickest way to pick up transportation back to San Gil and Barichara.







CARTAGENA & THE CARIBBEAN COAST
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HISTORY MEETS SAND AND SEA

The gateway to South America reveals vibrant coastal cultures and diverse landscapes bordering the crystalline waters of the Caribbean Sea.
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Colombia’s captivating Caribbean region stretches more than 1600km along a dazzling coastline bound by the dangerous beauty of the Darién Gap along the border with Panama and the ethereal windswept desert peninsula of La Guajira that drops into the Gulf of Venezuela. In between, the ever-changing vistas form a mesmerizing work of art in which all the best ideas are combined on one colorful canvas. Follow its brushstrokes along ancient paths across the jungle-hemmed beaches of the Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona; through the ancient ruins of the Ciudad Perdida in the foothills of snow-capped coastal mountains; and finally over the shifting turmeric-hued Taroa dunes that disappear beneath the sea, ranging in color from turquoise to indigo. Emerging from the waves again near Nicaragua, the spectacular coral islands of San Andrés, Providencia and Santa Catalina hold the promise of an unforgettable Colombian-style tropical escape.

At the heart of this alluring masterpiece lies vibrant Cartagena – the ‘Pearl of the Caribbean.’ The historic walled city, replete with labyrinthian bougainvillea-draped streetscapes and centuries-old architecture, reigns today as one of South America’s most-visited destinations. The enchanted setting is a worthy starting point for exploring the top of the continent, uncovering the reality behind the imagination of novelist Gabriel García Márquez and feeling the genuine warmth of the costeño people, who reflect the Indigenous, European and African cultures brought together in the vast chronicles of Colombian history.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CARTAGENA

History, shopping, food and nightlife.

SANTA MARTA

History and gateway to adventure.

PALOMINO

Surf, flamingos, desert and handicrafts.

SAN ANDRÉS, PROVIDENCIA & SANTA CATALINA

Islands, water sports, beaches.




Find Your Way

The Caribbean region covers barely 11% of Colombia, yet there’s incredible diversity in its culture and topography. We’ve picked the places that reveal the essence of the domain intrinsically linked by the sea.
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Plan Your Time

The best Caribbean coast itinerary is one with plenty of space for discovering blissful surroundings, people-watching in leafy plazas, sampling street food, swaying to the beat and drifting in the sea.


[image: jpg]

Museo Naval del Caribe | Atosan/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


If You Only Do One Thing

• Uncover the captivating history of Cartagena. Start with a tour of the imposing Castillo San Felipe de Barajas. After climbing to the top for views, take a walking tour of the magnificently preserved Old Town. Power up with lunch at Época Espresso Bar.

• Escape the afternoon sun at the Museo Historico de Cartagena de Indias, housed in the Palacio de la Inquisición, where bone-chilling implements of torture are displayed.

• Climb atop the city walls to watch the sun sink over the horizon at the iconic Café del Mar, then have dinner at the rooftop Mar y Zielo gastrobar.




3 Days to Explore More

• After the first day in Cartagena, take a day trip to the Islas del Rosario to bask on white-sand beaches. Return to Cartagena, wander the narrow mural-covered alleyways of bohemian Getsemaní, and stop for dinner at Celele.

• The next day, head to San Basilio de Palenque, the first free town for escaping enslaved people in the Americas. A local guide will share the town’s unique language, music and heritage. Sample the sweets called alegrías, meaning ‘joy’ in Spanish.

• Continue the happiness back in Cartagena on a chiva party bus. End the evening in a steamy salsa club.




If You Have More Time

• Head to coastal Santa Marta, Cartagena’s less-glamorous older sister. The colonial city’s notable sites include the Quinta de San Pedro Alejandrino, the hacienda where Simón Bolívar died.

• After a day in town, embark on the challenging four-day trek to the ancient ruins of Ciudad Perdida. Reward yourself with a couple of days recovering on the tropical beaches of PNN Tayrona.

• Head to Riohacha to journey into the Wayúu territory of La Guajira for a few days. Stops include Cabo de la Vela and the enigmatic Punta Gallinas, the most northern spot of continental South America.



Seasonal Highlights

From December to April and July to August there’s lower humidity and less rain, ideal for beach trips and treks, but expect crowds.

FEBRUARY/MARCH

Carnaval de Barranquilla, one of the most colorful and joyous carnival celebrations in the world, gets underway ahead of Lent.
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APRIL

Vallenato musicians compete for the ‘King of Kings’ title during the Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata in Valledupar.
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MAY

Over a two-week period, thousands of black crabs migrate from the Providencia hills to lay their eggs on the beaches.
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JULY

The Fiestas del Mar in Santa Marta highlight the city’s relationship with the sea with cultural presentations and sport competitions.
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SEPTEMBER

International jazz musicians take over the streets of Mompós and the Festival de la Luna Verde salutes San Andrés’ creole culture.
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NOVEMBER

Cartagena hosts parades and festivities commemorating the independence of the city, which took place on November 11, 1811.
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DECEMBER

The holiday season amplifies the Caribbean coast’s already-festive atmosphere. Parties don’t stop until well into the new year.
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CARTAGENA
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Cartagena de Indias has centuries of dramatic arcs that shaped an Indigenous fishing village into the Colombian coast’s crown jewel. After Pedro Heredia claimed it for Spain in 1533, the settlement grew into a key port, where gold and other treasures from the continent were shipped, and incoming enslaved people were traded. The city’s unbridled wealth attracted invasions from other European powers and pirates, such as Sir Francis Drake, who ransacked the city in 1586. The fortifications and thick stone walls surrounding the historic center were built after Drake’s raid to help thwart future attacks. The barriers could not stop the growing independence movement, which enveloped the continent by the mid-19th century. History remains in the well-preserved colonial architecture, but the enduring multicultural traditions from the confluence of cultures make a visit more present and dynamic.


[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Bocagrande

2Castillo San Felipe de Barajas

3Convento de la Popa

4Getsemaní

5La Boquilla

6Museo Naval del Caribe

7Palacio de la Inquisición

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Beyond Cartagena

9Ecotours Boquilla

10Free Tour Cartagena

SHOPPING

11Bazurto Market




TOP TIP

Walking is the best way to experience Cartagena’s old walled city and Getsemaní’s street art. Wear a hat (vendors will sell you one) and head out early in the morning or late afternoon to avoid the searing heat of the midday sun.
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BEST DRINKS WITH A VIEW IN CARTAGENA

Café Del Mar

It’s iconic for cocktails at sunset atop the wall, but get there early to snag a table. $$

51 Sky Bar

Savor signature drinks and international fare at Colombia’s highest open-air bar overlooking Bocagrande’s modern skyline. $$

Townhouse Rooftop

The chill palm-tree studded hangout has bottomless drinks at weekend brunch. $$$

Mirador Gastro Bar

Classic cocktails and unforgettable people-watching opportunities from the top of the Portal de los Dulces. $$$



[image: jpg]

Palacio de la Inquisición | Juergen Ritterbach/GETTY IMAGES ©

Commanding Views of Cartagena’s Past

MILITARY COLLECTIONS, CASTLES AND CONVENTS

In the Spanish-colonial era, Cartagena was under constant attack by pirates, which precipitated the need for good defenses. You can get an overview of the city’s military strategy at the Museo Naval del Caribe. Although much of the information is in Spanish, there are easy-to-understand dioramas, maps and replicas that fill in the gaps.

The Castillo San Felipe de Barajas, one of the city’s most iconic landmarks and the largest fort in South America, was first built in 1536. It was enlarged over the next two centuries, resulting in the imposing fortress it is today. History buffs can take the guided tour or pay for the audio guide since there isn’t a lot of posted information. You can explore the claustrophobia-inducing tunnels and admire the incredible 360-degree views of the city from the top of the fort, where people gather to watch the sunset before it closes at 6pm.

Anticipate equally stunning views from the Convento de la Popa, a 15-minute taxi ride away. It was built as a religious institution atop the city’s highest hill, but its visibility made it a target. Simón Bolívar and his regiment took it over during the battle for independence from Spain. A cannonball fired from the Castillo San Felipe de Barajas supposedly whizzed past Bolívar’s head as he looked out one of the upper windows.
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WHERE TO STAY IN CARTAGENA

Casa Movida

Capsule-style sleeping quarters and private rooms in a stylish and lively space with pool and pizzeria. $

Hotel Casa San Agustín

Plush rooms and an L-shaped pool framed by a historic aqueduct make this property a standout. $$$

Maloka Boutique Hostel

All private rooms make this place more hotel-like. Interior rooms buffer the street noise better. $$

La Passion by Masaya

This centrally located charismatic hotel has antique decor with modern stylings. $$$

Casa Pizarro

Old town charm and comfort meets affordable luxury at this boutique property. $$$

Casa del Pozo

A welcoming hostel with cats, colorful chill-out spaces and a free cocktail each night. $

Art in Aire Libre

COLORFUL AND CREATIVE GETSEMANí

Getsemaní is the epicenter of Cartagena’s street-art scene. Here crumbling facades are splashed with technicolor murals that capture the essence of this multi-ethnic working-class neighborhood turned open-air gallery, punctuated by boutique lodging and trendy restaurants.

To get a peek, head east from the Old Town’s Torre de Reloj to Calle 30, one of the main arteries through Getsemaní. Just after passing Parque Centenario, where you may spot a resident sloth, turn right on the flag-strung Calle 29, known as Calle de la Sierpe. At the bend in the street, you’ll start to see some of the first large-format murals painted by national and international graffiti artists during a 2013 urban art festival. Alongside other works that have appeared since, they stretch toward the Plaza de la Trinidad, the heart of Getsemaní and a gathering place for quick bites, cheap drinks and nighttime entertainment in front of the historic church.

More murals are along Calle de San Juan, where you’ll also wander past a wall covered with hundreds of paintings for sale from Arte Getsemaní. Grab a coffee at the Café del Mural. If you have time, explore around the Plaza de la Trinidad – in recent years, residents have embellished the side streets and narrow alleyways with flags, kites, umbrellas, lights and other ornamentation to enliven the once-nondescript passageways. Don’t miss Callejón Angosto (now called the Calle de las Sombrillas), Callejón Ancho with its painted streetscape and the triangular-shaped Plaza del Pozo, with whimsical statues depicting life in the neighborhood.

For a more in-depth tour, Free Tour Cartagena and Beyond Cartagena both offer no-charge walking tours of Getsemaní, but plan to tip at least COP $20,000.


In the Know

A horse-drawn carriage ride is a popular way to tour Cartagena’s Old Town, but in recent years, cocheros (carriage drivers) have come under fire from animal-welfare organizations and lawmakers over the instances of horses collapsing or dying from over-use, malnutrition and mistreatment.

Laws continue to evolve to protect the animals, while supporting the people who rely on the tours for income. Horses are now limited to six hours of work every other day, they must get veterinary checks every four months, and their drivers must have road safety and animal-care training. Before climbing aboard, check over the horses for signs of stress, injury, excessive sweating and fidgeting – or forgo a ride altogether.



Rise & Shine

THE MIAMI BEACH OF CARTAGENA

The Bocagrande neighborhood feels far removed from Cartagena’s historic center, even though its high-rise apartments and hotels are on view from the walled city. The 2.5km stretch of urban beaches are a big draw, plus the area is full of upscale shopping centers, high-end bars and restaurants.



WALKING TOUR
Explore Cartagena’s Historic Center
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This neighborhood walk starts at the original gate to the walled city – El Torre del Reloj – where depending on the time of day, there will be street performers and vendors selling everything from tours to toys to ceviche. While the walk itself can be done in an hour, it’s more rewarding to take your time and savor the moments that come your way.
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Start at El Torre del Reloj. After passing through the clock tower’s arches, turn left at the 1 Plaza de los Coches, passing the local sweets in the archways of the 2 Portal de los Dulces until you reach the 3 Plaza de la Aduana, the best place to find an ATM.

Turn right at the end of the plaza, passing the 4 Museo de Arte Moderno Cartagena on your left. The baroque-style 5 Santuario de San Pedro Claver is just ahead, with the 6 Museo Naval del Caribe just behind it. Turn right in front of the sanctuary, ducking into the free and air-conditioned 7 Museo del Oro Zenú to see some pre-Columbian gold. Continue to the shady 8 Plaza de Bolívar.

Inside the 9 Palacio de la Inquisición on the west side, the Museo Historico de Cartagena de Indias has a spine-chilling collection of torture devices that were used to extract confessions from heretics and witches.

Head north past the 10 Catedral de Santa Catalina de Alejandría, a notable landmark of the city skyline. Across from the cathedral is the hotel 11 Casa de Alba, where Sir Francis Drake took up residence in 1572 while he ransacked the city.

Turn left at the corner of Calle 36, which brings you to the 12 Plaza Santo Domingo, a lively alfresco dining spot. La Gorda Gertrudís, the bronze statue by Colombian artist Fernando Botero, reclines in the southwest corner, facing the Convento de Santo Domingo with its crooked bell tower.

Wander east on Calle 35 to duck into 13 Ábaco Libros y Café for a coffee break. Before continuing east, stop briefly at the 14 Calle de la Iglesia to take a photo looking south at the cathedral’s dome with bougainvillea-draped balconies in the foreground.

Carry on east three blocks, then turn left at Carrera 7, where you cross into the San Diego neighborhood. Pause at the 15 Iglesia de Santo Toribio, another well-preserved colonial church, then turn right on Calle 39, which will take you to the energetic 16 Plaza San Diego surrounded by colorful colonial buildings, including a former 16th-century convent that inspired Gabriel García Márquez’ Of Love and Other Demons.

Turn left on Carrera 9, and follow it to 17 Las Bóvedas, a former dungeon, now housing souvenir shops in its cells. Head southwest on Carrera 2 and follow the storied walls of the city, and end at the iconic 18 Café del Mar.




I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO SALSA DANCE IN CARTAGENA
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Juliana Medina, part owner Impulse Travel and an avid salsa dancer.

Tertulia de Getsemaní

The place is big so it has plenty of room for dancing, the live band is very good and the decoration represents the local history and culture.

El Coreano

It is outside the tourist city and is quite simple. It is open-air, but you are guaranteed to dance with the greats of Cartagena salsa, and at a very modest price.

Club Los Carpinteros

Located in the heart of the barrio Getsemaní, it is the only bar in the old city where you can find locals coming and going. The club plays more than just salsa.



Rumba While You Rumble

THE ICONIC CHIVA PARTY BUS

It’s hard to miss the brightly painted open-air buses cruising through the streets accompanied by a soundtrack of reggaeton music or, sometimes, live bands. Chivas (‘goats’ in English) are an emblematic form of public transportation, traditionally used to transport people and cargo through rural Colombia. In Cartagena, these colorful rattletraps have been reimagined as chivas rumberas, or party buses. Equipped with an open bar and a small dance floor, they are a self-contained carnaval on wheels – a unique way to experience nightlife, have a few drinks and make new friends. At the end of the night, passengers are dropped off at a nightclub to continue the fun.

Food Frenzy

EXPLORING CARTAGENA’S CULINARY SCENE

Wander through the chaotic Bazurto Market on your own or on a tour for an introduction to a rainbow of fresh produce you’ve never encountered before, plus stalls with seafood, meat or traditional street food like empanadas and arepas. City street vendors peddle other local specialties. Healthier options include mango biche (unripe mangoes seasoned with salt, lime juice and chili powder) and fresh ceviche with diced fish or shrimp marinated in lime juice, onions, cilantro and chili peppers, and served with crispy plantain chips. However, most snacks are deep-fried – patacones (fried plantains), papas rellenas (ground beef and mashed potato balls), arepa de huevo (stuffed arepa with egg), buñuelos (fritters), to name a few. If you visit in November, the Festival del Frito Cartagenero celebrates Cartagena’s fried-food culture and showcases the fried-food skills of vendors.

Net Gains

CATCHING CRABS IN LA BOQUILLA

Seaside enclave La Boquilla is at the northernmost edge of Cartagena, just beyond the airport. It’s a popular place to learn how to windsurf or kitesurf next to its long stretch of Blue Flag–certified beach – one of four in Colombia that meets international quality standards. It’s also a hotbed for community-based tourism to help preserve La Boquilla’s heritage as an Afro-Caribbean fishing village.

At the far end of the beach next to a mangrove swamp, Ecotours Boquilla combines a scenic boat ride with instruction on traditional methods of casting fishing nets and crab traps, followed by lunch at a local home. A highlight is wading into a shallow lagoon and learning to throw the weighted net that, if done right, spreads like a blossoming flower over the water before sinking quickly to the sandy bottom. The small fish trapped within are used as bait for the crab traps, which are submerged into a mangrove channel 15ft apart. Traps are then retrieved with hopefully enough crabs for everyone. Luckily, a traditional lunch of fried fish, coconut rice and patacones (fried plantains) isn’t contingent on successful crab-fishing. A half-day tour includes pickup from Cartagena hotels.
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WHERE TO EAT IN CARTAGENA

Mar y Zielo

Elaborately prepared dishes at this attentive restaurant reflect the global influences on local cuisine. $$$

Celele

The colorful and creative dishes ensure an unforgettable gastronomic journey from start to finish. $$$

La Cocina de Pepina

Longtime favorite serving traditional home-cooked dishes like posta cartagenera and mote de queso. $$


BEST CARTAGENA COFFEE SHOPS

Café San Alberto

Award-winning coffee from Hacienda de San Alberto in Colombia’s coffee triangle.

Café del Mural

Opens at 3pm for a coffee roasted and brewed a variety of ways.

Época Espresso Bar

Specialty coffees, including the signature Carajillo Ahumado, combining espresso and aguardiente.

Libertario Coffee Roasters

Connoisseurs have several flavor profiles they can pair with French pastries or light breakfast offerings.

Ábaco Libros y Café

This coffeehouse for bibliophiles is a refreshing escape amid the walled city.




WHO ARE PALENQUERAS?

The women in colorful dresses wandering around Cartagena with fruit on their heads are called Palenqueras because they originally hail from San Basilio de Palenque, the oldest free town for self-emancipated Africans in the Americas.




Getting Around

Cartagena is easy to walk. Otherwise, licensed yellow taxis with a servicio público label are safe to hail on the street, but you must negotiate a fare before the trip begins. When in doubt, a hotel will call a taxi or use an app like Cabify or Uber. From the airport, taxi prices are fixed depending on destination. The taxi counter is outside arrivals. Give your printed ticket with the fare to the driver with payment. It’s 15 minutes to the Old Town.

Orange and white TransCaribe buses run daily from 6am. No cash is accepted – buy a rechargeable card at TransCaribe stations. The T102 runs frequently to the city from the airport. From the Terminal de Transportes, the X104 heads to the city center.






Beyond Cartagena
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Discover islands and unspoiled beaches that match the Caribbean of your dreams, then explore inland cultural gems that defy imagination.


Over the walls of Cartagena, the vast stretch of wide-open cerulean sea is peppered with coralline islands, some only big enough for a single structure. The Rosario and San Bernardo archipelagos boast long stretches of golden beaches or mangrove lagoons that glow with bioluminescent plankton at night. On the mainland, the beach towns stretching southwest to the jungle-fringed Panamanian border – more popular with Colombian travelers than foreigners – feel like unpolished diamonds waiting to sparkle. Meanwhile, inland towns lost to time or purposely hidden are waiting to be rediscovered among the swamps and tributaries of the Río Magdalena, a historic waterway connecting the Caribbean coast with the rest of the country.
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TOP TIP

Overnight on the beaches and islands around Cartagena for an unforgettable sunset after crowds are gone. ATMs are few and far between.

Scan to find more great day trips from Cartagena on lonelyplanet.com
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I LIVE HERE: BEST DIVING SPOTS
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Andrés Obregón, Cartagena Diving Association leader. Its members promote sustainable tourism and protection of the reef ecosystem.

Las Islas del Rosario

One of Colombia’s most important underwater natural parks, Parque Nacional Natural Los Corales del Rosario y de San Bernardo, with an immense variety of coral and reef fish. Try divingplanet.org.

Isla de Barú

Two tugboats and also Mumar, an underwater sea museum with five sculptures by artist Germán Botero called The Garden of Jellyfish. Try carta genadivers.com or buzosdebaru.com.

Golfo de Morrosquillo y Archipélago de San Bernardo

Clear waters, coral meadows and the thrill of wreck diving. Try covenasdiving.com; rincondivecenter.com or rincondelmar.wixsite.com/divecenter.



Island Hopping

SUN-DRENCHED BEACHES AND UNDERWATER ADVENTURES

There are several Caribbean islands that lie within two hours of Cartagena. Tierra Bomba is the closest, most accessible island – only a 15-minute boat ride from Castillogrande. It has its fair share of nice beach clubs, such as Namaste, Bomba Beach Club and Blue Apple Beach Club, but the water isn’t as pristine as that at other destinations. Playa Blanca on Isla Barú is a stunning powder-sand beach with swaying palm trees and crystalline water. It is accessible by a land bridge, making it an affordable beach day, but expect overcrowding and pushy vendors.

The Islas del Rosario include 27 islands that are surrounded by a reef that is great for snorkeling and diving. Isla Grande, the largest and most developed island in the archipelago, is home to the popular Bora Bora Beach Club, which offers transportation, lunch and a reserved beach bed for the day. Stay the night if you want to experience the bioluminescent plankton in the Laguna Encantada.

The Islas de San Bernardo are easier to reach from the towns of Santiago de Tolú and Rincón del Mar, but Tranq It Easy also makes the two-hour journey at 9am daily from the Muelle de Bodeguita in Cartagena. The highlights of the journey include Santa Cruz del Islote, one of the most populated islands on earth and the famous stand-alone hostel Casa en el Agua. The islands of Tintipán and Múcura have the most lodging options.
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WHERE TO STAY ON THE ISLAS DEL ROSARIO

El Hamaquero Hostal Econativo

A rustic seaside setting with private rooms and semi-private dorms. $

Hotel IslaBela

Comfortable A-frame huts with open-air en suite bathrooms a few steps from the private beach. $$$

Hotel Isla del Sol

Thatched-roof bungalows surround a saltwater swimming pool, restaurant, bar and private beach. $$$


How to Celebrate Carnaval

The Carnaval de Barranquilla, one of the biggest carnaval celebrations in the world, is a riot of color, movement, sound and flavor held annually on the Saturday to Tuesday before Ash Wednesday. During the four-day festival, elaborately dressed revelers shimmy and shake to a wide array of Caribbean rhythms at the numerous street parties and parades.

Even if you can’t make it to the main event, pre-carnival activities, live music and festivals kick off in late January and continue until the eve of Carnaval. At other times of year, visit the Museo de Carnaval (closed Mondays) to see costumes, masks and musical instruments and learn the history of this vibrant cultural celebration.



The First Free African Town in the Americas

RESISTANCE AND CULTURAL PERSEVERANCE

San Basilio de Palenque, a town founded by escaping African enslaved people in the 16th century, was hard to reach out of necessity. Those seeking refuge at the height of the colonial slave trade would follow secret maps woven into women’s braided hairstyles to get there. Several hundred years later, the 50km journey is easier done as part of an organized day trip or by public bus from Cartagena, followed by a moto-taxi ride into town.

There aren’t a lot of tangible tourist sites to see, other than colorful street art and the notable statue of town founder Benkos Biohó breaking free of the shackles of slavery in front of the church. Instead, most of the history is preserved through the oral traditions of its 3500 residents, who speak a unique language called Palenquero, and maintain their ancestral customs related to gastronomy, medical practices, funeral rites, dance and music.

To get the most out of your visit, you should tour with a local guide, such as Nuno Bembele (WhatsApp: +57 300-272-6382). Tour stops include lunch, a visit with a traditional healer, and – if you’re lucky – a chance to listen to some champeta music played by Sexteto Tabalá or an opportunity to play typical instruments at the studio of Kombilesa Mi, a hip-hop act that travels the world rapping in Spanish and Palenquero. The language – a mixture of Spanish and Portuguese with Bantu languages traced to sub-Saharan Africa – remains under threat of extinction due to marginalization, urbanization and the dominance of the Spanish language. However, since being declared a Masterpiece of the Oral and Intangible Heritage of Humanity by Unesco in 2005, it has undergone a revival.
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WHERE TO STAY IN RINCÓN DEL MAR

Hostel Beach House

The upper balcony overlooking the sea has dormitory beds with mosquito nets and private kitchenette. $

Dos Aguas Lodge

Stunning Bali-style rooms with terraces around a central garden, plus a beachfront vegetarian restaurant. $$$

Hostel Mamallena

Friendly guesthouse with seven privates, a shared kitchen and direct access to the waterfront. $$


Precious Metals

Mompós is famous for filigree jewelry, a form of metalsmithing that involves shaping delicate gold and silver wire into ornate designs. The craft originated in Mesopotamia and Ancient Greece, making its way to Spain via invading Moors, then to the Americas with the Spanish conquest. Many filigree artisans settled in Mompós since it was an important colonial trading center, where gold was collected, stored and protected from marauding pirates trolling the Caribbean coast.

The art form continues here to this day, although silver is the dominant medium due to the scarcity of gold. Visit one of the many jewelry workshops, such as Joyería Wamaris, to watch the process.

Scan this QR code to learn more.
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The Magic of Mompós

ARTISANS, ARCHITECTURE AND NATURE

The once-wealthy colonial river port of Santa Cruz de Mompox, or Mompós, plunged into obscurity after silt build-up caused the Río Magdalena to shift course. A new bridge in 2015 opened a portal to this lost-in-time backwater, which is a six-hour bus journey from the Terminal de Transportes in Cartagena.

If you wander along the riverfront, you’ll see monkeys and iguanas lounging in the trees, and basilisk lizards literally walking on water. The Calle de la Albarrada has a ribbon of well-preserved colonial buildings, and three squares, each with its own church. The Iglesia de Santa Bárbara, adorned with a mix of Catholic and Indigenous iconography, stands out for its baroque bell tower ringed with a wooden balcony. For a more in-depth look into the town’s legacy, Carlos Vargas, owner of Mompox Retro (mompoxretro.co), leads historical walking tours.

You can spend your afternoons dining on fresh fish at the Comedor Costeño or sipping coffee while relaxing in rocking chairs under the shady porch at Café 1700. It’s also a good place to shop for locally made goods and to watch filigree artisans at work. End the day with a boat ride to Ciénaga de Pijiño, a swamp harboring 300 species of birds and other wildlife. On the way back, note the iconic Plaza del Mercado from the water. The former market hall has souvenir stalls and a 2nd-floor restaurant, Crónicas, which is a nod to Gabriel García Márquez.

WHERE TO STAY IN MOMPóS

Portal de la Marquesa

Art, antiques and a friendly staff makes a stay feel like a home away from home. $$$

Hostal Doña Manuela

Spacious rooms surround tranquil inner courtyards of this former colonial mansion with an inviting pool. $$$

Pueblito Mágico Hostel

Budget friendly riverfront option with four-person dorms and privates, plus casual common areas. $


The Dirt on Colombia’s Mud Volcanoes

The Caribbean coast is dotted with mud volcanoes that develop over pressurized pockets of natural-forming hydrocarbons. Instead of lava, the craters ooze with warm mineral-rich mud. Enterprising locals have turned some of these geologic wonders into tourist attractions, the most famous of which is the Volcán de Lodo El Totumo, located an hour northwest of Cartagena.

For COP $20,000 you’ll climb a rickety staircase to the top of the 50ft-high dirt cone, then descend into its crater and float in a vat of buoyant pudding-like gray sludge. For a small tip, attendants provide massages and take photos before you emerge looking like a cement statue.



Coastal Hikes & Idyllic Beaches

ISOLATED VILLAGES ON PANAMA’S BORDER

The seaside towns of Capurganá and Sapzurro are only reachable by prop plane from Medellín or a via a boat journey across the Gulf of Urabá from Necoclí or Turbo. Often a stopover for travelers going to or coming from Panama, these laidback settlements are ideal for hiking, snorkeling and diving the healthiest reefs in the country, wildlife-spotting or just relaxing in a remote tropical location. Walk along the Sendero Ecoturístico between the two villages or you can hire a boat for around COP $15,000 to take you there.

Capurganá, the regional maritime hub, tends to be busy with moto-taxis and horse carts filling the streets. If you’re looking for some tranquility, walk along the coastline for about 40 minutes north to La Coquerita, a local swimming hole with three rustic pools – two are freshwater and one is at the waterline and fills with seawater and tropical fish. To the south, you’ll find the glistening Bahía El Aguacate and the Hoyo Soplador, one of the biggest blowholes in South America.

Peaceful Sapzurro is the last village before reaching Panama. If you arrive along the footpath from Capurganá, take a short detour to the Cascada de Diana, which is tucked away in the lush, green jungle. You can spend the day on the town beach Playa Bonita, or the more private one at Cabo Tiburón, 15 minutes further along the coast.

Sotracor has one direct bus to Necoclí, which makes a stop in Montería. Otherwise take Unitransco, Expreso Brasilia or Rapido Ochoa to Montería and switch to a regional bus to Necoclí or Turbo. If you’re heading east to west, you will have to spend the night before taking a boat across the Gulf of Urabá the next morning. In reverse, it’s possible to get from Capurganá to Cartagena in a single, very long day.

WHERE TO STAY IN SAPZURRO & CAPURGANá

Bahía Lodge

Owner Lothar Berg has created a tranquil paradise just steps away from Bahía El Aguacate. $$

Posada del Gecko

A Capurganá staple with affordable excursions, food and lodging a block from the waterfront. $

Sapzurro La Posada

Sea breezes waft through two airy 2nd-floor rooms with balconies strung with hammocks. $$

Cross-border Beach Day

LA MIEL TO SAPZURRO ON FOOT

The hardest part about the 20-minute walk to Panama from Sapzurro is knowing where to pick up the path. Face the blue-and-white church across from the pier, take a right, then a left after Hotel Doña Triny. After passing through the neighborhood, a set of steep uneven stairs leads to the top of a hill with a border checkpoint (and sweeping views of Panama’s turquoise bay below). The guard will inspect, but not stamp, your passport, after which steps descend into the town of La Miel. After paying a port fee at the bottom of the hill, turn right and follow the sidewalk past the Panamanian military base until you reach Playa Blanca.

The palm-lined beach has a row of restaurants that all start cooking at noon. A sign at the Kiosko del Mena reads, ‘A person who comes to Playa Blanca and doesn’t come to Mena’s hasn’t arrived at Playa Blanca.’ Heed the warning by ordering the filling comida corriente (set menu of the day), which includes a drink, soup and a hearty seafood lunch.

If you need to buy some sunscreen, snorkel gear or liquor, you will find it at Las Delicias Duty Free, which is in the blue building next to the pier. After your day in the sun, make sure to head back to Sapzurro before the border checkpoint closes at 5pm.
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BEST RESTAURANTS IN SAPZURRO

Food providers in remote Sapzurro face logistical challenges sourcing ingredients, so book ahead.

Café del Mar

(+57 320-394-5689) Quaint Brit- and bogotano-run guesthouse serving seafood and pasta on its beachfront porch, reachable by wading across a stream. $$

Paraiso Cangrejales

(+57 320-750-6615) The owner’s Peruvian roots shine with delicious specialties like ceviche, chaufa and lomo saltado. $$

Hotel Doña Triny

(+57 312-751-8626) This centrally located hotel got its start as a restaurant serving favorites, like red snapper and lobster. $$




Getting Around

Morning boats from Cartagena’s Muelle Turístico de la Bodeguita head to the islands and return late afternoon. Cartagena hotels can book boat trips. You can also book directly with some beach clubs and hotels in the islands – some offer boat transfer. Tranq It Easy runs the two-hour ride to Islas de San Bernardo from Cartagena – it can be choppy.

Buses to the coast and the interior leave from Terminal de Transportes de Cartagena. For San Basilio de Palenque, take a bus to San Juan or Mahates and get off near town. Take a moto-taxi the rest of the way. Unitransco has two daily six-hour buses to Mompós. Use Unitransco or Expreso Brasilia for Rincón del Mar, Santiago de Tolú and Coveñas, Santa Cruz de Lorica and Montería.






SANTA MARTA
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With the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta’s snow-covered peaks piercing the clouds just beyond the city limits and PNN Tayrona’s beaches next door, Santa Marta has one of the most impressive settings on Colombia’s Caribbean coast. This view first caught the attention of conquistador Rodrigo de Bastidas in 1501, although it would take another 24 years before he established the oldest existing European settlement in Colombia, and the second oldest on the continent. Often overshadowed by the dazzling gem that is Cartagena, Santa Marta is more like its nickname, ‘the pearl of the Americas,’ because it takes a little digging to reveal the city’s best qualities. Among them are budget-friendly accommodations, dining and nightlife, history that has shaped Colombia’s national identity and an unobstructed waterfront, where the sun sets beyond the Morro Lighthouse, perched atop a solitary promontory emerging from the Bahía de Bastidas.
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SIGHTS

1Acuario Mundo Marino

see 4Altar de la Patria

2Catedral Basílica de Santa Marta

3Faro del Morro

see 4Jardín Botanico

4La Quinta de San Pedro Alejandrino

see 4Museo Bolivariano de Arte Contemporáneo

5Museo del Oro Tairona

6Parque Bolívar

7Paseo el Camellón

see 1Playa El Rodadero

8Taganga

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Velero Santa Marta




TOP TIP

Santa Marta’s city center is a convenient base while booking regional adventures, including to Minca, PNN Tayrona and La Guajira. Most of the cultural institutions, historic sites, lodgings and restaurants can be found here.
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Bolívar Was Here

EL LIBERTADOR’S SANTA MARTA FAREWELL TOUR

Some of Santa Marta’s top historic sites are linked to Simón Bolívar, the military leader who helped South American nations gain independence. In December 1830, a gravely ill Bolívar arrived at a friend’s sugarcane plantation – La Quinta de San Pedro Alejandrino – in a carriage now enclosed in plexiglass in the stable. A few days later, he died of tuberculosis. A Colombian flag drapes over the room’s four-poster bed, although the actual bed in which he died was burned to prevent contagion from spreading. The original octagonal clock stopped minutes after his December 17 death, and still hangs on the wall today.

In addition to the hacienda, sugar mill and distillery, Santa Marta’s only Jardín Botanico and several Bolívar monuments are also on the grounds. The white-marble Altar de la Patria stands at the far side of the Plaza de las Banderas. Next to it, the Museo Bolivariano de Arte Contemporáneo displays permanent works by Colombian artists, plus rotating exhibitions.

Following his death, his body lay in state for several days on the 2nd floor of the Casa de la Aduana, the oldest European building in the Americas. Today, the free Museo del Oro Tairona occupies the historic building on the Parque Bolívar. The museum’s collection of impressive pre-Columbian gold artifacts and pottery downstairs gets most attention. Upstairs, the story of South America’s decolonization plays out in the room where people paid their last respects to Bolívar. His body was interred at the Catedral Basílica de Santa Marta, a few blocks away. The continent’s first church was established here in 1765 and, over the centuries, it endured pirate attacks, fires, floods and earthquakes. Now, it is a peaceful place to visit and escape the daytime heat; however, you won’t find Bolívar’s body in the crypt. Bolívar’s body was repatriated to his native Venezuela in 1842.

WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA MARTA

Masaya Santa Marta

Good value semi-private dorms and privates with rooftop terrace and plunge pool with a cathedral view. $$

Dreamer Hostel

Far from the historic center, this traveler favorite has spacious rooms around a garden oasis with pool. $$

Hotel Casa Rosa

A charming and comfortable splurge in a colorful stylish colonial home stocked with snacks. $$$


WHY I LOVE THE PNN TAYRONA

Laura Watilo Blake, writer

I first visited PNN Tayrona as a new mom, longing to hike to remote beaches, but weighed down by diapers, toys and a little girl who disliked carriers. Instead, we drove to Bahía Concha, one of the accessible beaches, where we found calm waters and lounge chairs under a protective tent, plus food and drink service. As I watched my little girl explore the sand and sea, I felt grateful to witness her sense of adventure blooming while getting some much-needed rest. I knew there’d be time to explore the park later. At that moment, PNN Tayrona was everything I needed.



On the Waterfront

SEASIDE ATTRACTIONS

Santa Marta’s pleasant bayfront promenade, Paseo el Camellón, stretches along the Bahía de Bastidas from the busy port, along the city beach and down to the Marina Internacional. Enjoy a picturesque sunset behind the Faro del Morro, the historic lighthouse perched atop a solitary promontory. Marina outfitter Velero Santa Marta offers snorkeling and swimming trips within the boundary of PNN Tayrona.

Playa El Rodadero is a popular beach in an upscale district 20 minutes southwest of Santa Marta by bus. It doesn’t compare to PNN Tayrona’s scenic beaches but is surrounded by restaurants and cafes. The Acuario Mundo Marino is a large collection of fish, sea turtles, stingrays, sharks and other marine creatures. Northeast of Santa Marta, former fishing village Taganga is a hot spot for scuba diving and boat rides to Cabo San Juan de la Guia.


FOR THE LITERATI

The Gabriel García Márquez book The General in His Labyrinth vividly retells Simón Bolívar’s final journey and eventual demise at La Quinta de San Pedro Alejandrino




Getting Around

Bus is the cheapest way to get around. Routes operate from 5am to 10pm, with the destination posted in the front window. Bus route 3, ‘El Rodadero Aeropuerto,’ leaves from Carrera 1C in front of Santa Marta’s malecón.

Uber doesn’t work here, but you can safely hail a yellow taxi on the street or have a hotel or restaurant call one for you. They don’t have meters, so agree on a price before you hop in.






Beyond Santa Marta
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Reconnect with nature and cross paths with the Indigenous protectors of sacred landscapes considered the heart of the world.


Some of Colombia’s most unforgettable landscapes lie just beyond Santa Marta’s doorstep, where the boulder-strewn beaches of the Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona give way to the jagged peaks of Colombia’s highest mountains within the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta National Natural Park. The Tayrona civilization flourished throughout this rich biodiverse zone before Spanish conquest. Their ancient footpaths now lead visitors to solitary beaches where no roads reach, then fade into the foothills, fan out toward the villages of their living descendants, and climb to Teyuna, best known as the Cuidad Perdida, or Lost City. The four-day trek to this impressive archaeological site is one of the most epic adventures in the country.
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TOP TIP

PNN Tayrona closes the first half of February, June and October. Teyuna (the Lost City) is off-limits most of September.




BEST ACTIVITIES IN MINCA

Coffee farm

Since 1892, Hacienda La Victoria has produced high-quality arabica beans for export. They save some for coffee in their on-site bistro.

Swimming

Pozo Azul and the Cascadas de Marinka are two popular natural swimming pools. The latter has a small entrance fee, but fewer crowds, a cafe and giant nets for lounging.

Bird-watching

Jungle Joe Minca takes groups on three-hour birding tours daily at 6am. Alternatively, birding haven Reserva Natural El Dorado has sweeping views from the San Lorenzo ridge.



Coastal Crescendo

PARQUE TAYRONA’S DRAMATIC NATURAL BEAUTY

The Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona, one of Colombia’s most-visited national parks, takes up an immense chunk of the Caribbean coastline and is characterized by giant boulders bookending palm-fringed inlets with golden sand tumbling under the waves. The park is 30 to 45 minutes east of Santa Marta by bus from the Mercado Público.

Don’t expect instant gratification at the park entrances El Zaino or Calabazo; it takes two to three hours hiking along ancient Indigenous footpaths, past the Pueblito ruins (currently closed to visitors), to reach the most scenic spots, such as Cabo San Juan de la Guia with its thatched-roof structure perched high on a rocky outcrop called El Mirador. Day-trippers barely get a chance to dip a toe in; a night or two is needed to feel immersed. The cheapest way is to bring a tent and stay in a designated camping area for a small fee. You can also travel light and spend an unforgettable night swinging in one of the 16 hammocks in El Mirador’s hut, or stay in an ecolodge at playas Brava, Arrecife or Cañaveral.

Bring cash to cover the park entrance, mandatory insurance for emergencies (separate to personal travel insurance), shuttle from El Zaino to the trailhead, lodging, food and drinks. A fresh coconut at Punta Las Gaviotas or the famous chocolate bread at Panadería Bere are well-earned treats.

[image: jpg]

Cabo San Juan de la Guia | Nadège Mazars/LONELY PLANET ©

WHERE TO STAY ON THE WATERFRONT

Ecohabs Tequendama Parque Tayrona

PNN Tayrona’s best splurge are these two-story huts overlooking Cañaveral. $$$

Finca Barlovento

Has a sea-cliff cabaña and a riverfront maloka with spacious suites and semi-private pool. $$$

Viajero Tayrona Hostel

Resort-like hostel with spacious rooms, plus lots of activities or space to do nothing. $$


Real-Life Macondo

Novelist Gabriel García Márquez, the father of Latin America’s magical realism, was born in Aracataca, which inspired the town of Macondo in Cien años de soledad (100 Years of Solitude). The epic tale blends the region’s history with mythology and legends inspired by stories by his maternal grandparents with whom he lived until age eight. Their Carrera 5 home has been faithfully re-created at its original location and opened as Casa Museo Gabriel García Márquez.

A tour includes several rooms, characteristic of early-20th-century Caribbean dwellings, each linked to Gabo’s writings. Yellow butterflies, a recurring motif in Gabo’s work, adorn the bushes, trees and walls of the house and other spots around town.



Spiritual Cleansing

WALK WITH THE BIG BROTHERS

The direct descendants of the Tayrona civilization – the Kogi, Arhuaco, Kankuamo and Wiwi – still live on the sacred mountains of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. In recent years, community tourism projects have been developed to help sustain their way of life, which was at risk during the armed conflict with paramilitary groups in the 1980s.

Wiwa Tours’ excursion to the Refugio Gotsezhy is one such venture. The cultural exchange includes consultation with a mamo, the spiritual leader of the pueblo. With the help of the Spanish-speaking guide, the mamo imparts the Wiwa philosophy regarding the importance of maintaining harmony with the natural world, something outsiders, called their little brothers, seem to have forgotten. They say one way to keep nature in balance is by making spiritual payment to the Great Mother, who provides life. The Cascada Matuna is an important place to make these payments, like a bundle of leaves or other natural items. Toss your offering through a hole that looks like a tubular slide cut through the rock. It’s believed to be a portal to another place, but only the wisest can travel such distances. Instead, travel on foot to the base of the waterfall, where you can swim in the refreshing natural pool that is used once a month for purification rituals.
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Getting Around

Cootransoriente Tayrona buses depart every 20 minutes from 6am for PNN Tayrona and Palomino from the Mercado Público in Santa Marta. Wave them down along the highway. Minca-bound buses leave from the Cootrasminca office outside the market from 7am. It’s 30 minutes to Minca. Beyond the center requires a 4x4, which you can hire there. Santa Marta’s Terminal de Transporte has daily long-distance buses to Aracataca, Barranquilla, Cartagena and Riohacha, plus Bogotá, Medellín and Bucuramanga.





TOP SIGHT
Teyuna-Ciudad Perdida Archaeological Park

Hidden on the jungle-covered slopes of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the ruins of an ancient Tayrona city were uncovered by looters in the 1970s. Today, the Ciudad Perdida, or ‘Lost City,’ is one of the most important archaeological sites in Colombia. Reaching it requires a challenging, but unforgettable, multi-day trek that has all the right ingredients for a proper adventure.
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Scan this QR code for ICANH’s guide to the park, authored by Giraldo.

[image: jpg]



Uncovering the Lost City

Sometime around the 8th century, the Tayrona laid the multi-layered stone foundations of an urban center on a 1300m-high ridge surrounded by Colombia’s highest mountain peaks. At its height, the terraced city housed up to 8000 people, and may have been the spiritual and administrative center of a vast network of settlements that dotted the slopes of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta and the coastal lowlands. The modern-day descendants of the Tayrona – the Arhuacos, Wiwas, Kogi and Kankuamos – call the site Teyuna. The Teyuna-Ciudad Perdida Archaeological Park, best known as Ciudad Perdida (‘Lost City’) is now managed by the Colombian Institute of Anthropology & History (ICANH). The 33-hectare site is divided into four areas.


DID YOU KNOW?

The only way to visit is with one of five authorized agencies.

Wiwa Tours wiwatour.com

Expotur expotur-eco.com

Turcol turcoltravel.co

Magic Tours magictourcolombia.co

Guias y Baquianos guiasybaquianos.com



La Gallera (Northern Sector)

After climbing 1200 moss-covered stairs leading up from the banks of the Río Buritaca, you’ll reach the first cluster of stone terraces – one of the oldest sections of Ciudad Perdida. There are 19 terraces and 32 rings that mark the location of traditional thatched-roof huts or bohíos. You’ll find a large stelae called the Piedra Mapa, or ‘Map Stone,’ at the foot of the central staircase. While it doesn’t correspond exactly to locations of other Tayrona cities and towns, it may somehow represent the political territory.

Eje Central (Core Area)

The iconic image of Ciudad Perdida is taken from the southern end of Eje Central looking north toward the sea along a ridgeline covered by 46 stone terraces and 60 rings. An oval-shaped area at the center, known as La Capilla, was one of many meeting places, where Teyuna leaders conducted business related to the town’s governance. From the trays, drinking cups and cooking pots found by archaeologists here, it’s evident that feasts took place.

A large stone outcropping in this zone has been dubbed the Piedra del Sapo, or ‘Frog Stone,’ which some say symbolizes an animal god. Research archaeologist Santiago Giraldo says that he doesn’t think it has any relation to any god or deity whatsoever. ‘These folks were master carvers, masons and goldsmiths. If they had indeed wanted it to resemble any animal, they would have evidently sculpted one, but they didn’t.’

Giraldo also debunks the assumption that a flat stone slab embedded into one of central terraces was a throne. ‘It would have been the most boring throne ever, as seated upon it you would be below a roof drip line and staring into the wall of a bohío.’

Piedras Sector

Southwest of the core area, a path descends to a concentration of boulders, where much of the city’s stone was quarried. Rocks have been incorporated into the construction of some of the 28 terraces and 51 rings in this once densely populated neighborhood. Two reconstructed dwellings here are used by Rumaldo Lozano, a Kogi mamo (priest), and his family while they are at Ciudad Perdida.

Mahecha Sector (El Canal)

This is one of the last residential areas to be built, probably between the 15th and 16th centuries. You’ll see good examples of Tayrona stone masonry, such as dripstones extending beyond the edge of retaining walls that protect them from water erosion. There are 22 terraces and 28 rings in this area.


Best time to visit

The dry season runs from December to March, with generally sunny and dry weather conditions for the trek. From April to November, the weather turns hotter and wetter, making the trails a challenging slog. The park is closed for maintenance and conservation work during most of September, so check in advance before planning a trip and bring appropriate clothing and gear for the conditions.




TOP TIPS

• Santiago Giraldo, PhD, is Teyuna’s research archaeologist and a Global Heritage Fund program director. He has trekked to Ciudad Perdida more than 200 times. Here are his tips.

• On the way, you’ll walk over the remains of other Tayrona towns and villages. Look for segments of stone-paved trails, walls and staircases or pottery fragments.

• It’s hard to read the site’s layout, but everything connects to everything else, so you won’t get lost.

• Pack everything in dry bags, including cameras. The humidity wreaks havoc on equipment.

• The best mosquito repellent I’ve found is Ben’s with 95% DEET.







PALOMINO
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About 90 minutes northeast of Santa Marta, the Río Palomino flows from the mountains to the sea, dividing the departments of Magdalena and La Guajira. Here, you’ll find Palomino, the laid-back beach town that has become the unofficial backpacker capital of the Caribbean coast. Following years of armed conflict with paramilitaries, this enclave of barely 5000 people now bursts with 100 top-notch hostels and hotels, plus surf schools, yoga classes and a variety of restaurants, cafes and beach bars. What makes Palomino special is being able to watch waves crash onto the shore, then turning around to see the snowy peaks of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta on a clear day. Or, perhaps it’s the opportunity to mingle with a diverse mix of international visitors and the local Indigenous groups who inhabit the region. Either way, you may want to hang here a little longer than planned.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1Palomino Surf & Bodyboard School

2Río Palomino

3Surf by José

4Tide Escuela de Surf

5Tour Adventure Palomino

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6Beach by Selina Palomino

7Finca Escondida

8Playa La Ola




TOP TIP

In Palomino, buses passing between Santa Marta and Riohacha stop on the Troncal del Caribe highway near Carrera 6, the main street of the small, walkable town. It’s 15 minutes to the beach, but if you have luggage, you can take a moto-taxi.
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Take Me to the River

TUBING THE RíO PALOMINO

Spend a few relaxing hours drifting slowly along the refreshing Río Palomino in an inner tube. Any Palomino hostel can arrange a float trip, or you can shop around on Carrera 6, the town’s main drag. Prices will vary depending on the length of the float trip. Tour Adventure Palomino, for example, has three-, four- and five-hour trips. The longest includes a three-hour hike to Sewiaka, a Kogi village on the riverbank, where the group first meets with the local mamo, or spiritual leader, to learn some of the local customs and beliefs.

Chances are you’ll ride on the back of a moto-taxi with a tube slung over your shoulder, then hike up a hilly path, before descending to the river’s edge to start the journey downriver. Water shoes with good traction are a must. Also bring a hat, water, sunscreen, insect repellent and a waterproof bag for anything that needs to stay dry. A little extra cash will come in handy if you want to buy snacks and beer from enterprising locals.

During dry season, December to February, water levels may be low, requiring you to walk in certain spots. When you reach the sandy beach at Caracolí, pull over for a swim or try jumping off the tree swing, before continuing to the Caribbean Sea.

WHERE TO STAY IN PALOMINO

Kanta Sana Hostal

Bamboo and rope construction gives this hostel a Swiss Family Robinson vibe inside and out. $$

Free Soul Hostel

A friendly place with perks like free bikes, shared kitchen and a hot cooked breakfast. $$

Casa Coraje

Chic beachfront accommodations with a garden, pool and daybeds on the sand. $$$


Colombia’s Famous Mochilas

Mochilas, from Indigenous communities in northern Colombia, are a symbol of national identity and pride. The most-prized earth-toned wool versions in gray, black, beige and brown are made by Arhuaco women in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. Each bag is believed to be imbued with the thoughts of its weaver. Their geometric patterns are inspired by nature.

According to legend, Wayúu women learned weaving from a magical spider called Walékerü. Their colorful cotton mochilas are cinched at the top with tassel-tipped strings. Traditionally, mochilas were made for loved ones, but they’re now a valuable income source helping preserve the Indigenous way of life. If possible, buy direct.



Buena Onda

SURFING IN PALOMINO

Surfing conditions in Palomino change all year long, but the smoothest and largest 2m to 3m waves occur during the windy season from December to February. October and May are the calmest. Palomino has several surf schools with instructors certified by the Federación Colombiana de Surf (Fecolsurf). Among them are Palomino Surf & Bodyboard School, Tide Escuela de Surf and Surf by José.

The term buena onda, which directly translates to ‘good wave,’ is an informal way to say someone is good or decent by nature in Spanish. Instructor José Chirino, the founder of Surf by José, epitomizes this in more ways than one. In addition to offering personalized two-hour lessons for COP $150,000 from his base at Makao Beach Hotel, he gives free lessons to local kids. Chirino says that as a teacher, he believes in the use of sport for social change. ‘I get their attention with surfing to teach them values and give them guidance. It makes me proud to see them develop into respectful people and integrate into Palomino’s labor field.’

Drink it All In

SUNSET BEACH-BAR HOPPING

Happy hours in Palomino are accompanied by magical sunsets. Start at Finca Escondida with its two-for-one drinks. Move on to Playa La Ola, for its drink combining lulo fruit with rum and mint. Wind down at the Beach by Selina Palomino for more cocktails, while rocking back and forth in the bar swings.


Getting Around

Moto-taxis are available for short trips beyond Palomino. For longer hauls, regular buses pass through Palomino in both directions along the Troncal del Caribe. The best place to catch them is at the intersection with Carrera 6. If you have your own vehicle, Palomino side streets are poorly maintained dirt roads with potholes and puddles. Take it slow and avoid turning onto Carrera 10 from the highway, as there’s a steep drop-off. Some hostels and hotels have off-street parking.






Beyond Palomino
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La Guajira’s surreal and breathtaking landscapes beckon travelers to the northernmost reaches of South America.


Heading northeast from Palomino, the mountains fade away in the rearview mirror and the lush greenery gives way to an immense desert occupied by the Wayúu, the largest Indigenous group in Colombia. They’ve managed to maintain their autonomy for centuries by eking out a living from raising livestock, weaving, fishing and, now, tourism. The highlight of a visit to La Guajira is an unforgettable journey to the northernmost tip of South America, including the pink-hued salt ponds of Manaure, the secluded beaches of Cabo de la Vela, where Wayúu spirits wander, and the windswept Taroa sand dunes that meet the vast blue sea near the Venezuelan border.


TOP TIP

Alta Guajira children often construct roadblocks to force vehicles to pay a ‘candy tax.’ Instead of sweets, offer rice, bread and other staples.
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I LIVE HERE: FLAVORS OF LA GUAJIRA

[image: jpg]

Chef Roberto Bermúdez, owner of La Jaus by Trece in Riohacha, developed his culinary technique in Madrid, then applied it to traditional ingredients found in La Guajira. Here are some drinks and dishes to try.

Chirrinchi

Alcoholic beverage made by the Wayúu with fermented panela (raw sugarcane) and water.

Friche

Stew made with goat meat, blood, liver, heart, lungs and intestines.

Arroz con camarones

Rice with sun-dried shrimp; popular accompanied with plátano melao, a slow-confit sweet plantain.

Kapeshuna

Type of bean cultivated by the Wayúu. I use it to make hummus with marinated chivo (goat), but you can also make stews, soups and rice dishes.



The Top of the Continent

JOURNEY INTO THE ALTA GUAJIRA

Most 4x4 tours to the northernmost reaches of South America start 90 minutes northeast of Palomino by bus in Riohacha, which has an airport and reputable tour agencies with reliable transportation. ExpoTur, Pura Guajira Travel and Macuira Tours are good options. Multi-day itineraries through the semi-arid coastal desert include stops at Cabo de la Vela, Punta Gallinas and the Dunas del Taroa, where paradisiacal coves await at the edge of hot, parched sands.

It’s a long, dusty ride to Cabo de la Vela, a windswept outpost with a smattering of Wayúu-run rancherías with accommodations and restaurants, plus kitesurfing schools. The Wayúu believe the area is the gateway to the afterlife, where the souls of their deceased loved ones travel to the beyond. The living can enjoy a swim at the nearby cliff-hugged beaches at Ojo de Agua and Pilón de Azúcar, which are calm despite near-constant trade winds, and visit the Playa Arcoiris, where a rainbow appears in the spray when the surf crashes against the rocky shoreline.

After an unforgettable night sleeping under the stars in a chinchorro, an oversized hammock woven by the Wayúu, there’s a long, bumpy drive to Punta Gallinas, where an underwhelming lighthouse marks the top of South America. The shifting sands of the Dunas del Taroa, on the other hand, make going to the extreme north worth it.

WHERE TO STAY IN RIOHACHA

Bona Vida Hostel

Dorm bunks with everything you need in reach, plus ground-floor plunge pool and rooftop bar. $$

Hostel Laguna Salá by FSL

Modern hostel with air-conditioned privates and en suite dorms with rooftop pool and terrace. $

Nueve Uno Hostel

Dorm-style rooms with a communal kitchen – practical since the supermarket is next door. $


Myths & Music

Vallenato music originated with juglares, who wandered the Caribbean coast delivering news and gossip by song. Riohacha’s Festival Francisco el Hombre in March honors an infamous troubadour whose accordion skills gave rise to a legend that he defeated the devil in a musical duel.

The city of Valledupar, the birthplace of vallenato, hosts the four-day Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata in April. Musicians compete for the title ‘King of Kings’ in the most epic showdown of the modern age. If you visit outside that time, take a guided tour with YH Music Tours. Owner Yeraldin Hernández is an accomplished performer, who sings about the various sights along the way.



Flamingo Spotting

CAMARONES’ BIRDS AND BEACHES

From October to March, thousands of pink flamingos flock to the shallow lagoons of the 7000-hectare Santuario de Fauna y Flora Los Flamencos in the town of Camarones, an hour’s drive northeast of Palomino along the Troncal del Caribe. The sanctuary is free to visit, but for a closer look at the birds, it’s helpful to enlist a local to take you out on the lagoon in a cayuco, a traditional non-motorized dugout canoe. Guide Yordan Pushaina (+57 312-661-4529), who lives across from the boat launch, offers tours for COP $35,000 per person. He and others in this community make a living from tourism and fishing. At night, they can catch up to 200kg of seafood, then lead tours to the flock feeding on the carotenoid-rich microscopic algae and tiny brine shrimp that give their feathers a rosy color. Flamingos share the territory with gulls, frigates, roseate spoonbills and ibises, some of which turn bright red as an adult.

When the tour ends, walk over to the Playa de Camarones to feast on freshly caught seafood with rice and plantains at Restaurante Los Cocos or Restaurante Viña del Mar. El Remanso de Sanctuario and the Playa Samara Hostel have beachfront accommodations that are budget-friendly.

Before you visit, be sure to check the conditions and location of the flock to avoid disappointment. The lagoons can dry up during the dry season (December to April), forcing the flamingoes to travel elsewhere.
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TIMING IS EVERYTHING

If you plan to go to Punta Gallinas, it is best to avoid the rainy season from September to November. The dirt roads turn to muddy puddles, which increase travel times or make the route impassable altogether.




Getting Around

Riohacha is La Guajira’s main transportation hub. Its airport has flights to Bogotá, Cali and Medellín. There are buses to Valledupar, Palomino, Santa Marta, Barranquilla, Cartagena and Bogotá. Cootrauri colectivos head to Uribia when full. They’ll drop you at Cuatro Vias, a crossroads near Uribia, where 4x4s load provisions and passengers destined for remote La Guajira destinations like Cabo de la Vela. The last departure is 1pm. From there, you can arrange other 4x4s to Punta Gallinas. The Alta Guajira desert is unforgiving and isolated. Roads are not well marked or may be washed out. It’s best to leave the driving to professionals with dependable 4x4s. Leave your vehicle in Riohacha – some hotels have gated parking; otherwise there are secure parqueaderos.






SAN ANDRÉS, PROVIDENCIA & SANTA CATALINA
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The tantalizing archipelago of San Andrés, Providencia and Santa Catalina is politically part of Colombia, but feels a world away given its location near Nicaragua, and the distinctive culture of its Creole-speaking residents, many of whom descend from English Puritans and African enslaved people. The star attraction is the world’s third-largest reef, where the vibrant marine ecosystem of the Unesco Seaflower Biosphere Reserve has top-notch scuba diving and snorkeling.

San Andrés, the largest and most accessible of the islands, gets most visitors. Those who make the effort to travel to smaller, mountainous Providencia, 94km northeast, are rewarded with breathtaking natural beauty and fewer crowds. A 2020 hurricane devastated the archipelago and Providencia was hit hard. But Providencia, and car-free Santa Catalina island connected at the north end by a reconstructed footbridge, are on the rebound.
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SIGHTS

1Bahía Aguadulce

2Bahía Suroeste

3Cayo Tres Hermanos

4El Acuario

5First Baptist Church

6Fort Warwick

7Haynes Cay

8Hoyo Soplador

9Johnny Cay Natural Regional Park

10Morgan’s Head

11Old Providence McBean Lagoon National Natural Park

12Playa Manzanillo

13Playa Spratt Bight

14Rocky Cay

15San Luis

see 6Statue of the Virgin Mary

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

16Aquanautas

17Cayo Cangrejo

see 16Eco Parque West View

18Ecofiwi

see 6Fort Bay Beach

19Muelle Punta Rocosa

see 19Ocean View Station

20Old Point Mangrove Regional Park

21Posada Fort View

see 16Reggae Roots

see 21Shell Sea B&B

EATING

22El Divino Niño

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

see 22La Sirenita

23Roland Roots Reggae Bar

SHOPPING

24Morgan’s Market




TOP TIP

Visitors must buy a tourist card from the San Andrés–bound airline prior to departure for COP $116,800. Flights land at the north end of San Andrés, close to the town beach lined with hotels, duty-free shops, restaurants and bars.
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BEST DIVE SPOTS IN SAN ANDRéS

La Piramide

Good for all skill levels, this shallow dive (maximum 9m) promises colorful reef fish, stingrays, octopuses and eels.

Dedos de Morgan

This 10m–20m-deep coral garden, home to sharks, stingrays, lobsters, turtles and moray eels, points toward the Cueva de Morgan.

Blue Wall

Gray reef sharks and sea turtles drift along this spectacular coral wall, with caves and canyons blooming with sponges.

Banda Dive Shop & San Andrés Divers

Both run two-tank dives or introductory courses.



Island Escapes

THE CAYS OF SAN ANDRéS

Idyllic palm-fringed islets and sandbars kissed by the ‘sea of seven colors’ can be found a short boat ride away from Playa Spratt Bight in San Andrés.

Johnny Cay Natural Regional Park is a heart-shaped coral island with shady coconut palms harboring a colony of iguanas. As the most visited spot in the Seaflower Biosphere, the soft white-sand beach encircling the oasis is deluged with sunseekers, but the park recently set a limit of 854 people visiting per day. Aim to arrive when the park opens at 9am if you plan to rent a sunshade and a lounger. No outside food or drink is allowed, so make sure you bring extra cash for drinks and a lunch of freshly caught fish.

Don’t expect an artificial marine habitat enclosed in glass at El Acuario (the Aquarium), sometimes called Rose Cay. The shadeless sandbar is edged by a ribbon of coral creating a crystal-clear shallow pool teeming with tropical fish and other marine life, such as rays and sea urchins. Bring snorkel gear and water shoes to protect your feet, especially if you want to wade over to the palm-shaded Haynes Cay, a short distance away.

Rocky Cay is close enough to shore that strong swimmers can reach it at low tide from the shore near Hotel Cocoplum Beach. Otherwise, hire a launch to take you to the rocky islet for piñas coladas and snorkeling.
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FOR A HEAVENLY VIEW

Climb to the bell tower of La Loma’s First Baptist Church for a panoramic view overlooking the entire island of San Andrés. A small donation is required to enter.



WHERE TO STAY IN SAN ANDRéS

Viajero Hostel San Andrés

A good-value hostel on the bus route with dorms and privates, and communal spaces. $

Siloe Cove

A good west-side location with spacious rooms surrounding a garden with a pool and wildlife. $$

Rocky Cay Lodging

Apartment-style lodging with breakfast service and partial sea views steps away from Playa Zarpada. $$


The Rundown on Rondón

Rondón is a filling stew made with fish, sea snail or conch and, sometimes, pork tail, an assortment of fruit and root vegetables and flour dumplings simmered in a base of coconut milk and spices. The traditional Afro-Caribbean recipe gets its name from whatever the cook was able to gather for the meal, or ‘run down,’ on a given day.

On Saturdays, Sundays and holidays, try it at Carolina Cooking & Baking, a roadside eatery at Km10 on San Andrés. Alternatively, take the Rondon Tour, which goes more in depth about the history of the dish while you help prepare it from 10:30am to 1:30pm on Saturdays.



Cruise the Ring Road

WHAT TO DO ON SAN ANDRéS

Spend a day rambling along the 30km seaside road that circles the island. Starting from El Centro, head south for 15 minutes along Carrera 1 to take a two-hour paddle through Old Point Mangrove Regional Park by transparent kayak. Outfitter Ecofiwi is committed to conservation of the mangrove habitat. At Orange Hill Rd, turn right, then turn right again on Av Loma Barrack to see the historic red-roofed First Baptist Church. It was built in 1849 with wood brought from the US state of Alabama. Continue along the road to head back down to the ring road, stopping for a swim at one of the gorgeous east-side beaches around San Luis.

After rounding the southern tip of the island, you’ll reach the Hoyo Soplador, a small geyser that sends a surge of water or air through a natural hole in the rock depending on the tide. Buy a drink as an unofficial entry fee for watching the spectacle. The west side of San Andrés is characterized by coves of low coral cliffs edging the crystal-clear sea, which form natural pools for swimming and snorkeling with tropical fish.

Eco Parque West View rents snorkel gear and life vests and has a twisting waterslide and diving board. Next door, Reggae Roots tends to be less crowded and slightly cheaper, with a shallower spot to enter the water. From either location, fearless swimmers can swim out to the sunken statue of Poseidon in 8m-deep water. It’s an underwater destination for scuba divers and a helmet-diving excursion with Aquanautas. Round out the day with an unforgettable sunset anywhere along the island’s west side.

WHERE TO EAT IN SAN ANDRéS

La Regatta

This overwater restaurant’s seafood dishes have island and Mediterranean influences. Bookings required. $$$

Eat Alley

Enjoy thin, crispy pizza and burgers in a quiet pedestrian alley in El Centro. $$

Gourmet Shop Assho

Excellent fish and seafood, but the artisanal bread bowls with fondue or seafood steal the show. $$$

Where to Stretch Your Sea Legs

BOAT TRIPS IN PROVIDENCIA

Most guesthouses and hotels can arrange scenic boat rides around the island, including stops for snorkeling. In Aguadulce, Morgan’s Market is not only a one-stop shop for groceries and moto rentals, but also the departure point for Scheidner Tours, which has daily 9:15am excursions. The top spot to visit is Cayo Cangrejo (Crab Cay), a small islet surrounded by a crystal-clear turquoise sea with a maze of coral patches. Hike to the summit for a 360-degree view and then swim around its perimeter. The cay is part of Old Providence McBean Lagoon National Natural Park, 16 sq km of land and sea that also includes Cayo Tres Hermanos, a haven for seabirds. Visit more snorkeling hot spots on the island’s east side with kayaks rented from Ocean View Station at the colorful Muelle Punta Rocosa in Rocky Point.

Morgan’s Head, the rock formation that perches on Santa Catalina’s western flank, resembles a human face in profile. It gets its name from the infamous British pirate Henry Morgan, who used Providencia and Santa Catalina as a base to liberate treasure from Spanish galleons in the 17th century. Shell Sea B&B rents kayaks from Santa Catalina’s seaside boardwalk. Paddle counter-clockwise around the small island for the most favorable conditions, which means you will spot Morgan’s Head toward the end.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN PROVIDENCIA

Caribbean Place Donde Martín

Book a table in advance to try chef Martín Quintero’s seafood specialties, including local black crab in coconut sauce. $$$

Henny’s Place

Come with an appetite for adventure to this eatery with local homestyle cooking. It has a menu that changes daily. $$

La Terraza

Come for sunset drinks, small plates, or surf-and-turf dinner on the outdoor terrace overlooking the sea. $$$



Beachside Bliss

BEACH HOPPING ON PROVIDENCIA

Bahía Suroeste (Southwest Bay), the island’s nicest stretch of fine white sand, has a long-standing tradition of hosting horse races on Saturday afternoon. Midweek you may spot thoroughbreds exercising on the beach while you lounge under a palm or eat a heaping plate of seafood at El Divino Niño. Try the passion-fruit mojito at La Sirenita while the nightly bonfire chases away the sand fleas that emerge late in the day.

Swim, drink and repeat at ruggedly beautiful Playa Manzanillo (Manchineel Beach). There’s a handful of beach bars, but Roland Roots Reggae Bar is a much-loved local hangout with after-hours live music. Take a turn on the swing suspended from a tall palm tree leaning over the water.

Cross the Puente de los Enamorados (Lovers’ Bridge) on the north side of Providencia to reach Santa Catalina island. Turn left and follow the waterfront path to get to the small Fort Bay Beach, a secluded spot with good snorkeling. The walk takes about 15 minutes at a casual pace, but takes longer with stops to see the rescue turtles at Posada Fort View, the hilltop cannons at Fort Warwick and the statue of the Virgin Mary overlooking the sea.


Bahía Aguadulce (Freshwater Bay) took a beating during Hurricane Iota in 2020 and its beach washed away. Most beachgoers have gone elsewhere, but there’s still a tiny patch at the southern end of the now rocky shoreline.
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WHERE TO STAY IN PROVIDENCIA

Shell Sea B&B

Friendly hosts run this quiet and clean seafront guesthouse on the pedestrian-only Santa Catalina island. $

Cabañas Aguadulce

Quaint island-style cabins with air-con, set around a pool and lush gardens. $$$

Golden Sea Casa Boutique

This stylish, sophisticated home with palapa-style roof has a plunge pool and direct sea access. $$$


I LIVE HERE: GETTING TO THE PEAK
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Rodolfo Hawkins, Providencia guide, (WhatsApp +57 316-327-7486) has tips for hiking El Pico Natural Regional Park, the island’s highest point.

Don’t hike alone

It’s mandatory for a guide to go with you. Plenty of ‘guides’ hanging around at the trailhead don’t give good information. If I can’t go with you, I’ll put you in touch with Big Boi. Expect to pay COP $75,000.

Start between 6am and 7am

You’ll have cooler weather. It takes about three to four hours to complete the hike.

What you’ll see

Along the route, you’ll see iguanas, our famous black crabs and medicinal plants we use regularly.



When Things Go Sideways

GETTING CRABBY ON PROVIDENCIA

During Providencia’s black-crab migration, pregnant female crabs travel in droves to the sea to lay their eggs. The event causes traffic disruptions and amazes bystanders. Hunting the crustaceans is banned from April and July during the annual spectacle.


Getting Around

You can get around San Andrés by bus, taxi, tour, scooter or golf cart (mula). Isla Tour Rent Car will deliver your vehicle to your hotel for a fee. Coobusan buses run from near the Cueva de Morgan, past the airport and to the commercial zone before splitting routes. ‘El Cove’ passes La Loma in the island’s center. Eastbound ‘San Luis’ stops at Hoyo Soplador.

Satena Airlines flies between San Andrés and Providencia daily. For half the cost of flying, there’s a 3½-hour ferry, but you risk rough seas. Conocemos Navegando runs from the Muelle Toninos on San Andrés. On Providencia there’s no bus and few taxis. You’ll be greeted by civilian cars and trucks. It’s easiest to rent a golf cart or scooter.







MEDELLÍN & THE ZONA CAFETERA
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GLEAMING CITIES AND COLORFUL TOWNS

From innovative Medellín to traditional country towns, pack your bags for caffeine-fueled adventures in the western Andes.
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Welcome to paisa country – Colombia’s most colorful region is a vibrant mix of coffee plantations and flower farms, lush cloud forest, friendly villages and majestic ice-capped mountains all accessible from the country’s most fashionable city.

The area is tied together by its famously friendly and hardworking inhabitants, the paisas, whose rich culture has been forged by the isolation of these mountains. This is a place where social interactions are to be savored, a fact evident in the region’s supreme hospitality and openness to outsiders.

Even in Medellín, the country’s second-largest metropolis with its lofty modern towers and innovative high-tech transportation system, rural influences are never far away. Traditional paisa culture permeates the continually evolving mountain neighborhoods which were founded by farming families from across the region.

With its permanent spring-like weather, superb restaurants, a hip art scene and pumping nightlife, the capital of Antioquia endears itself to travelers and is a place that is not to be missed.

Further south is the Zona Cafetera, a rich tapestry of historic villages, fantastic nature reserves, piping hot thermal springs and grand mountain peaks. Spectacularly bio-diverse, it’s home to some of the best bird-watching in the country, epic hikes into the Andes and, of course, high-grade arabica. Coffee is more than a cash crop here – it’s a way of life. You’ll never look at your morning cup the same way again.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MEDELLÍN

Colombia’s most fashionable metropolis.

JARDÍN

Waterfalls, hikes and birds.

MANIZALES

Glaciers and thermal baths.

SALENTO

A picture-perfect coffee town.




Find Your Way

Blanketed with mountains, the geographically small area around Medellín and the Zona Cafetera is big on scenery. It’s home to some of the country’s most scenic roads, although traffic can be a problem, especially during Colombia’s frequent long weekends.
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Plan Your Time

When planning your itineraries, note that Medellín is more fun on weekends, while the coffee country towns are more relaxed and easy to navigate during the week.
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A Taster of a Few Days

• Fly into Medellín and base yourself in the city for the duration of your stay. Get versed on the recent history on a walking tour of the center before visiting the barrios of Comuna 13 and the Museo Casa de la Memoria.

• Leave a day to ride the cable cars high above the valley and to check out the sculptures of the city’s prodigal son Fernando Botero.

• Then take a day trip to Guatapé to climb the stone monolith and enjoy 360-degree views of the sprawling lake that embraces a maze of peninsulas and islands.




10 Days to Travel Around

• After finding your bearings in Medellín and visiting Guatapé, continue eastward to bathe in the crystal-clear waters of Río Claro, which flow through a jungle-clad limestone canyon.

• Head south and then west over the Páramo de Letras to Manizales to check out its urban nature reserves and soak in the thermal baths.

• After a day trip to the peaks of the Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados, take the short trip south to Salento to spend your last couple of days learning about the coffee-growing process and hiking among the wax palms of the Valle de Cocora.




If You Have Time to Explore

• Begin in Medellín. Spend three or four days getting to know the city before taking day trips to Guatapé and Santa Fe de Antioquia to check out the classic architecture.

• Next, pack your bags and head southwest to Jardín for an introduction to coffee country and some countryside walks. Visit the Cueva del Esplendor before taking the less-traveled unpaved road over the mountains via Río Sucio to Manizales.

• End your trip with a multi-day trek through the Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados to Salento via the stunning Laguna de Otún.



Seasonal Highlights

Medellín has a spring-like climate. The Zona Cafetera gets chilly during heavy rains in March to April and October to November.

JANUARY

Let loose at the Zona Cafetera’s biggest festival, the Feria de Manizales, with concerts, parades and traditional dance in Manizales.
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FEBRUARY

Fewer crowds and lower prices make this the perfect time for exploring the towns of the Zona Cafetera.
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MARCH

The mitaca or secondary coffee harvest gives visitors the chance to try their hand picking beans alongside seasoned collectors.
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JUNE

The Feria de las Flores takes over the streets of Medellín with floral-themed fanfare and plenty of partying.
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AUGUST

Generally fine weather means dry trails, comfortable hiking and clear views of the summits on treks into the PNN Los Nevados.
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SEPTEMBER

A wave of activity sweeps across plantations and towns throughout the region as the main coffee harvest gets into full swing.
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OCTOBER

Scores of modified classic Willys jeeps pull stunts on the streets of Armenia near Salento in the rollicking yipao procession.
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MEDELLíN


[image: jpg]

Sprawling along the floor of a narrow valley, enclosed by magnificent mountains on both sides, Medellín has grown from an isolated town to one of the continent’s most fashionable cities. A place once synonymous with violence, the capital of Antioquia has gone all in on urban renewal and now seduces travelers with its sleek modern architecture, fascinating museums, public artwork, international cuisine and great nightlife.

Its gleaming modern towers reach skyward in a concrete example of the ambition that has placed the city at the vanguard of Colombia’s revival while its once notorious barrios now welcome visitors to explore their steep narrow alleyways and take in the sweeping views. Throw in a near-perfect climate, famously hospitable residents, a modern transportation system and swathes of tropical greenery and it’s easy to see why many travelers spend much longer here than planned.
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SIGHTS

1El Pájaro

2La Gorda

3Museo Casa de la Memoria

4Museo de Antioquia

see 4Plaza Botero

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

5Son Havana

EATING

6Carmen

7Oci.Mde

8Provenza

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9Bar Octavia

10El Guanábano

11Tíbiri

ENTERTAINMENT

129+1

13Amarna

14Barrio Colombia

see 12Blue

see 10Parque del Periodista

15Parque Lleras

16Siente el Bajo

17Trilogia Bar




TOP TIP

Buy and top up a rechargeable Tarjeta Civica transport card at any station upon arrival in Medellín to ride the metro and metrocable. It saves queuing at the ticket office for a ticket each time and makes it easy to transfer between services.
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MORE BOTERO

For more of Fernando Botero’s best works, check out the Museo Botero in the Candelaria district of Bogotá, which houses more than 120 drawings, paintings and sculptures.




Medellín Galleries

Medellín is a top destination for art lovers with many worthwhile galleries to check out.

One of the city’s most prolific artists was muralist Pedro Nel Gómez, whose works can be seen in the Museum of Antioquia as well as in the walkway to the east of the Parque Berrío station. The artist’s studio in the northern district of Aranjuez has been converted into a gallery, the Casa Museo Pedro Nel Gómez, which also hosts painting classes.

For modern Antioquian art, check out the spacious Museo de Arte Moderno de Medellín in the district of Ciudad del Río.



Works of Fernando Botero

A GIANT OF COLOMBIAN CULTURE

Instantly identifiable with their voluptuous curves, the unconventionally proportioned bronze sculptures of Antioquian artist Fernando Botero are famed around the globe, but Medellín houses the definitive collection of his works, most of which are found in open spaces and are free to enjoy. Much loved in his home town, Botero’s works are notable not just for their excessive volume but also for the artist’s sharp social and political commentary.

The first stop on any Botero-themed tour of the city has to be the aptly named Plaza Botero, near the Parque Berrío metro station, where a total of 23 large sculptures are packed in together in a lively little park. Right behind the plaza, the Museo de Antioquia, which despite the name is more a gallery than a museum, houses the Collección Botero, a large collection of paintings donated by the artist that includes his own works and those of many other preeminent painters. Also in the museum is Escena con Jinete, the only Botero mural in Colombia.

Just outside the Parque Berrío metro station, Torso de Mujer, better known locally as La Gorda, is one of Botero’s most iconic works and a popular local meeting point.

But of all the artist’s sculptures, the work that is most emblematic of the modern history of Medellín is found in Parque San Antonio where two versions of El Pájaro can be found. The original was mangled by a terrorist bomb which killed 23 concertgoers in 1995 while right beside it stands a new version, especially crafted by the defiant artist who demanded that the two pieces stand side by side.
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WHERE TO STAY IN MEDELLíN

Hotel Dann Carlton

A dignified old timer with a top location, a spacious pool and well-finished rooms. $$$

Celestino Boutique Hotel

Chic design, homey rooms and outstanding service, right in the middle of the action. $$$

Prado 61

Explore the town center from this elegantly renovated place in historic Prado Centro. $$



EXPLORING DOWNTOWN MEDELLíN
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While most of Medellín’s hotels and restaurants are in the trendy southern and western districts, the vast majority of the city’s cultural attractions are found in the often overlooked center of town.

Begin at tree-lined 1 Parque de Bolívar, the most inviting of the city’s central plazas, to check out the gracious Catedral Metropolitana before heading south along the buzzing 2 Pasaje Junín mall. Stop for a coffee or one of the famous empanadas at the legendary 3 Salón Versalles, popular with paisas of all social classes. After crossing La Playa, head west on narrow Calle 51 where vendors sell everything from antiques to rat poison to reach the 4 Iglesia La Candelaria, Medellín’s oldest church.

Take a rest on the steps in 5 Parque Berrío to listen to the musicians and watch the dance performances before crossing under the railway line to reach the 6 Palacio de la Cultura Rafael Uribe Uribe, a neo-gothic palace designed by Belgian architect Agustín Goovaerts. Climb to the top to check out its dome before continuing south along the Carabobo Mall to reach another Goovaerts masterpiece, the 7 Palacio Nacional, now a shopping mall with an interesting art gallery on the top floor.

Grab a cup of refreshing guarapo outside before strolling southward to 8 Plaza Cisneros, the former city marketplace now a modern plaza illuminated by 300 fluorescent columns. On the east side, the 9 Edificios Vásquez y Carré are remnants of the area’s original brick architecture.

Finally cross over busy San Juan to reach the 10 Monumento a la Raza, an enormous bronze tribute to Antioquians by sculptor Rodrigo Arenas Betancourt, before finishing at the splendidly restored 11 Estación del Ferrocarril de Antioquia.




I LIVE HERE: AUTHENTIC MEDELLíN
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Jorge Melguizo is a professor of urban development. He shares his favorite place for an authentic meal and a real taste of paisa culture.

Inside the La América marketplace in the inner west of Medellín, there are various unpretentious diners. I really love Nelson’s place: Sazón América sells a spectacular calentao – there’s even a vegetarian version.

If you’re looking for something different in the evenings, in the center of Medellín there are 15 theater groups with their own locations. One of them, El Matacandelas also has a cantadero – a bar with a stage where you can enjoy a beer, discover some music and chat with different folk from around Medellín.



Museo Casa de la Memoria

AN EMOTIONAL TAKE ON HISTORY

While strolling its tree-lined, cafe-filled streets or riding the modern metro, it’s hard to imagine that Medellín was not long ago one of the world’s most dangerous places, yet many of the city’s residents are victims of the violence that plagued this part of the country for so long.

The voices of these witnesses of the armed conflict are preserved in the Museo Casa de la Memoria, which houses a moving collection of testimonies from the ordinary folk of Medellín. It’s a must visit for those interested in the turbulent history of the city.

Located in a striking modern building on the edge of the inner city, the museum has a permanent collection that features interactive displays on the causes of the conflict and its various manifestations in the community, from extortion, murder and kidnapping, to the persecution of LGBTIQ+ communities. But the most impactful displays here are the life-sized video screens where victims of the conflict take turns to stand in front of visitors and tell their stories in an intimate one-on-one setting.

Most displays are subtitled in English, but for a more in-depth experience download the free audio guide to your phone.

The museum also has some informative rotating temporary exhibits showcasing stories of the conflict from around Colombia, as well as a comprehensive library that visitors are free to peruse.

WHERE TO STAY & MINGLE IN MEDELLíN

Masaya

Colorful Antioquia-inspired decoration, first-class comfort, fine views and even an escape room. $$$

Los Patios

Flashpacker paradise with slick industrial-chic design, modern dorms and an awesome open kitchen. $$$

Black Sheep Hostel

A great place to meet other travelers with inviting common areas and a sociable atmosphere. $$

Barrios of Medellín

REBIRTH ON THE MOUNTAINSIDES

Clinging to the steep upper reaches of the mountains high above the chic modern districts below, Medellín’s vibrant peripheral barrios were once best known for their endless violence but now welcome visitors to explore their narrow alleyways in one of the most emblematic transformations of the reformed city.

And if there is one area in particular that best illustrates Medellín’s resurgence, it’s the Comuna 13, in the west of the city. At the turn of the century, Comuna 13 was plagued by urban warfare with fierce battles between competing armed groups and brutal incursions by the Colombian military. During this time, many areas in the district were completely off-limits to outsiders, too dangerous to visit even for residents of neighboring barrios, while those unlucky enough to be in the middle of the conflict were often forced to shelter in their homes while the violence raged outside. Many civilians were killed by stray bullets, while more than 400 others were forcibly disappeared after being accused, often without any evidence, of links to opposing groups.

These days the Comuna 13 is Medellín’s hottest attraction and waves of visitors stroll through its carnival-like main boulevard taking in the street art, drinking cocktails and admiring the spectacular views as they’re led by energetic young residents turned tour guides.
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You can take fascinating walking tours of the key neighborhoods. Guides will explain how the reformation has been made possible by efforts from within the community to change the culture by steering impoverished youth away from violence through immersion in arts and music. Your guides will point out notable artworks representing the resistance to military occupation of the district. Keep an eye out for representations of the tanks from which the government fired on the residential area during the notorious Operación Orión and the Escombrera landfill site where hundreds of young people are said to have been executed by paramilitary forces.

Most tours either begin or end at the outdoor escalators that lead into the heart of the area. The escalators were a key landmark in opening up the Comuna 13 to the outside world. It is possible to visit on your own, but hiring a guide is highly recommended because the most powerful component of a visit here is listening to the emotional stories told by the residents.

Freelance guides congregate outside the San Javier metro station, but quality varies. Alternatively, try the excellent community organization Casa Kolacho. It runs daily tours with outstanding guides who have deep links to the area.

While the transformation of the Comuna 13 has been dramatic, it is certainly not unique in Medellín, with many other neighborhoods also emerging from entrenched poverty and violence. For a more low-key insight into urban renewal, head to the neighborhood of Moravia, just north of the Botanic Gardens. Once the city’s garbage tip, the area was populated by some of Medellín’s poorest residents who eked out a living scavenging among the waste, but it is now an oasis of greenery and peace in the middle of the urban sprawl.

A large part of the mound of refuse upon which the neighborhood was founded is now covered in communal gardens featuring more than 70 species of plants. The gardens provide a place of relaxation and tranquility for the residents of the hectic maze of narrow streets below.

Informative walking tours of Moravia are run by Real City Tours while locally guided walks can be organized through the Centro de Desarollo Cultural de Moravia, who can put you in touch with longtime residents.
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A RIDE WITH A VIEW

You don’t need to spend much to enjoy some of the best panoramas of Medellín – for just the price of a metro ticket it’s possible to get birds-eye views from the hi-tech cable cars that glide above the neighborhoods in the upper reaches of the valley.

Linea K

Fly over one of the most densely populated parts of Medellín.

Linea M

The best views of the city center are from this short line in the east.

Linea J

Take in the Comuna 13 from above between San Javier and La Aurora.



WHERE TO SPLASH OUT ON A MEAL IN MEDELLíN

In Situ

The ultimate escape from the city totally surrounded by greenery inside the botanical gardens. $$$

El Cielo

The original home of Michellin-starred chef Juan Manuel Barrientos’ famed molecular Colombian cuisine. $$$

La Provincia

Ample menu featuring exquisite seafood, elegant ambience and top service on Medellín’s golden mile. $$$


BEST BANDEJA PAISA

Antioquia’s favorite dish, the bandeja paisa is a gut-busting collection of beans, pork rinds, sausage, ground beef and assorted other sides that’s a bit like a Latin version of a full English. Some of the best versions are served at the following restaurants.

Hacienda Origen

A traditional-food chain with branches throughout the city.

Hato Viejo

This local institution serves big plates of Antioquian favorites.

Restaurante San Joaquín

A great-value local diner in the Laureles neighborhood.



WHERE TO EAT ON A BUDGET IN MEDELLíN

Delicias del Tolima

Tuck into the best lechona and tamales in town at this traditional place in the center. $

El Taxista

Try big plates of honest Colombian food at this packed Parque El Poblado diner. $

Arepamix

Fast, tasty arepas filled with your choice of ingredients – make sure to add guacamole. $


Gourmet Medellín

HAUTE CUISINE IN LEAFY SURROUNDS

With exuberant tree-lined streets divided by a babbling mountain stream, Medellín’s fine dining district of Provenza is the perfect place to enjoy an evening walk followed by a first-class meal.

Located just up the hill from the gaudy nightlife of Parque Lleras, Provenza turns up the style several notches, with elegant high-end restaurants filled with ornamental plants and natural wooden features blending seamlessly into green surrounds.

The neighborhood runs from Carrera 32 down to Carrera 36 between Calles 7 and 10, but the center of the action is along traffic-free Carrera 35 where a sea of wooden tables in the fresh air are filled with diners enjoying the festive atmosphere.

There are more restaurants per square meter here than anywhere else in the city and the choice is astounding, with Filipino street food sitting side by side with Mexican cantinas and industrial-chic fine dining.

Provenza’s cozy wine bars and elegant cafes are a good place to begin the evening before taking a stroll and your pick of restaurants. Try to get a table at Oci.Mde, which serves top contemporary cuisine inspired by classic Latin American and European flavors, including fantastic grilled octopus and asado de tira (grilled short ribs).

Just across Calle 10, Carmen is a pioneer of Medellín fine dining and is home to one of the city’s best tasting menus as well as delectable seasonal mains.


Time to Tango

It’s a long way from Buenos Aires, but tango has long been dear to the hearts of paisas and remains the rhythm of choice for many older residents of Medellín. From the time the first modern tango songs hit the airwaves, the city took to the music with aplomb, with dance clubs popping up all over town.

After tango icon Carlos Gardel was killed in a fiery plane crash at the city’s Olaya Herrera airport, the sentimental links between Medellín and the genre were indelibly etched.

A good introduction to paisa tango culture can be found at Salon Malaga in the city center, where old timers meet to enjoy classic tangos and boleros over coffee.



Medellín Nightlife

SHOW OFF YOUR MOVES

The entrenched work-hard, play-hard mentality of the paisas combined with their renowned hospitality to strangers means that Medellín is one of the best places in the country if you want to party.

The Parque Lleras area of the Poblado neighborhood is Medellín’s official zona rosa or entertainment zone. It is a neon-lit wonderland of several blocks of reggaeton-blasting bars and smaller-scale discos, with the odd good rock bar thrown in. It’s plenty of fun if not particularly stylish, and being able to stagger half-cut from venue to venue makes it a hugely popular place for a night out.

A good option to start the night is Bar Octavia, a laid-back bar with tables on the porch overlooking the Lleras madness. From there it all depends on your taste in music. For rock, head to Blue, a long-running disco that pulls a fun-loving mixed crowd, while Latin music fans might choose Siente el Bajo, a popular compact club with nonstop reggaeton that keeps the young crowd moving. Techno fans will love 9+1, an unsigned club that plays proper trance and house in an intimate, unpretentious atmosphere.

Bigger, more serious clubs are found in the former industrial neighborhood Barrio Colombia where old warehouses and workshops have been turned into concert venues and split-level discos with large dance floors. At the Egypt-kitsch Amarna you can dance to crossover music under the watchful eye of the pharaohs while Trilogia Bar is a high-energy live venue with a quality house band performing contemporary Latin music.

The area around Parque del Periodista, just east of the center, is the destination of choice for Medellín’s arty bohemian crowd who descend on its cheap bars to socialize, although they often end up drinking outside on the street rather than in any particular establishment. If the weird and wonderful park gets too much, take shelter in cozy El Guanábano, a friendly arty bar with a great indie soundtrack.

For those who want to see how their dance moves stack up, the middle-class Laureles neighborhood has a number of top salsa bars ranging from sweaty basement joints with cheap drinks and big speakers to polished clubs with full bands that expertly work the crowds. Don’t miss Tíbiri, a legendary little bar with cheap drinks and a friendly crowd that doesn’t shun amateur dancers. For live salsa, Son Havana has top bands, great sound and a lively dance floor, and also runs fun and free pre-party classes on regular occasions.

While the city’s legendary nightlife can be savored any day, the festivities get into full swing from Thursday to Sunday when bars, clubs and concert venues open to the early hours. At some clubs tables are reserved for those purchasing a bottle of alcohol from the bar; if you’re a beer drinker, you may spend the night on your feet.


KEEP THE PARTY GOING

If nightlife is a priority, don’t miss the legendary salsa-fueled bars and clubs of Cali, which is also a top place to learn some new dance moves.



WHERE TO EAT BREAKFAST IN MEDELLíN

Café Revolución

Check your emails while enjoying the best breakfast in Laureles and outstanding local coffee. $

Desayunadero La 10

Endless combinations of Colombian morning favorites at this affordable Poblado spot. $$$

Betty’s Bowls

Beautifully prepared fruit bowls, juices and great toast served outdoors at this hip cafe. $$


MEDELLíN FOR COFFEE LOVERS

Pergamino

El Poblado’s trendiest cafe and with good reason – the gourmet beans are perfectly prepared using your favorite brewing method.

Hijamia

Delicious all-day brunch and fine gourmet coffee on a breezy corner in Manila.

Urbania

A charming intimate cafe with friendly staff that supports growers in post-conflict areas around the country.

Rituales

Serves delicious gourmet coffees grown by small producers in Medellín – head upstairs to find out about the farms.



WHERE TO EAT A CASUAL BITE IN MEDELLíN

Malevo

Fantastic Argentine steakhouse in the heart of Manila’s dining district. Begin with empanadas. $$

Tal Cual

Inventive modern cuisine and some of Medellín’s best desserts amid arty ambience. $$

Café Zorba

Hip place overlooking Parque La Presidenta serving top meat-free cuisine and pizzas. $$

Escape to Parque Arví

ESCAPE INTO THE WILDERNESS

Just a 20-minute cable-car ride from Medellín, Parque Arví protects a huge swathe of mountain wilderness high above the Valle de Aburra and is a tranquil and relaxing escape from the busy streets of the city. Located in the Santa Elena district, the Parque Arví covers more than 1750 hectares of gently undulating terrain at a chilly 2500m that is perfect for hiking, cycling, bird-watching or just chilling out and enjoying a picnic in the fresh mountain air.

A number of privately run recreational centers offer adventure activities, a butterfly enclosure and a hotel overlooking a lake, but the quietest and most inviting parts of the park are accessed by the many trails that lead into the forest. Guided hikes are organized at the information point at the main entrance, but serious nature enthusiasts will probably prefer to head off and explore on their own. It’s a good idea to go in a group for better security.

One of the most challenging trails is the 6km Sendero Ancestral which leads through some of the densest forest and highest points in the park to the Laguna Guarne and Laguna Seca wetlands. For a more relaxing hike, the 2.5km Sendero Arroyuelo follows a tree-lined stream through the heart of the park.

Parque Arví is also a popular place for a picnic with sheltered tables found at various points around the reserve, but food offerings outside the main entrance area are limited, so bring supplies from Medellín.

Getting to the park is an adventure in itself – the cable car climbs above the densely populated neighborhoods before soaring over the edge of the valley and gliding above the treetops to the visitors center.

On weekends the park can get busy and you may have to queue for a while at the cable-car station before you can board, but during the week even the most visited parts of the park are usually very quiet. The cable-car line is closed on Mondays, but you can also catch a bus from central Medellín. Hardcore hikers can trek up into the park from the end of the Linea M cable line.
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CICLOVIAS: COMMUNITY FITNESS

Every Sunday morning, some of the city’s main thoroughfares are closed to clear the way for walkers, runners and cyclists for the Ciclovia. There are also weeknight closures on Tuesday and Thursday evenings.

El Poblado

Convenient to many hotels, this stretch runs along Medellín’s golden mile.

Ave del Río

The longest Ciclovia runs from Aguacatala station in the south to Solla in the north.

Estadio

A circuit around the Atanasio Girardot Stadium.

Cerro el Volador

Hilly stretch among the city park’s trees.



WHERE TO DRINK BEER IN MEDELLíN

Cervecería Libre

A wide selection of craft beers, friendly atmosphere and good music that doesn’t overpower conversation.

20Mission Cerveza

Enjoy six house beers, tasty snacks and quality live bands at this artisanal brewery.

Berlin 1930

A dimly lit bar with comfy lounges, pool tables and a solid indie soundtrack.


Football in Medellín

Colombians love football and nowhere is it more important than in Medellín. The city has two big teams: Deportivo Independiente Medellín are known as ‘El Poderoso de la Montaña’ and wear red and blue; and Atlético Nacional, Colombia’s most successful side, have a green kit. Both play at Estadio Atanasio Girardot and a trip to watch either is great fun. Visitors are usually warmly welcomed by fans, especially those wearing the home-team colors. For the full cultural experience, get tickets to the ‘Clasico Paisa’, when the two clubs play each other.

Paisa Road offers tours that include transportation and tickets to the most raucous section of the stadium behind the goals.



Paragliding the Valle de Aburrá

SOAR ABOVE THE CITY

Medellín is striking from any angle, but for the very best views of the city take to the skies on the thermal winds above the Valle de Aburrá to enjoy uninterrupted panoramas on a tandem paragliding flight.

With an experienced pilot manning the controls, visitors are free to sit back in the harness and take in the sights while floating through the air with just the occasional bird of prey for company.

Flights take off from the chilly little village of San Felix, which is perched high up in the mountains on the western side of the valley. San Felix is famed for its cheese-filled panchocha bread. Depending on the weather conditions, the flights will either land in the same spot or down below in the municipality of Bello.

From the launching point, it is possible to make out parts of Medellín. However, once you’re up in the air, the entire metropolitan area opens out before your eyes with the city appearing diminutive and tranquil in the embrace of the imposing mountains.

Keep an eye out for the Coltejer Tower, which marks the center of the city, while in the distance the towers of El Poblado and Envigado look like enoki mushrooms sprouting from the slopes.

There are a number of paragliding operators in the village. Zona de Vuelo is one of the most experienced operators and offers daily flights, weather permitting. It’s quite a hike up to the launch point, so it’s a good idea to call ahead to check on conditions before setting out.


CHICAMOCHA PARAGLIDING

Another fantastic place to try paragliding is above the magnificent Cañon del Chicamocha outside San Gil in the department of Santander, where participants soar over an immense arid river valley.




Getting Around

Medellín’s innovative mass transit system is the pride of the paisas and the envy of every other city in the country. Having your own wheels here is more often a hindrance than a benefit.

The backbone of the network is the two-line metro. A series of five cable-car lines branch out from metro stations to serve the densely populated neighborhoods on the mountainsides, while a single tram line runs to the east of the city center. With one ticket, it’s possible to change between services and travel from one extreme of the city to another.






Beyond Medellín
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Leave the city behind and slow down a gear while visiting tropical rivers, stunning lakes and charming historic towns.


Climbing up into the mountains, Medellín soon disappears into the bottom of the valley and you’ll be surrounded by lush green hills in all directions.

Heading north, the highway descends to the warmer climes of Santa Fe de Antioquia, a sleepy colonial town that was once the capital of the department and is home to a magnificent suspension bridge over the Río Cauca.

If you prefer fresh mountain air, set a course for the east where the artificial reservoir Embalse de Guatapé is watched over by the immense Piedra del Peñol. After, the road winds down to Río Claro, a pristine nature reserve with a peaceful river that’s perfect for a refreshing swim.
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TOP TIP

Travel during the week to avoid crowds and for cheaper accommodations. Day-trippers should buy return transportation tickets on arrival to secure a seat.




Cycling in Rural Antioquia

Antioquia’s mountain roads are some of the best in the country for cycling with spectacular mountain scenery, drivers that are accustomed to riders and plenty of enthusiastic local pedalers for company. On weekends you’ll spot groups of riders of all ages exploring the countryside on two wheels and many are quick to invite visitors to join them.

Among the best places for a day ride are the downhill run from Guatapé to San Rafael, the cross-country jaunt from Santa Fe de Antioquia to Sopetrán and from Caldas to Fredonia via Piedra Verde in the south. Pedaleando Alma organizes regular short excursions throughout the department as well as epic multi-day adventures.



Guatapé

CLIMB ANTIOQUIA’S ICONIC ROCK

Created by man but adorned by nature, the spectacular Embalse de Guatapé, a two-hour drive east of Medellín into the mountains, is one of Colombia’s most attractive lakes. Formed when the Río Nare was dammed in the 1970s to create hydroelectric power, the immense waterway is set among magnificent countryside with multitudes of pine-covered peninsulas caressing its emerald-green waters.

Covering an impressive 74 sq km, the reservoir is spread across many municipalities and has far-flung branches surrounded by unspoiled mountain wilderness, but most visitors access it at the colorful little vacation town of Guatapé.

On the road into the town overlooking the lake is the immense Piedra del Peñol, a 200m-high granite monolith that dominates the landscape. You’ll spot the rock from the highway well before you arrive – it juts out from the gently rolling green hills like an Andean Sugarloaf Mountain.

Make sure to climb to the top for wonderful 360-degree views of the reservoir and the surrounding countryside. A brick and concrete staircase with 740 steps rises up through a broad fissure in the side of the rock to the summit where there are some snack bars selling fruit juice, ice cream and salpicón (fruit salad in watermelon juice), which hit the spot after the tiring ascent. If the staircase sounds too easy, it’s also possible to scale a section of one of the faces of the rock with local rock-climbing guides.

To the east, Guatapé has a wide waterfront that’s busy with Medellín day-trippers. The town center is famed for zócalos, colorful fresco-like adornments on the exterior walls of its houses that re-create scenes of daily village life. The best examples are a block south from the main square on the Calle de los Recuerdos, a cobblestone street that angles uphill.

Guatapé is also the best place to organize sightseeing boat trips out on the lake. Large multi-level party boats have bars, big sound systems and even dance floors, but don’t travel particularly far, generally sticking around in the deeper waters in front of town. They’re a great way to make friends with visiting paisas, but if you’re more interested in sightseeing, consider taking one of the smaller boats with outboard motors that visit a number of lakeside attractions.

The standard circuit visits an island in the middle of the lake and El Cruz, a monument to the town of Viejo Peñol which was submerged when the reservoir was filled. Most also call at the Museo del Viejo Peñol, in a 200-year-old house that was the only building from the old town above the waterline. It houses photographs of how the town looked before the river was blocked. Alternatively, to explore at your own pace, rent a kayak around town and paddle to some of the many hidden coves. Note that while in protected waters the paddling is generally straightforward; however, in open waters where the winds are strong, it can be hard going.

The area around Guatapé is also popular for cycling. The most popular trip is the downhill run from the town to San Rafael. Only hardcore riders try to pedal back up – most load their bicycle onto one of the frequent returning buses. There are also a number of nearly traffic-free dirt roads branching out from town that are great for leisurely exploration.
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WHERE TO STAY IN GUATAPé

Sotavento Cabañas

Hammock-strung balconies and rock views from a tranquil, breezy peninsula. $$$

Mumu Hotel

Surrounded by nature but walking distance to town. Modern rooms and a waterside restaurant. $$$

Lake View Hostel

Sociable hostel with OK dorms and excellent 2nd-floor privates with water views. $

Mansion Oriente

Farm-style hotel between the water and the rock, with fine views and spacious grounds. $$

Tau House

Sets the standard for lakeside luxury with airy, light-filled rooms and chic outdoor areas. $$$

Hotel Portobelo

Polished hotel in town with balconies and lake views, overlooking the waterfront. $$$


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN GUATAPé

El Bretón

Tucked away on a quiet street, everything is good at this French place, but the wonderful crepes are the star. $

Koi Comida Asiatica

Japanese-owned place preparing authentic sushi, ramen and other delicious Asian treats at an excellent price. $

La Fogata

The best of Guatapé’s many riverfront places serving paisa food, La Fogata does filling steak and trout plates. $$

Thai Terrace

Enjoy good flavorful Thai dishes and lake views at this hidden rooftop restaurant. $$




MORE HISTORIC TOWNS

If Santa Fe de Antioquia’s charms win you over, more inviting historic towns can be found at Villa de Leyva in Boyacá, Barichara in Santander and Popayán in Cauca.




Festivals of Santa Fe

Santa Fe de Antioquia knows how to party and hosts a variety of festivals that are well worth making the trip from Medellín for. The town’s big bash is the Fiesta de los Diablitos, which runs annually over the last week of the year and has been held continuously since 1653.

The festival has its origins in a day off given to enslaved workers who proceeded to dress up and mock their Spanish oppressors in the streets of the town. Today, costumes remain an important part of the event with participants donning hand-painted clay masks and parading through the streets.

Other big events include Semana Santa, which is celebrated with pomp and solemnity, and the Festival de Cine de Antioquia.



Santa Fe de Antioquia

ANTIOQUIA’S ALLURING FORMER CAPITAL

Located in a sultry valley a 90-minute bus ride northwest of Medellín, the former departmental capital Santa Fe de Antioquia is a sleepy colonial town that feels a world away from the modern city that deposed it. Founded in 1541, it’s the region’s oldest settlement and was a prosperous trading and agricultural post before being eclipsed as the seat of government by Medellín in 1826. The town soon fell into relative obscurity and its colonial center never fell to the wrecking ball; today it looks very much like it did in the 19th century.

The narrow streets are lined with single-story, whitewashed houses, many arranged around beautiful courtyards. You’ll also see elaborately carved, typically Antioquian woodwork around windows and doorways. Get a look inside one of the town’s best preserved homes at the Museo Juan del Corral, which has displays on the history of the region.

Santa Fe also has some fine churches, the most interesting of which is the Iglesia Santa Barbara with its fine baroque facade and timeworn main retable. And the architectural wonders aren’t limited to the historic center. On the outskirts of town, spanning the wide Río Cauca, the handsome Puente de Occidente was one of the first suspension bridges in the Americas. Be sure to climb the dirt path behind the entrance for panoramic photos of the bridge.

While Santa Fe is a popular day trip from Medellín, it’s worth spending the night to enjoy the town center at its romantic best in the early evening. And don’t leave town without sampling dulce de tamarindo, a beloved sour-sweet candy made with tamarind from the surrounding valley.

WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA FE DE ANTIOQUIA

Hotel Santa Barbara Colonial

Well-priced rooms in the heart of town with friendly service and a good pool. $$

Hostería de La Plaza Menor

Tranquil old-school hotel with faded furnishings and mountain views from the pool. $$

Hotel Mariscal Robledo

Santa Fe’s finest hotel. Ample antique-filled rooms surround a pretty interior courtyard. $$$

Reserva Natural Cañon del Río Claro

A PRISTINE JUNGLE CANYON

Improbably located just off the main Medellín–Bogotá highway, a three-hour drive east of the Antioquian capital, the impeccable wilderness of the Reserva Natural Cañon del Río Claro is one of Colombia’s most inviting nature destinations.

Located among dense forest where the crystalline Río Claro rushes through a stunning marble canyon, the reserve is an accessible slice of pure nature where visitors can pass their days swimming, hiking, rafting and rock climbing.

Halfway along the river is the entrance to the Caverna de los Guácharos a spectacular 1km-deep cave which features numerous marble caverns, soaring high and hollow like great cathedrals, connected by a fresh stream. The caverns are guarded by shrill, shrieking flocks of guácharos (bat-like nocturnal birds). You can only visit the caverns on a guided tour during which you’ll be given a life vest and be expected to wade across the river.

But you don’t have to be particularly active to enjoy the nature at Río Claro. It’s also a great place to sunbathe on immense riverside boulders, read a book or meditate surrounded by pure nature.

It is possible to visit on a day trip, but for full relaxation it’s best to book a room in one of the reserve’s three accommodations blocks located at different points along the river. The rustic yet comfortable rooms face the open jungle – you’ll fall asleep to the loud thrum of crickets and the roar of the river beside you and wake to see mist rising up through the forest-clad canyon.
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Back Road to the Zona Cafetera

From the Río Claro you don’t have to backtrack through Medellín to reach the Zona Cafetera. A scenic back road takes in some seldom-visited attractions on the way to Manizales. Heading south, the road follows the Río Magdalena to the historic port of Honda, once the main gateway to the country’s interior, with its compact historical center overlooking the rapids.

A short drive further, set in a hidden valley, the Ciudad Perdida de Falán houses the ruins of the Spanish Santa Ana gold mine, now overgrown by the jungle. Finally the road climbs through the spectacular Páramo de Letras, skirting the northern edge of PNN Los Nevados, before entering Manizales from the east.




Getting Around

It’s cheap and easy to reach any of the destinations in the countryside beyond Medellín on the frequent bus services that branch out from the city in all directions, but note that there are two main terminals. For Guatapé and Río Claro, buses leave from the Terminal de Norte, near the Caribe metro station, while for Jardín and the southwest, services depart from the Terminal del Sur, close to El Poblado.

On weekends buses fill up and traffic leading into towns can grind to a halt, so leave plenty of time if you’re making onward connections.






JARDíN
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The self-proclaimed most beautiful town in Antioquia, Jardín lives up to the billing. Festooned with greenery, its brightly painted two-story houses are surrounded by small coffee farms that cling impossibly to the slopes of majestic mountains. At the center of town life is the breezy cobblestone plaza dominated by the immense neo-Gothic church. Chock-full of colorful wooden tables and chairs, during the day it’s populated by old-timers conversing between measured sips of coffee, while in the evening it feels like the entire community comes out to socialize over a drink while horsemen showboat on their dancing mounts.

Beyond the small-town charm lies spectacular countryside adorned with hidden caves, towering waterfalls and spectacular viewpoints. They can all be reached on rewarding hikes along sleepy country roads and old stone tracks, which also lead to top bird-watching spots and adventure-sport opportunities.
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SIGHTS

1Basilica Menor de la Inmaculada Concepción

2Cascada del Amor

3Charco Corazon

4Cueva de los Murcielagos

5Museo Clara Rojas Pelaéz

6Parque El Libertador

7Reserva Natural Jardín de Rocas

EATING

8Dulces del Jardín

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

9Estadero La Garrucha




TOP TIP

There’s no need to return north to the highway to continue from Jardín to the Eje Cafetero. There’s daily transportation over a dirt road through the mountains to Río Sucio. Then regular buses head to Manizales, Pereira and Salento.
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Parque El Libertador

A POSTCARD-PERFECT PLAZA

There are few central plazas in Colombia that can match the vibrancy of that of Jardín, a perfect slice of coffee country condensed into one large block. It is lined on all sides by lovingly maintained two-story homes which house restaurants, shops, bars and cafes, each boasting their own bright two-tone colors.

Towering over the square is the imposing 20th-century neo-Gothic Basilica Menor de la Inmaculada Concepción, which seems more than a little bit out of place in such a small town. Its gray granite walls, built with rock mined by ordinary residents, are topped with aluminum spires, which contrast markedly with the colorful surrounds, while the striking simple blue interior features gold-plated arches and capitals.

On the northwest side of the plaza, the Museo Clara Rojas Peláez showcases a diverse mix of exhibits detailing the history of the town, including pre-Columbian pottery, an archive of old photographs and antique furniture, but the best reason to visit is to get a feel for a traditional Jardín home from the inside.

The center of the plaza is filled with neat wooden tables and chairs with paint jobs matching the facades of the businesses they belong to. Take your pick and enjoy a meal surrounded by the buzz of the town. Make sure that you leave room for the traditional sweets of Dulces del Jardín on the east side of the square – try the arequipe de arracacha.


WHY I LOVE JARDíN

Alex Egerton, writer

The coffee-growing regions of Colombia are full of beautiful towns, but for me none is as relaxing as Jardín, my favorite weekend escape. My days here are spent hiking in the mountains with no fixed destination in mind, just wandering among the magnificent scenery and chatting with the rural folk along the way. Once my muscles begin to tire, I look for a high vantage point from which to admire the way the multicolored town center reflects the sun. I then head back down to enjoy a hot drink in the plaza and watch the comings and goings in this enchanting corner of Antioquia.



Cueva del Esplendor

A MAGICAL MOUNTAIN CAVE

If Jardín’s plaza is the star of the local tourism scene, the best supporting role goes to this magnificent cave high in the mountains south of town where a 10m waterfall gushes through a large hole in the roof to form a hidden, sheltered pool.

Set at 2200m and surrounded by lush forest with hanging vines, it feels like another world, yet is easily visited on a half-day adventure. On a sunny day, the water glows like an enormous light saber as it falls into the dark cavern, while the darkness of the cave contrasts brilliantly with the verdant foliage observed through ragged rocks of the cave opening to one side.

It’s a magical scene that feels like it has been created by special effects for some blockbuster fantasy world. While it’s possible for you to take a dip in the pool, the water is icy cold and most visitors choose just to rest and contemplate the view.

Tours leave every morning from Jardín and include a guide, snacks and return transportation in a packed 4WD to the trailhead, a 20-minute walk from the cave. The steep trail has handrails and steps but is muddy and you have to cross a stream, so bring old shoes.

Alternatively, if you have your own transportation you can drive to Alto de las Flores, from where you’ll have to walk two hours to the trail, or you can hike all the way from Jardín on a pretty four-hour trek.
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KEEP ON SPELUNKING

Another area with fantastic caves to explore is San Gil, north of Bogotá in the department of Santander where a number of deep caves with fantastic rock formations can be explored with local guides.



WHERE TO STAY IN JARDíN

40 Amigos Hotel

Colorful and comfortable with spotless well-fitted rooms on the town’s outskirts. $$

Casa Passiflora Hotel Boutique

Meticulously renovated traditional home with luxurious sleeps. $$$

Hotel Diana Campestre

Great value with fine views and a rural vibe just blocks from the plaza. $


Reserva Natural Jardín de Rocas

PEEK AT MARVELOUS MATING DANCES

You only have to walk a couple of blocks from the plaza to observe one of Jardín’s most impressive natural sights: the lek or mating dance of the brilliantly plumed gallito de las rocas (Andean cock of the rock) at the Reserva Natural Jardín de Rocas.

In many parts of the continent you have to hike for hours into remote bush to observe this most peculiar of birds, but it seems the gallito is a fan of Jardín’s bucolic charms. Every evening they descend in numbers to the trees on the edge of the Río Volcanes where the bright red males of the species with their oversized crests set about catching the attention of the rather plain brown females.

Up to 30 different individuals have been observed in the lek and they seem quite unperturbed by gawking visitors gatecrashing their elaborate shows of masculinity. From the two viewing platforms and main gazebo, it’s quite a sight to see the birds less than a broomstick’s distance away as they jump up and down flapping their wings while making surprisingly loud pig-like squeals.

It’s also often possible to spot the birds in other places surrounding the town, especially around the access road to the Cascada la Escalera, but if you want a guaranteed lek, get your inner David Attenborough on at the reserve between 4:30pm and 6pm.

There are a number of other fine bird-watching spots easily accessible from Jardín and more than 400 species have been identified in the immediate vicinity.

One of the best areas for spotting rare species is the unpaved road that travels up into the páramo to connect the town with the Río Sucio to the south. It is lined with tracts of virgin forest and is sparsely populated, meaning you don’t have to travel far off the road to spot wildlife.

Among the species to look out for are the endangered endemic yellow-eared parrot and the dusky starfrontlet hummingbird. It’s also sometimes possible to spot deer and Andean spectacled bears in the area.


OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

The mountains around Jardín provide unlimited opportunities for adventure ranging from the gentle to the deranged.

Abseiling & Canyoning

With a multitude of waterfalls and fast rushing rivers, Jardín is a fantastic spot for descending rock faces and navigating through tight canyons, with the staged descents of the Cascada la Escalera being particularly fun.

Horseback Riding

The traffic-free country roads, sweeping views and great climate make for some epic mountain rides.

Paragliding

Soar over the lush mountains and neatly tiled roofs of town in tandem flights taking off from a hillside just south of the plaza.



WHERE TO STAY IN JARDíN

Gulupa Ecolodge

Magnificent views and a homely atmosphere with ziplines and hiking on the doorstep. $$$

Hotel Plantacíon

Nature-orientated design, a relaxing rooftop and serious green credentials in a tranquil spot. $$$

Valdivia Plaza

Fine midrange option in the center on the plaza’s quieter side, away from the discos. $$


BEST COFFEE IN JARDíN

Café Jardín

In a pretty old farmhouse high in the mountains, the views from this tranquil cafe are alone worth the journey.

Del Alto Café

A friendly corner cafe with quality coffee grown on the family farm. Ask about visiting the plantation.

Café Macanas

Grab a hot cup and head out back to the flower-filled patio next to the church at this inviting place on the main plaza.

Cocoa Café Frances

French crepes and Colombian coffee are a perfect match at this cosy cafe. Great gelato, too.



WHERE TO EAT IN JARDíN

Restaurante Gloria

Only open during the day, Gloria prepares the best homestyle Colombian plates in town. $

Restaurante Zodiaco

Huge portions of traditional dishes hit the spot after a long day of exploration. $

Cocina Clandestina

Delicious authentic Peruvian flavors abound at this gorgeous farm overlooking the mountains. $$

A Short Hike from Jardín

FEEL THE CRISP MOUNTAIN AIR

From any vantage point, the verdant coffee-lined countryside around Jardín just begs to be explored and there is a great gentle half-day hike from town that visits some quirky attractions and affords great views.

Begin at the old stone walkway at the intersection of Carrera 6 and Calle 13 and follow the edge of the Río Volcanes to the Cascada del Amor, a pretty narrow moss-covered waterfall just beside the road. A couple of hundred meters further south is the short spur road to Charco Corazón, a delicate heart-shaped pond. You’re no longer permitted to bathe here but some smaller ponds upstream are safe for an icy dip.

Continuing on, just after crossing the river look for the entrance to the Cueva de los Murcielagos, a hand-carved tunnel through the rock that leads to a small hidden waterfall. Next, follow the riverbank northwest enjoying fantastic views over town to the Estadero la Garrucha for a nerve-steeling drink at the bar-restaurant before boarding the artisanal, truck-engine-powered cable car over the deep valley back to town – it will most probably be operated by the waiter who just served your refreshments.

If the marvelously ingenious local engineering makes you nervous, it’s also possible to continue along the road past some pretty small farms to a bridge back over the river before climbing back up to town, a further 30-minute walk.


BIRD-WATCHING IN THE ANDES

For more top bird-watching spots, check out the nature reserves around Manizales and outside Salento further south in the Eje Cafetero, as well as Pueblo Pance near Cali.




Getting Around

Jardín is compact and a joy to explore on foot but to reach outlying hotels or during inclement weather there are a fleet of small tuk tuks that will go absolutely everywhere. Prices are fixed and listed on a card behind the driver. You can hail one on the street or ask your hotel to call.

There are two contrasting cable cars crossing the valleys on either side of the town. The high-tech government-built one with European engineering leading to the Cristo Rey lookout is rarely in service, while the locally made garrucha thrown together using spare auto parts runs a treat.






MANIZALES
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At the northern point of the Eje Cafetero, Manizales is a pleasantly cool, midsized university city with steep, hilly streets surrounded by impressive mountain scenery. The capital of the Caldas department, Manizales was founded in 1849 by a group of Antioquian colonists, but its early development was hindered by earthquakes. These days, it’s known as the gateway to the towering mountains of the PNN Los Nevados, yet the city itself receives few visitors. It retains an authentic, unassuming atmosphere that makes it the perfect base from which to learn more about Colombian coffee culture while enjoying a piping hot cup from farms in the surrounding countryside.

Manizales is also one of Colombia’s greenest cities, with protected forest in the city boundaries offering outstanding bird-watching and hiking minutes from stylish hotels and gourmet restaurants.
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SIGHTS

1Chipre

2Iglesia de Inmaculada Concepción

3Los Yarumos

4Monumento a los Colonizadores

5Parque Bolívar

6Recinto de Pensamiento

7Reserva Ecológica Río Blanco

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Ecoparque los Alcazares-Arenillo

9Termales de Ruiz

10Termales del Otoño

11Termales Tierra Viva




TOP TIP

Manizales’ weather is notoriously fickle. Even the sunniest days can quickly become icy cold. Take wet-weather gear and a couple of layers when heading out. Nighttime temperatures are the coolest of any major Zona Cafetera town.
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OTHER BIRDING HOT SPOTS

For more accessible bird-watching, head to Pance in the foothills of the Parque Nacional Natural Farallones de Cali and Dapa, both a short drive from Cali.




Downtown Manizales

A CITY ON THE EDGE

Manizales is a city like no other in the country. While many Colombian towns are built beneath dramatic mountain peaks, the capital of Caldas bucks the trend and runs the full length of a high-altitude ridge. This means that from wherever you stand, the views are amazing.

The heart of the city is the Parque Bolívar where Rodrigo Arenas Betancourt’s birdlike statue of the liberator is overlooked by the imposing concrete neo-Gothic cathedral, which at 106m is the highest church in the country. Climb the seemingly endless spiral staircase to the top for fantastic panoramic views.

Just a few blocks away, the contrasting Iglesia de la Inmaculada Concepción has a beautiful polished wood interior that’s reminiscent of a ship’s hull. For the very best views of the lush surrounding countryside, head northwest of the center to the neighborhood of Chipre, right at the edge of the mountaintop. Known for its spectacular sunsets, its long brick boulevard is a popular workout place for local fitness buffs.

At the northern end of the road, the spectacular Monumento a los Colonizadores was crafted from more than 50 tonnes of bronze – including keys and other household items donated by the city’s residents – and tells the story of the first settlers from Antioquia who founded many of the towns of the coffee zone.


Birds of the Eje Cafetero

One of the most biodiverse regions in one of the most biodiverse countries, the Eje Cafetero is one of the world’s birding hot spots. The sheer numbers of birds here means visitors need not trek deep into the bush – it’s often possible to spot dozens of species right from the breakfast table.

At last count more than 800 species had been identified in the area, including 32 endemic varieties. The best areas for spotting a large variety of birds usually lie between 1000m and 2000m.

Among those to look out for are the endemic Cauca guan, the striking red-ruffed fruitcrow, the boisterous Andean cock of the rock, with its distinctive mating dance, and the highly endangered yellow-eared parrot.



Urban Nature Reserves

BIRDS, BEARS AND CLOUD FOREST

While the Eje Cafetero is well known as a paradise for nature lovers, in Manizales you don’t even have to leave the city to train your binoculars on a remarkable variety of wildlife, with a number of pristine nature reserves located just minutes from the center. An island of dense rainforest surrounded by urban development, Ecoparque los Alcazares-Arenillo is crisscrossed by hiking trails from where visitors can try to spot some of the 40 resident mammal species.

Just beyond the main entertainment district, Los Yarumos is a 53-hectare municipal park that has hiking trails, abseiling, a zipline through the forest canopy and other adventure-sports activities. It is also just a tranquil place to hang out on a clear afternoon, when you can see all the way to the glacier-covered peaks of the PNN Los Nevados.

Down in the valley below Manizales, the Recinto de Pensamiento has an excellent butterfly enclosure and an orchid-filled forest where regular early-morning guided bird-watching tours take place – try to spot the endemic chestnut wood-quail.

The most complicated of the city’s nature reserves to visit – you’ll need to get permission at the local water board – Reserva Ecológica Río Blanco is also the most spectacular. Just 3km from Manizales, it covers 3600 hectares of some of the most biodiverse cloud forest in the region and protects several endangered mammal species including the oso andino (Andean spectacled bear) as well as over 370 bird species, including an amazing array of hummingbirds.

WHERE TO STAY AND EAT IN MANIZALES

Ananka

Colorful cafe serving Manizales’ most interesting set meals and scrumptious baked goods. $$

Los Geranios

Huge portions of traditional paisa dishes hit the spot after a long hike. $

Finca Mirador Morrogacho

Total relaxation, phenomenal mountain views and an enchanting garden full of hummingbirds. $$


BEST PLACE TO SIP LOCAL COFFEE

Caferatto

An ever-changing menu of quality beans from around the country makes each visit a new experience. Great views, too.

Tazzioli Café

Fresh arabica served inside one of the towers of the cathedral is a divine experience.

Specialty Coffee Boutique

Enjoy single-origin coffee from the house plantation in Chinchiná, prepared using a variety of methods.

Café Coloquio

Helpful staff explain the coffee-making process while preparing the perfect cup. If it’s warm out, try the cold brew.



Thermal Baths with a View

RELAX IN MINERAL-RICH WATERS

The elemental forces that formed the magnificent peaks that surround Manizales are still at work deep underground, heating mineral-rich streams that eventually emerge as thermal springs in the mountains outside town. The piping-hot medicinal waters are the perfect way to unwind after a strenuous hike or long road trip.

Just a short bus or taxi ride from town, Termales Tierra Viva has three stone pools set in a pretty garden that attracts hummingbirds and butterflies. A short distance up the road, the high-end resort Termales El Otoño has a privileged location amid lush farmland surrounded by rolling hills. There are several pools inside the hotel complex in addition to a separate set of baths at the bottom of the property, which are less built up.

But if you really want the full nature-spa experience, you’ll need your own transportation or to hire a driver to reach Termales de Ruiz, located among stunning Andean landscapes at 3500m just outside the boundaries of the Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados. Here the air is decidedly chilly and, being located right beside the water source, the baths are extra hot.

Sitting back in the pools while watching the mist descend on the delicate plants of the páramo ecosystem is a truly magical experience. Some find it hard to leave here, but fortunately there’s a fantastic hotel on-site, built in a former sanatorium that in the mid-20th century hosted Colombia’s movers and shakers.

All three baths are fed from the same source high in the mountains, which can be an irritant. There is a strong sulfurous smell that can hang around long after you’ve left the pools. Avoid submerging your face and hair, unless you want to be shampooing for weeks, and don’t wear any delicate items of clothing.


THERMAL BATHS OF COCONUCO

If you get a taste for relaxing in volcanically heated waters, another set of thermal baths in stunning nature can be found in the Indigenous territory of Coconuco outside Popayán in the southwest of the country.




Getting Around

Downtown Manizales is easy to explore on foot and it’s possible to walk the entire length of Av Santander to the entertainment and hotel district at Cable Plaza. Alternatively buses run every 30 seconds along the same thoroughfare and will drop you within a couple of minutes’ walk of most attractions. A cable-car line runs from the center of town to the neighborhoods below, stopping at the city’s modern bus station.






Beyond Manizales
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Scenic winding roads lead out from Manizales into the heart of coffee country and up into the magnificent mountains on the central Andes.


In order to really understand the Eje Cafetero, it’s essential to get out of the cities and into the countryside where rural paisa culture thrives on evergreen farms, in tiny colorful towns and in the back of crowded jeeps that navigate every corner of this vibrant land.

Within a short drive of Manizales, visitors can try picking coffee and learn to make the perfect cup, before settling in for the night at a traditional hacienda, or hike up to shimmering mountain lakes and ancient glaciers in the PNN Los Nevados. While the distances between attractions are short, charming roadside stalls and unbelievable views around every corner mean journeys can take longer than planned.
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TOP TIP

Avoid hiking in the PNN Los Nevados and attempting one of the summits during long weekends in Colombia when chaos reigns on the trails.




Coffee Country Explained

The three departments of Caldas, Risaralda and Quindío are known collectively in Colombia as the Eje Cafetero or Coffee Axis. While coffee is grown throughout the country, this mountainous region is the traditional hub of production and has more bushes per hectare than anywhere else. Driving through the region, you’ll notice that even the steepest slopes are blanketed with verdant green arabica plants.

Coffee plays such an integral role in the region’s identity and economy that the entire area, together with the north of neighboring Valle del Cauca department, has been recognized by Unesco as an intangible cultural heritage site: the Coffee Cultural Landscape.



Boutique Coffee Hotels

WAKE UP AND SMELL THE COFFEE

The stunning forested mountains that surround Manizales in all directions have a cool climate and plenty of rainfall, making them ideal for growing coffee. A number of the country’s oldest commercial plantations can be found around the city, as well as some of the first farms to open their gates to coffee tourism.

An extensive plantation a 20-minute drive from Manizales, Hacienda Venecia has won numerous awards for its fine coffees. It offers tours in English, which begin in the fields and end with cupping and preparation classes. For the full coffee-country experience, you should spend a night or two in the classic paisa farmhouse, which has been converted into a charming hotel that offers sweeping views of the mountains. It’s surrounded by meticulously tended gardens with ponds full of lily pads, and delicious farm-fresh coffee is on tap 24-7.

Near the bustling town of Chinchiná, about 30 minutes south of Manizales, Hacienda Guayabal is a slow-paced working coffee farm that is a great place to come and unwind for a couple of days. The farm runs an excellent coffee tour that is interactive and personal and ends with a fun tasting workshop. The choice of the accommodations are the inviting private cabañas that cling to the hillside. They are fronted by private balconies that are perfect for settling in with a book or just listening to the birdsong while enjoying a piping hot cuppa sourced from the fields below.
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WHERE TO EAT OUTSIDE MANIZALES

Restaurante Alejandria

Elegant hacienda-style restaurant just outside Chinchiná, serving BBQ and typical plates. $$

La Chocolera

Modern styling, traditional flavors and timeless views, right on the edge of the mountains. $$

Los Arrieros

Kiosks overlooking the forest serving hearty portions of no-nonsense country food. $


Colombia’s Disappearing Glaciers

The ice-covered peaks of the northern Andes are one of the most spectacular sights in South America, with lush tropical vegetation gradually giving way to brilliant white cones. But global warming is devastating these delicate wonders, with rising atmospheric temperatures and changing weather patterns causing them to recede at an alarming rate.

It’s a pattern being repeated in equatorial glaciers around the world and scientists now predict that the three remaining glaciers in PNN Los Nevados could disappear completely by 2050. With these mountains providing freshwater to vast swathes of the country, the impact will be felt far beyond the park boundaries.



Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados

CLIMB GLACIER-COVERED PEAKS

One of Colombia’s most breathtakingly beautiful national parks, PNN Los Nevados is accessible via a 90-minute drive from Manizales and follows a spine of snow-covered volcanic peaks that divides the coffee zone from the valley of the Río Magdalena.

But while it’s famous for its glaciers, there’s much more here than just photo-ready summits. The nearly 600-sq-km park varies dramatically in altitude, resulting in a fascinating range of ecosystems, making this one of the most stunning stretches of the Colombian Andes.

In just one day, hikers can pass through humid cloud forests, páramo (high-mountain plains) and barren sandy moonscapes before reaching the edge of the ancient ice fields.

The tallest mountain in the park is the magnificent Nevado del Ruiz (5321m) with its three volcanic craters. Arenas, the highest and only active crater, measures a whopping 800m across and is surrounded by an immense ring of ice.

Nevado del Ruiz is one of the most active volcanoes in the country – an eruption in 1985 killed more than 20,000 people and swept away the town of Armero on the Río Lagunillas. Today the volcano continues to rumble and access to the summit is prohibited. However, visitors can get fairly close to the glacier edge and explore the sandy terrain around the Valle de la Tumbas (4350m) on a day trip from Manizales.

While it’s not possible to climb El Ruiz, it is possible to summit the two other glacier-capped giants in the park.

Straddling the departments Caldas, Risaralda and Tolima, the dormant Nevado de Santa Isabel is covered in dome-like formations and topped with a 2-sq-km glacier that is the source of the Río Otún. It’s the lowest glacier left in Colombia and the most rapidly retreating.

The volcano is accessed through the village of Potosí near Santa Rosa de Cabal. It is possible to reach the edge of the glacier on a day trip from Manizales, although it’s pretty intense and you’ll need to pay close attention to the effects of the changes in altitude on your stamina. The climb up to the summit (4965m) requires an overnight stay and specialized gear.

The southernmost and second-highest volcano in the chain is the most handsome of all. On a clear day the classic symmetrical cone of the Nevado del Tolima (5215m) can be seen from as far away as Bogotá.

There are two ways of reaching the summit. For novices, it’s best to do a four-day round trip through the Valle de Cocora near Salento, while experienced mountaineers might prefer to tackle the three- to four-day ascent from Ibagué, the capital of the Tolima department.

Either way it’s a challenging multi-day trek and, because of the state of the glaciers, it is a more technical climb than the other peaks in PNN Los Nevados, meaning that an experienced mountaineering guide and good climbing equipment are essential.

For any activity inside the national park it’s obligatory to be accompanied by a registered guide. If you plan on summiting one of the peaks, it’s a good idea to spend a few days at altitude before entering the park.

The best months to see snow in Los Nevados are October and November and from March to May. Outside those months you’re more likely to get dry, windy conditions favorable for trekking and clear views.


MORE COFFEE?

More coffee farms that welcome visitors can be found just outside the towns of Salento and Filandia in Quindío department. Many offer short plantation tours in addition to longer bean-to-cup workshops.



WHERE TO STAY IN & AROUND PNN LOS NEVADOS

Finca Berlin

A traditional farm beneath the Paramillo de Quindío that serves hearty meals. $

Finca Primavera

A former cattle farm in the Páramo de Romerales above the Valle de Cocora. $

Finca Jordan

Home of the famously hospitable Machete family on the trail to Laguna del Otún. $


FINDING MOUNTAINEERING GUIDES

Being the traditional portal to PNN Los Nevados, Manizales remains the best place in the region to find professional mountain guides. Whether it’s for hiking the trails or summiting a glacier, the following outfitters are highly experienced and can help plan your high-altitude adventure.

Ecosistemas

One of the region’s oldest outfitters, it runs regular excursions and multi-day tours into PNN Los Nevados, including to the summits of Nevado de Santa Isabel and Nevado del Tolima.

Kumunday Adventures

Expeditions to PNN Los Nevados’ main peaks and other mountains across the country, plus Andes cycling tours. Rents climbing gear and tents.




ANOTHER MOUNTAIN TO CLIMB

While many of Colombia’s highest peaks are off-limits to hikers, another mountain that is fairly easy to summit is Volcán Puracé in the national park of the same name near Popayán.




Getting Around

Public transportation gets scarce the higher you ascend in the mountains and does not run close to the gates of PNN Los Nevados, but it’s possible to hire a classic jeep with a driver by the hour in most small towns. You’ll usually find the vehicles lined up on one side of the main plaza or in the market area.

Some coffee farms in the region offer a shuttle service that picks up at hotels in Manizales. For farms in southern areas, take a bus to Chinchiná from where it’s a short taxi trip to the haciendas outside town.






SALENTO
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Set amid gorgeous green mountains 24km northeast of Armenia, this colorful small town feels like it has been plucked from the pages of a coffee-country fairy tale with neatly painted traditional houses, fleets of classic vehicles and friendly poncho-wearing residents. While Salento once survived on agriculture, mostly coffee production and trout farming, these days the town increasingly depends on the steady flow of visitors who are drawn by its quaint streets, typical paisa architecture and proximity to the spectacular Valle de Cocora with breathtaking landscapes of towering wax palms.

Founded in 1850, Salento is one of the oldest towns in Quindío and holds steadfastly to its traditions. It’s a marvelous place to wander, with handsome streets filled with inviting cafes and restaurants. The surrounding countryside is home to fine hiking and some of the region’s best interactive coffee tours.

[image: map]


SIGHTS

1Finca La Montaña

2Reserva Natural Acaime

3Valle de Cocora

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4Finca Acacia

5Finca Don Elias

6Finca El Ocaso

7Finca El Recuerdo

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Café Jesús Martín




TOP TIP

Salento is popular for national tourism. It can be overcrowded on weekends, with roads to town clogged and the town center and surrounding attractions overrun. Visit midweek for better hotel deals and a more tranquil experience.




La Calle Real

Leading north from the plaza, the narrow Calle Real with its classic metal lamps is the town’s most picturesque street and is lined with cafes, restaurants and handicrafts shops. At the far end of the street, a taxing set of steps lead up the steep Alto de la Cruz hill where two spectacular lookout points can be found, one looking back over town and the other out toward the Valle de Cocora and the Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados, where on a clear day it’s possible to see some of the highest peaks in the reserve.
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Discover Colombian Coffee

FROM BUSH TO CUP

Colombia is the third-largest coffee exporter in the world and the only big producer that grows arabica beans exclusively. The coffee bean was brought to Colombia from Venezuela in the early 18th century by Jesuit priests. It was first cultivated in the area that is now Norte de Santander before spreading throughout the country.

Local conditions proved ideal for growing arabica coffee. Colombia’s location near the equator means that coffee can be grown high in the mountains, where the beans mature more slowly. This results in a harder, more dense bean that provides consistent flavor when roasted. Frequent rainfall in the region sees bushes that are almost always flowering, which enables two harvests a year. And the plants thrive in the region’s volcanic soils, which contain a high amount of organic material.

The main varieties of arabica coffee grown in Colombia are Typica, Bourbon, Maragogipe, Tabi, Caturra and Colombia. As the beans on a single plant mature at different times, all Colombian coffee needs to be handpicked.

The heavy rainfall means that beans cannot be dried in the open like in other coffee-producing regions. Colombian beans are wet-processed or ‘washed,’ with the fruit surrounding the bean being removed prior to drying. This process takes much of the acidity out of the bean and gives the end product a richer aroma.

The Salento area is one of the best places in the country to learn all about the coffee-growing process from the bean to the cup, with many farms welcoming visitors for informative tours, ranging from small family-run affairs to large plantations growing beans for export.

Family-run Finca El Recuerdo is a small-scale farm with an ecological focus that runs an informative tour with a personal touch. Nearby Finca Don Elias is home to the original Salento coffee experience, a low-key and authentic tour with old-school cultivators. Another family-run farm, Finca Acacia is the closest to town and strikes a great balance between intimacy and depth of information.

The most polished tour near town, Finca El Ocaso is set on an expansive farm with fine bushes and a pretty farmhouse. It offers a basic introduction and an extended three-hour tour that ends with a tasting session where participants learn to identify different flavor notes.

All the farms are located on the road from Salento to Vereda Palestina. It’s possible to walk to any of the farms following a pretty country road with great mountain scenery. Alternatively, regular 4WDs leave from the main square.

For a great cup of gourmet local coffee in town, check out Café Jesús Martín in the atrium of a classic Salento house. Ask the owners about the flavor-focused small-group tours to their farm, located on the other side of the valley.

WHERE TO STAY IN SALENTO

Coffee Tree Hostel

True boutique hostel with three floors of spacious, well-decorated rooms and great views. $$$

Hostal Tralala

Welcoming, clean and well-organized hostel in a brightly renovated typical house. $

Las Terrazas de Salento

On a hilltop on the edge of town. Elegant rooms feature polished wooden floors. $$


Downhill Adventures

The magnificent steep mountains around Salento are the ideal place for downhill cycling adventures, with quiet roads winding through some of the most breathtaking scenery in the central Andes.

There are a number of different itineraries near town. The undoubted highlight is the challenging 25km trip from the Andean divide on the southern edge of PNN Los Nevados, which heads back to town along the historic Camino Nacional – the first track across the mountain range.

Trips usually leave early in the morning, with a 4WD carrying riders up to the starting point at around 3400m, from where it’s all downhill on the rough road. You’ll pass a number of spectacular lookout points.



Valle de Cocora

MAGICAL VALLEY OF PALMS

In a country full of beautiful landscapes, the Valle de Cocora is one of the most striking. It stretches east of Salento into the lower reaches of PNN Los Nevados, with a broad green valley framed by sharp peaks. Everywhere you’ll see the palma de cera (wax palm), the largest palm in the world (up to 60m tall) and Colombia’s national tree. Set amid the misty green hills, they are spectacular to behold.

While rampant development in the lower reaches of the valley have seen the landscapes littered with Instagram-ready photo props, once you get into the higher reaches, pure nature prevails. The most scenic walk in the area is the 12km, four-hour loop from the hamlet of Cocora along the river and back along a path high above the valley, with spectacular views of fields of palms from above.

The first part of the trail is through muddy pasture, but then you enter the enchanted-looking cloud forest, often wreathed in mist, where you’ll hike for a couple of kilometers switchbacking across the bridges over the stream before you reach the Reserva Natural Acaime. Here you can refuel with a hot chocolate and a chunk of cheese while observing hordes of hummingbirds.

Backtrack 1km to the main trail and take the energy-sapping 1.5km path up a steep mountainside to Finca La Montaña. The reward: a panoramic vista of the valley. From La Montaña it’s an easy downhill trail back to Cocora through the most intact strands of palms. Make sure to call in at the two panoramic lookout points just off the trail for wide-angle views of the valley.

You’ll need to pay a small admission fee at three separate properties to complete the entire loop. The sections of the trail along the river can be muddy so you’ll want to wear good impermeable footwear. Alternatively, many places around Salento rent rubber boots for the hike.
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WHERE TO EAT IN SALENTO

Etnia Arte y Sabor

Tasty home-cooked meals and one of few places to offer a set meal at night. $

Café Bernabé

Hip cafe with a diverse menu and great coffee backing onto a small garden. $$

Wabi

Friendly little place preparing delicious authentic Japanese food at a bargain price. $$


I LIVE HERE: A HIDDEN FOREST
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Luis Hincapie, owner and guide at Fog Walkers trekking agency, shares his favorite spot to walk in the mountains.

The Valle de Cocora is rightly famous for its spectacular wax palms, but if visitors really want to hike among a real forest of these trees in natural surroundings, they need to go to the Santuario de Palma de Cera at La Carbonera, where there are upward of 400,000 palms in a mist-covered canyon.

The farmers of the sector are some of the kindest in the country and invite visitors into their homes for a hot drink and a chat as though you were an old friend.




Getting Around

There are regular bus services to Salento from Pereira, about an hour to the north, and Armenia, 45 minutes to the south, in addition to a daily long-distance bus to and from Medellín. If you’re coming with your own vehicle, note that on weekends traffic can be intense and parking within the town can be hard to find.






Beyond Salento
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Head east from Salento for the wilderness of PNN Los Nevados or to the west for more charming coffee towns.


Salento’s position as the premier Colombian coffee town is not just down to its bewitching looks. The town has a privileged location just a short drive from national parks, forested canyons, fine bird-watching spots and a number of other charming rural settlements, all of which can be explored on easy day trips.

Make sure to leave a couple of extra days on your itinerary to check out the panoramic views from neighboring Filandia or for a hike into the otherworldly landscapes of PNN Los Nevados.

Wherever you venture, expect warm welcomes and plenty of fresh coffee.
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TOP TIP

Rains in the Zona Cafetera are usually heaviest in the afternoon, so try to schedule outdoor activities early.




Museo de Oro Quimbaya

Armenia, the closest city to Salento, isn’t going to win any beauty contests, but it is home to the most impressive museum in the Zona Cafetera. The spectacular Museo del Oro Quimbaya showcases the fine work of the Indigenous pre-Columbian Quimbaya goldsmiths, considered among the most skilled on the continent, plus fine pottery found in the region and ceremonial items. There are detailed explanations in English about the culture of the Quimbaya who inhabited the Zona Cafetera at the time of colonization.

Coming from Salento, the museum is located beside the traffic circle at the town entrance – don’t go all the way into the center.

Scan this QR code to find out more.
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Filandia

FINE CRAFTS AND SWEEPING VIEWS

Just a 20km jeep ride across the valley from Salento, slow-paced Filandia is a hilltop coffee town that’s every bit as charming as its popular neighbor, but gets a fraction of the visitors. Set around an attractive leafy plaza, the town has some of the region’s best-preserved architecture with traditional two-story houses that are known for the handworked wooden balusters on the windows and balconies.

Filandia is also well known for its master weavers. Originally dedicated to producing baskets for collecting coffee beans, the artisans now produce all kinds of woven items from locally harvested fibers. The Centro de Interpretación del Bejuco is a small museum dedicated to the craft where visitors can learn about the tradition and make their own little basket with the help of a master weaver.

On the town outskirts, the Mirador Colina Iluminada is an enormous wooden lookout tower with a striking design that offers sweeping views over lush farmland and tracts of forest to several towns of the region.

For a closer look at nature, head to the Reserva Natural Barbas-Bremen. It protects a gorgeous swathe of cloud forest in the Río Barbas canyon, crisscrossed with hiking trails. The reserve is home to a marvelous array of bird species and boisterous howler monkeys. It’s best to come early in the morning when the animals are most active. In addition to monkeys and birds, the reserve is also home to tapirs, spectacled bears, deer, river otters, small felines and many frogs and butterflies. While the reserve is not huge, its network of trails are confusing and in some places perilous. It’s necessary to come with a local guide who will show you the way and also point out hidden wildlife.
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WHERE TO STAY IN FILANDIA

Bidea Hostel

A bright hostel with good communal areas in an old house close to the plaza. $

Hostal Colina de Lluvia

A cozy family-run hostel with well-decorated rooms and a pleasant courtyard. $

El Reloj Casa Hotel

The most luxurious town-center option blends elegant design with full comfort. $$$


An Iconic Ride

The backbone of coffee-country transportation is not the bus but an older and more simple form of transportation, the classic Willys jeep. You’ll see them lined up along town plazas all over the Eje Cafetero, with colorful paintwork and polished chrome fittings, waiting to move travelers, school children, coffee or bunches of plantain. These rugged workhorses even have their own parade, Armenia’s yipao festival.

The first jeeps that arrived in Colombia were surplus production from WWII. Local farmers were soon enamored with their durability. No road is too rough for the Willys, which, despite their compact size, often carry up to 15 passengers. Most run on set itineraries but can also be hired as taxis for express trips.



Hiking to Laguna del Otún

PEACEFUL MOUNTAIN WATERS

One of the most tranquil spots in the PNN Los Nevados, the Laguna de Otún, 45km from Salento, is a spectacular lake surrounded by gorgeous páramo at 3950m below the magnificent Nevado de Santa Isabel.

From Salento it’s a three-day round-trip hike to the lake, beginning at the Valle de Cocora. On the first day you follow the Río Quindío for 14km through dense cloud forest up to the wild Páramo de Romerales before spending the night at more than 3700m at one of the few farms inside the park. The following morning an early start is required to head north past the Paramillo de Quindío, one of the highest non-glaciered peaks of the park, and through striking Jupiter-like colored-sand landscapes to reach the greenery of the southern lakeshore.

While most visitors return along the same path, it’s also possible to head west and leave the park at La Pastora near Pereira or Potosí near Manizales. Salento trekking operators will forward your luggage to your final destination.

It’s extremely cold in the upper regions of PNN Los Nevados, and to visit the lake you’ll need to hire a guide and cold weather gear in Salento. Both Páramo Trek and Fog Walkers run regular excursions with experienced mountaineering guides and offer a number of trek options inside the park.


ADDITIONAL MOUNTAIN HIKES

Another scenic hike you can take to a high mountain lake can be found at the Santuario de Flora y Fauna Iguaque, a sacred Indigenous waterway just outside Villa de Leyva.




Getting Around

From Salento, direct jeeps run regularly during daylight to Filandia. Alternatively, take a Pereira-bound bus to Las Cruces and cross the road for a Filandia service. In Filandia, jeeps congregate near the central plaza and can be hired to visit outlying attractions.







CALI & SOUTHWEST COLOMBIA
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TIMELESS RHYTHMS, ANCIENT RUINS

From sweaty salsa joints to fresh mountain towns, the southwest goes big on culture and nature in equal measures.
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An authentic land of contrasts: Andean and African, modern and pre-Columbian, the southwest of Colombia stimulates the senses at every opportunity and leaves intrepid visitors with countless tales of classic travel experiences. From the mysterious civilizations that constructed monuments in its heartland to the arrival of scouts of the Inca empire, quickly followed by European colonizers with enslaved African people, the region has been populated by divergent groups that left their mark on its unique culture.

Out of the way and long overlooked by travelers due to its reputation for security problems, the region is now opening up to visitors while retaining an unpolished frontier feel. The peace process between the government and the FARC guerrilla movement has seen some formerly off-limits destinations being put back on the map, and opportunities for adventure abound.

Here you’ll find the best archaeological sites in the country and some of its finest colonial architecture. But it’s not all ancient history: this remains Colombia’s Indigenous heartland, and today proudly independent cultures continue to safeguard priceless ancestral knowledge in their mountain homelands.

The southwest also has immense biodiversity. You can pass through desert, jungle and páramo (high-mountain plain) ecosystems in just one day. Nature lovers will find active volcanoes, thermal springs and spectacular mountain ranges all easily accessible from thriving metropolitan centers famed for vibrant music and nightlife.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CALI

World salsa capital.

POPAYÁN

Whitewashed historic mountain town.

SAN AGUSTÍN

Mysterious pre-Hispanic statues.




Find Your Way

Distances between the cultural hubs of the southwest of the country are not huge, but the spectacular mountain topography and often poor roads mean getting between towns can take significantly longer than expected.


[image: jpg]


Plan Your Time

Being off the main travel trail, there’s no need to tie yourself into tight itineraries in the southwest. Go with the flow and make your way into the mountains at your own pace.
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If You Visit Just One Place

• Head directly to Popayán and settle into the historic center of one of Colombia’s best-preserved colonial cities. Get a look inside some of the most impressive buildings on a tour of the town’s museums before heading to the bustling Galería del Barrio Bolívar for a traditional meal.

• The following day, head to the mountain town of Silvia to learn about the traditions of the Indigenous Misak, and go horseback riding to scenic lakes perched high in the mountains.

• Spend your final day soaking in the invigorating thermal baths surrounded by pretty farmland at Coconuco.




A Week to Travel Around

• Spend a little longer in Popayán in order to visit the otherworldly Parque Nacional Natural Puracé with its active volcano and tempestuous sulfur vents.

• Next travel up and over the Andes to Tierradentro to explore the painted underground tombs on a scenic hike around the little town of San Andrés de Pisimbalá.

• Keep the archaeological theme going by heading to San Agustín to check out the stone statues at the Parque Arqueológico de San Agustín before taking a 4WD tour to see more pre-Hispanic monuments around Isnos and calling in at the spectacular Salto de Bordones waterfall.




If TIme Is No Constraint

• Base yourself in the old district of San Antonio in Cali and sign up for some salsa classes at one of the city’s affable academies before testing out your dance moves at legendary nightspots like the Topa Tolondra.

• Next enjoy a seafood meal at the Galería Alameda before heading out of town to San Cipriano to float down the transparent jungle river.

• Double back through Cali and down to Popayán to unwind in the romantic streets of the historic center before traveling through the páramos of the southern reaches of Parque Nacional Natural Puracé to San Agustín.



Seasonal Highlights

Many major events are held August to December. The heaviest rains in the mountains fall late August to November.

JANUARY

Generally fine weather means better conditions for ascents to the summit of Volcán Puracé outside Popayán.
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APRIL

The rivers and wetlands north of Cali fill with migratory birds, with more than 70 species making temporary visits.
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JUNE

Clear weather makes for better hiking and unobstructed views from Parque Nacional Natural Farallones de Cali.
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JULY

Peaceful cycling in the mountains of Cauca with more sunshine and less traffic on the roads.
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AUGUST

Dance to the infectious Afro-Colombian rhythms of the Pacific at the Petronio Álvarez Festival in Cali.
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SEPTEMBER

Festival season with the Mundial de Salsa in Cali and the Congreso Gastronómico in Popayán.
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DECEMBER

The Feria de Cali closes out the year with concerts, parades and salsa dancing in the street.
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CALI
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The largest city in the south of the country, Cali is a hot, gritty metropolis with plenty of attitude and a passion for life that draws you in and stays with you long after you leave town. For a city of its size, it has very few top attractions, but it compensates with a beguiling, electrifying atmosphere. If you make the effort you will find great nightlife, good restaurants and plenty to do, especially in the evening, when a cool mountain breeze dissipates the heat of the day.

From the impoverished barrios to the big, slick clubs, everyone is moving to one beat, and that beat is salsa. Music in the world’s salsa capital is more than entertainment: it is a unifying factor that ties the city together.

Caleños are proud of their vibrant culture, which celebrates a rich Afro-Colombian heritage – nowhere is the nation’s racial diversity and harmony more apparent.
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SIGHTS

1Iglesia de la Merced

2Iglesia La Hermita

3Museo Arqueológico la Merced

4Museo de Arte Moderno La Tertulia

see 1Museo de Arte Religioso

5Museo de Oro Calima

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

6Topa Tolondra

7Zaperoco




TOP TIP

Cali has a hot and humid climate, but the slightly elevated neighborhoods west of town catch a breeze and are often a bit cooler. Around 4pm temperatures tend to drop significantly, making early evening a good time for outdoor activities.
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Discover Downtown Cali

ART, ARCHITECTURE AND HISTORY

Begin your visit to the center at the Iglesia de la Merced, Cali’s oldest church, which was founded in 1545 and has an attractive whitewashed exterior protecting a heavily gilded baroque high altar.

The church convent, which also dates to the 16th century, houses the Museo de Arte Religioso. The museum is worth a visit even for those not versed in religious art, in order to check out the handsome structure and its three internal courtyards.

Next door, in an 18th-century annex to the church, the must-see Museo Arqueológico la Merced contains a fine collection of pre-Columbian pottery left behind by the major cultures from central and southern Colombia, such as the Tierradentro, Tolima and San Agustín. Among the highlights are figurines from the Tumaco culture and intricately painted Quimbaya vessels.

Showcasing pre-Hispanic art of a more lustrous variety, the Museo de Oro Calima, just around the corner from the Iglesia de la Merced, has more than 600 pieces of intricate gold jewelry belonging to the ancient Calima culture that inhabited the valley northwest of Cali from around 200 BCE to 400 CE.

Get out of the air-conditioning and get some fresh air on a walk to the striking neo-gothic Iglesia La Hermita, Cali’s most famous church.

Finally, follow the river upstream to the Museo de Arte Moderno La Tertulia to check out a more modern side of the city’s art scene. Part gallery, part cultural center, it hosts changing exhibitions of contemporary painting, sculpture and photography by artists from Colombia and elsewhere in South America. It is also home to Cali’s best arthouse cinema, and the small plaza in front of the museum is a popular hangout for the city’s bohemian types in the early evening.
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Iglesia de la Merced | Jess Kraft/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO STAY IN CALI

La Sucursal Hostel

Brightly painted rooms spread over several floors, salsa lessons and an open-air bar. $

Jardín Azul

Spotless and tranquil small hotel in a converted home with big bright rooms. $

Casa de Alférez

Elegant rooms with spacious bathrooms, French windows and small balconies. $$$


San Antonio

Just across busy Calle 5A from the hectic center of Cali, historic San Antonio feels a world away with its narrow streets lined by colonial-era homes, many of which have been converted into cafes, bars and restaurants.

Giving off a tranquil, small-town ambience, it’s a fine place for a wander and to escape the bustle of the city. Make sure to climb the Colina de San Antonio hill, the only green space in the downtown area, to enjoy fantastic panoramic views and to visit the cute 18th-century Iglesia de San Antonio with its carved wooden statues.




FURTHER FRESH SEAFOOD

For another traditional seafood experience, pay a visit to the Bazurto Market in Cartagena where stalls are stocked with all kinds of freshly caught produce and traditional meals are prepared in front of your eyes.



WHERE TO EAT IN CALI

Zea Maiz

Hip place in a colorful basement. Serves fantastic stuffed arepas with four house sauces. $

Portal Marino

One of the top Alameda seafood houses; the sancocho is worth the trip alone. $

Platillos Voladores

Glorious interplay of Asian, European and Afro-Colombian influences using largely local ingredients. $$$

Waunana

Modern Colombian cuisine. Local ingredients, flawless presentation and excellent cocktails. $$$

Zahavi

An upmarket bakery with great sandwiches and the best brownie in town. $

Zaguan de San Antonio

Traditional comida valluna and great fresh juices served on a rooftop with amazing views. $$


World Salsa Capital

PUT ON YOUR DANCING SHOES

While salsa has its origins in the greater Antilles and North America, there are few places where the music is of such fundamental importance as Cali. Finding fertile ground in the immense working-class neighborhoods of the city, the genre has become so intertwined in caleño identity that the city has become known as the world capital of salsa and boasts its own high-energy dance style and legendary bands.

The city’s love affair with salsa is celebrated every year at the Festival Mundial de Salsa where amazing dancers of all ages from Cali and around the world compete wearing extravagant costumes, and top artists perform concerts. Then the dancing takes to the streets during the city’s big bash, the Feria de Cali, when hundreds of Cali’s best dancers twirl their way along a major city thoroughfare known as the salsadromo.

Cali is the best place on the continent to learn how to dance salsa, with many professional salsa schools around town each with their own character and methodology.

Once you’ve learned the salsa basics, head to one of the city’s famed salsa clubs to show off your moves, such as the bustling Topa Tolondra where every square inch of space is part of the dance floor. Or try the legendary Zaperoco where live bands keep the crowd moving and a veteran DJ spins classic tracks from vinyl between sets.


I LIVE HERE: REAL STREET FOOD
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Carlos Mayorga Ramirez (@cemayorga), journalist and food lover, shares his favorite places for cheap eats.

I’ve lived in San Antonio for over 10 years. Restaurants have changed a lot but I prefer places that preserve the neighborhood essence. For example, La Fritanga on the corner of Calle 4 and Carrera 12 where they sell vaquitas (mashed ripe plantain stuffed with shredded meat), repollitas (mashed ripe plantain with chicken) and empanadas.

I also love the stuffed potatoes on Calle 4 with Carrera 6. And the marranitas (balls of fried green plantain with pork rind) at Anita’s Restaurant on Calle 2 with Carrera 6 – they’re the best in town and Anita has great energy.



La Galería Alameda

DISCOVER CALI’S CULINARY DELIGHTS

If you want to take a deep dive into caleño culture that will stimulate all your senses, spend a morning exploring the bustling Galería Alameda, just south of the center.

While the main undercover pavilion is primarily a market for fresh produce, its narrow corridors are also lined with tiny stalls, with vendors selling all manner of goods such as spices, essential oils, handicrafts, herbs for medicinal baths, religious idols and lucky charms.

La Galería Alameda is a fascinating place for a stroll at any hour, but if you come early when the market is in full swing, you can enjoy a piping-hot tamal (steamed cornmeal dough) for breakfast. You can watch the quick-handed cooks wrapping the perfectly proportioned ingredients in leaves, then pull up a stool and enjoy a previously prepared bundle of goodness.

Make sure to check out the fresh fruit section where you’re likely to spot interesting seasonal items such as zapote, mamoncillo, chachafruto and Cali’s favorite snack, chontaduro – the boiled fruit of a tropical palm tree, which tastes a little bit like a mild sweet potato.

But don’t fill up on fruit, because a visit to the Alameda is not complete without enjoying a traditional seafood meal. While there are some counters within the market itself, many of the best restaurants are in the surrounding blocks. Here a plethora of competing eateries prepare fantastic plates of fish that remain faithful to family recipes. It’s hard to go wrong with a cazuela de mariscos – mixed seafood in a rich coconut-based sauce.


BEST SALSA SCHOOLS

Son de Luz

Run by a renowned local dancer, this school has patient instructors that will sort out your technique.

Sabor Manicero

A great place to meet other dancers, with excellent group classes in a social atmosphere.

Swing Latino

An internationally renowned school whose dancers are regular performers at showcase events.

Rumba y Salsa

A central location, a relaxed atmosphere and regular social outings for students make this friendly academy a popular choice.



Festival Petronio Álvarez

IMMERSE YOURSELF IN AFRO-COLOMBIAN RHYTHMS

Cali is famed around the country for its vibrant festivals with a full calendar of events typically accompanied by dancing, booze and fashion, but for many the city’s most enjoyable party is the weeklong Festival Petronio Álvarez, dedicated to the uplifting music of the Pacific.

Heavily influenced by the African rhythms brought to Colombia by the enslaved people forced to work in the mines of the Pacific, the percussion-heavy music and the distinctive singing techniques have since been passed from generation to generation in the remote towns and villages of the region.

Recognized by Unesco as an intangible cultural heritage, the music of the Pacific is performed on a variety of instruments, including flutes and a wide assortment of drums, but the real star of the show is the soulful marimba de chonta – the piano of the jungle with origins in Africa. The instrument is handcrafted from wild-growing chonta palms, and its sweet melodious tones link the audience directly to the untamed wilderness of the littoral.

Usually held in August at the city’s main sporting complex, the Festival Petronio Álvarez brings together bands from all over the region to compete in different categories. While the entire event is fabulous, it reaches a crescendo on the weekend when the finals take place and the beating of the drums whips the fun-loving crowd into a dancing frenzy aided by copious amounts of viche, a potent Afro-Colombian moonshine. It’s a powerful combination that will get even the most frigid feet moving.


Getting Around

Most places of interest to visitors are located within a short taxi ride of the hotel districts that are located on both sides of the river. Cali’s mass-transit bus network, the MIO, runs for the most part parallel to the mountains from the north to the south of the city and can be quicker than a taxi if you’re traveling from one end of town to the other.






Beyond Cali
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Traverse the mountains above Cali to discover jungle rivers, tranquil lakes and the untamed wilderness of PNN Farallones de Cali.


Even though Cali is one of Colombia’s largest cities, you don’t have to travel far beyond the urban area to be surrounded by tranquility and some serious nature. To the east of the city, the hot valley is blanketed in sugarcane plantations, but head west up into the mountains and you’ll soon notice the climate freshening with pristine forests full of birdsong.

Here, the refreshing waters of the Río Pance flow out of the Parque Nacional Natural Farallones de Cali – the closest large national park to any major city in the country. Over the other side of the divide, San Cipriano is a tiny village perched beside a crystal-clear river deep in the jungle.
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River near San Cipriano | Armando Rojas F/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

There’s limited cellular signal in many rural areas. It’s best to download maps and hiking instructions before departure.




PARQUE NACIONAL NATURAL LOS NEVADOS

If you want some longer hikes into the mountains, the Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados in the Eje Cafetero has a number of well-established trails.




BEST BIRD-WATCHING SPOTS AROUND CALI

Cali has the highest number of recorded bird varieties in the country, with over 500 different species. You don’t have to go far to find excellent habitats.

Kilometro 18 & Dapa

Humid foothills with endemic tanagers and hummingbirds.

Pueblo Pance

Intact tracts of Andean cloud forest; keep an eye out for the iconic crested ant-tanager.

Laguna de Sonso

Wetlands near Buga with elevated viewing platforms from which to observe a spectacular array of aquatic birds.



Pueblo Pance

GATEWAY TO MOUNTAIN WILDERNESS

Surrounded by the imposing forest-covered mountains of Parque Nacional Natural Farallones de Cali, the little village of Pance is just an hour’s drive from Cali yet feels totally removed from the city. Perched beside the bubbling waters of the pristine Río Pance, on weekends the village is a popular spot for caleños looking to cool off. The village has basic eateries and even more bars, but midweek most are empty or closed and you might struggle to find a meal, especially in the evening, so bring snacks.

To the west of Pance, the 1500-sq-km national park covers a huge chunk of the dividing range between the Valle del Cauca and the Pacific, where more than 30 rivers are born. While most of the park is off-limits, there are a couple of hikes open to visitors. The challenging day trek to the Pico de Loro (2860m) must be reserved in advance. The 4.5km trail ascends 1200m through dense Andean cloud forest populated by myriad bird species. It’s best to spend the night before in one of the many small lodges around the village in order to get an early start.

A shorter trail into the park that doesn’t require a guide follows the Río Pance up to the bridge at Quebrada El Pato. The trail takes in some of the most scenic stretches of the river.

Just outside the park boundaries, El Topacio is a small nature reserve with two short trails: the Barranquero, which leads to a 40m waterfall, and the Naturaleza, which ends at a 130m cataract. Ask about visiting La Nevera (‘the refrigerator’), an icy swimming hole fed by fresh mountain waters.
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Bruja, San Cipriano | Arturo Larrahondo/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO STAY IN PANCE

Reserva Ari Munani

Spacious grounds with a fresh-water pool, fine mountain views and resident agoutis. $

Reserva Natural Anahuac

A tranquil spot with basic rooms and two-story huts right beside the Río Pance. $

Hostal Batará

Cheap, convenient location and spotless modern rooms surrounded by greenery. $


Lago Calima

When the Darién Valley north of Cali was dammed in the 1960s to produce electricity, it’s fair to assume that adventure sports were far from the minds of the engineers. But the resulting lake, Lago Calima, has become one of the best kitesurfing spots on the continent with consistent year-round thermal winds picking up off the mountains to thrill beginners and pros alike.

A number of schools on the lakeshore offer courses and equipment rental. For those looking for a more low-key way to take in the rolling green hills and cool mountain air, there are also regular boat cruises around the reservoir.



San Cipriano

FLOAT THROUGH THE FOREST

Isolated in the dripping jungle of the Pacific lowlands, a three-hour, 100km bus ride from Cali, tiny San Cipriano is as famous for its mode of arrival as for the town itself. Located on the once-busy but now little-used Cali–Buenaventura railway line and 15km from the nearest road, residents have an ingenious way to get to and from town: homemade rail trolleys called brujas that are powered by motorcycles, the front wheel fixed in the air, the back wheel in contact with one of the rails. Passengers sit on small wooden benches as they fly through the lush jungle at ridiculous speed. There is only one track – and many trolleys are somewhat deficient in the brakes department – if you come face to face with a trolley heading in the other direction, a brief game of chicken ensues before the driver of the less-busy vehicle usually relents and pulls the cart off the rails.

San Cipriano is on the banks of a crystal-clear river surrounded by rainforest – delightful for a swim. You can inner-tube along much of its length or just hike to some of its lovely swimming holes. There are also a couple of fine waterfalls you can walk to with local guides.

Some very basic hotels are beside the river if you’d like to spend a night surrounded by the sounds of the forest.


MORE CLEAR WATERS

Another refreshing jungle river can be found at Río Claro on the road from Medellín to Bogotá where clear waters run through a narrow canyon lined with giant boulders that are perfect for sunbathing.




Getting Around

Bus services from Cali to Pueblo Pance are irregular and painfully slow but do the trick for short daytime visits. To arrive early in the morning for longer hikes, it’s best to hire a vehicle or organize a private drop-off.

For San Cipriano, regular buses, vans and shared vehicles ply the highway between Cali and Buenaventura at all hours and can drop passengers at Córdoba. Be sure to arrive before 6pm when the last bruja leaves.






POPAYÁN
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A small colonial city famous for its chalk-white facades, Popayán is known as La Ciudad Blanca, or the White City, and is second only to Cartagena as Colombia’s most complete colonial settlement. Founded in 1537 as an administrative center on the road between Cartagena and Quito, it was once the capital of an immense region covering much of southern Colombia. Many elaborate churches and mansions were built, but it was eventually surpassed by Cali during the industrialization of the economy.

Despite its undeniable elegance, the city receives little tourism and retains an authentic feel, which, combined with a cool mountain climate and slightly renegade student population, makes it a perfect place to immerse yourself in Colombian Andean culture.

Popayán is also the gateway to rural Cauca, a fascinating region, rich in Indigenous culture and magical mountain wilderness.
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SIGHTS

1Casa Museo Mosquera

2Iglesia San Agustín

3Loma de Tulcan

4Museo de Arte Religioso

5Museo Edgar Negret

6Museo Guillermo Valencia

7Parque Caldas

8Puente de la Custodia

9Puente del Humilladero

10Universidad del Cauca

EATING

11Aplanchados Doña Chepa

12La Fresa

13Mora Castilla

SHOPPING

14Galería del Barrio Bolívar




TOP TIP

To really get a feel for Popayán’s history, stay in the historic center. Wander the narrow streets in the evening when commerce winds down, traffic disappears and the town’s old-world charms come to the fore under the soft glow of hanging lamps.
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The catedral on Parque Caldas | Antoine Barthelemy/GETTY IMAGES ©

WHERE TO STAY IN POPAYÁN

Hotel Dann Monasterio

Franciscan monastery turned hotel, with elegant rooms around an arcaded courtyard. $$$

Hotel La Plazuela

Whitewashed mansion a block from the park with comfortable refurbished rooms. $$

Hostal Caracol

Guesthouse with comfortable modern rooms and helpful staff right near the action. $

Popayán’s Historic Center

ARCHITECTURE, ART AND LOCAL LORE

Sitting right at the heart of Popayán’s historic center, the Parque Caldas is one of Colombia’s most elegant plazas and it’s the perfect starting point from which to discover the old town. Lined with grandiose whitewashed mansions, the plaza’s northern flank is dominated by the stately neoclassical catedral while the center is sprinkled with furrowed old pine trees that have stood firm through much of the city’s fascinating history.

The blocks around the plaza are filled with museums that offer the chance to step inside some of the city’s best-preserved colonial buildings. Begin at the Casa Museo Mosquera, dedicated to four-times president of Colombia, Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera, who resided here. Make sure to check out the dazzling French chandelier that was brought from the Caribbean by mule and Mosquera’s prune-like preserved heart embedded in a display in the wall.

Just around the corner, the Museo Guillermo Valencia occupies a late-18th-century mansion full of period furniture, paintings and documents that once belonged to the Popayán-born poet, Guillermo Valencia, who lived here. It has been left more or less as it was when Valencia died in one of the upstairs bedrooms.

Right behind the museum, the iconic Puente del Humilladero is a 240m-long, 11-arch brick bridge that was constructed in the mid-19th century to improve access to the center from the poor northern suburbs. It dwarfs the Puente de la Custodia, a pretty stone bridge constructed in 1713 to allow priests to cross the Río Molino.

Art lovers should not miss the Museo Edgar Negret, dedicated to the acclaimed Popayán-born sculptor famed for his abstract geometric sculptures. A wildly different type of artwork can be found at the Museo de Arte Religioso, which houses one of Colombia’s most impressive collections of religious art, including a special vault of ultra-valuable works that is only opened during Semana Santa.

More fine religious art can be found inside the Iglesia San Agustín, Popayán’s most graceful church, which dates to the late 18th century and has a fine high altar and seven unique side altars. Make a small donation to the parish office and you’ll be able to take a tour inside to check out the pair of mummies that were revealed when the ossuary was cracked open by an earthquake.

Arguably the city’s most enchanting building is the central faculty of the Universidad del Cauca, a magnificent two-story structure built around charming internal patios that was once a convent of the barefoot Carmelites.

A great way to end your day of exploration is to climb up to the top of the Loma de Tulcan, a grassy hillside on the edge of town that local legend says was once a pre-Columbian pyramid. The large bronze sculpture of imperialist Sebastián de Belalcázar, once a local landmark, was recently toppled by Indigenous groups, leaving just its rather incongruous concrete base.

The views over the tiled rooftops of the historic center across to the western Andes are magical, especially at sunset. That’s also the time when members of the town’s student population come here to drink and socialize.
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Aerial view of Parque Caldas | Jhampier Giron M/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Semana Santa

Popayán’s Easter celebrations are famous, especially the nighttime processions on Maundy Thursday and Good Friday where nearly the entire town takes to the city’s narrow streets accompanied by the faithful and visitors from all over.

The processions are traditional affairs that have changed little since they were introduced by colonial authorities centuries ago. A number of other activities take place over the same weekend, including the festival of religious music, while the Museo de Arte Religioso opens its vault of special artworks that are only displayed at this time.

Hotel prices soar in the buildup; book well in advance.




OTHER EASTER DESTINATIONS

Semana Santa is big in colonial towns throughout Colombia, with major events also held in Villa de Leyva and Santa Fe de Antioquia.



WHERE TO EAT IN POPAYÁN

Tienda Regional del Macizo

This organization supporting regional farmers does cheap meals using the freshest ingredients. $

Restaurante Italiano

Tasty pizza and pasta dishes as well as the best steak in the historic center. $$

Carmina

Inviting cafe with wholesome Mediterranean flavors, good set meals and top desserts. $

Pita

Fine Middle Eastern plates in an elegantly decorated old mansion; good drinks, too. $$

El Quijote

An ample menu of well-prepared Colombian favorites served overlooking a little park. $$

La Semilla Escondida

Delicious crepes and even better desserts at this friendly place near the terminal. $$


I LIVE HERE: HIDDEN BARS
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Martha Alegria is the barista at Caracol Cafe and an LGBTIQ+ advocate. She shares some of the best places to sample Popayán’s bohemian nightlife.

For me the center of Popayán has a great social scene because there are so many different bars that cater to all tastes.

Monk Coffee

Elegant spaces, great service, and they’ll put on whatever music you like.

El Closet

Another good option is this respectful space where everyone feels welcome. It is really popular with the LGBTIQ+ community and plays a diverse mix of songs.

Paradise

A cozy little rock bar that has affordable drinks and a really fun atmosphere.



Gourmet Popayán for Foodies

GET YOUR TASTE BUDS DANCING

With a rich cuisine that brings together European and Indigenous influences, Popayán is well established as the gourmet capital of the south, a fact that is reflected in the city’s annual gourmet-food festival, the Congreso Gastronómico de Popayán.

The weeklong event showcases the food of the region through banquets, street markets and culinary workshops, while chefs from an invited country introduce their dishes to a local audience.

It’s a flavorful experience but you don’t need to visit during the festival to get a taste of Popayán’s delicious local specialties. Mora Castilla is an intimate cafe that serves a full range of traditional dishes and beverages. Try the carantantas, a salty snack made from puffed white maize served with hogao, a warm tomato chutney.

If you want a more filling snack, empanadas de pipián are tiny empanadas filled with mashed creole potatoes and served with a spicy peanut dipping sauce, usually washed down with an ice-cold malt drink. The best are found in La Fresa, a tiny shop with dusty groceries and a nonstop empanada production line.

For a more substantial meal, head to the mesa larga at the Galería del Barrio Bolívar market, where a team of seasoned cooks prepare traditional rural-style dishes in a maze of 70 diminutive kitchens.

Finish with a sweet snack at Aplanchados Doña Chepa where the specialty is a flaky layered biscuit that’s a bit like a crispy Andean mille-feuille.


WHY I LOVE POPAYÁN

Alex Egerton, writer

Popayán was the very first place I decided to settle down when I moved to Colombia, after I instantly fell in love with its elegant whitewashed center nudged up against the green foothills of the Andes. After traveling all over the continent, I was surprised how a city so perfectly preserved and atmospheric could remain so authentic. The historic center is far from a museum – it’s a real functioning city where visitors are able to watch daily life going on much as it always has. And once the crowds peter out in the evening, strolling through the impossibly romantic lamplit streets makes me feel like I’m journeying through the pages of a period novel.



Parque Nacional Natural Puracé

VOLCANIC VENTS, WATERFALLS AND CONDORS

On a clear morning, the burly summit of Volcán Puracé can be seen towering over the historic center of Popayán in a postcard-perfect Latin American landscape. From a distance, the mountain appears to be idle and lethargic, especially when it’s covered with a layer of fresh snow, but take a trip up into the Parque Nacional Natural Puracé to discover another side to one of the country’s most active volcanoes.

Situated around 45km east of Popayán on the road to La Plata, the 830-sq-km park covers a large part of the Coconuco volcanic range, maxing out at the 4750m-high Puracé. It is made up of numerous distinct ecosystems including delicate plant-filled páramos and barren sand-covered peaks. The vast majority of the park is located within the ancestral territory of the Puracé Indigenous group, members of which can be hired to act as guides.

If you’re traveling in a private vehicle, you’ll be stopped near the school in the town of Puracé to pay the park admission fee and to contract a guide. However, if you’re traveling by bus, these formalities are taken care of at the main access road known as El Cruce de la Mina.

In good weather, it’s possible to hike to the summit of Volcán Puracé to check out the incredible sulfur-spewing volcanic vents. Note that the summit hike is sometimes restricted due to increased volcanic activity but fortunately there are plenty of other worthwhile activities to keep outdoors enthusiasts happy.

Parque Nacional Natural Puracé is the best place in Colombia to observe the enormous Andean condor up close. These birds can be spotted on an adventurous 13km circuit that also takes in beautiful lakes, waterfalls and the magical Termales de San Juan, where the piping hot waters bubble up among ethereal mountain plains. These springs are just for admiration rather than immersion, but some new thermal bathing pools with moderately warm waters have been constructed near the park administrative offices and are a pleasant way to relax after a long hike.

Transportation to the park can be a bit irregular, so if you don’t have a vehicle, consider taking a tour to reach the outlying attractions.


SPOTTING THE ANDEAN CONDOR

It’s also sometimes possible to spot the Andean condor in the skies above the Valle de Cocora outside Salento and in the Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados near Manizales.



WHERE TO DRINK COFFEE IN POPAYÁN

Cafe La Colombiana

A serious coffee drinker’s cafe with a wide variety of locally grown beans and a choice of preparation.

Caracol Cafe

Relaxed little cafe with great food and coffee made from gourmet beans grown in neighboring San Agustín.

Togoima Café Ancestral

Wide variety of hot and cold beverages using high-quality beans from around the country.


Epic Downhill Rides

The quiet mountain roads to the west of Popayán are the perfect stage for adventurous downhill cycling excursions. Popayán Tours runs three different trips that all pass through stunning mountain scenery along roads with very little traffic.

The most relaxing option begins at the Coconuco thermal springs, where riders can soak in the pools before gliding for 30km back to town. Slightly more demanding is the 35km trip from the PNN Puracé back to town via an enchanted valley full of frailejones.

But if you really want to test your fitness, the Volcán Puracé challenge includes a hike to the summit of the mountain followed by a 54km ride back that descends more than 2200m.



Coconuco

VOLCANO-POWERED RELAXATION

Surrounded by rolling green hills 30km northeast of Popayán, the little town of Coconuco (2360m) is home to three separate sets of thermal baths that are heated by the volcanic action happening deep within the nearby Puracé range. The climate here is decidedly cool, which makes soaking in the warm waters even more enjoyable.

Run by the local Indigenous community, the baths at Agua Hirviendo are the hottest of the lot, with two large tiled pools, several smaller ones and a sauna with native herbs. There’s a little too much concrete here for it to be a full nature experience, but it’s open 24 hours for relaxing soaks under the stars and it has a good restaurant on-site.

Also belonging to the community, Las Salinas has one natural pool made up of rocks and a large cement bath. It is fairly undeveloped and surrounded by nature, but it is also a fair way out of town. From the baths, you can hike up the mountain through some pretty countryside to the geysers at Pozo Azul.

Set in the heart of a pretty valley just off the main highway, the privately owned Termal Aguatibia has half-a-dozen inviting pools overlooking a babbling mountain stream, as well as a mud bath, an elegant lake and a 53m-long butt-bruising slide. It’s the most complete of the complexes, although most of the pools are warm rather than piping hot.


TRANQUIL THERMAL RELAXATION

More off-the-beaten-path thermal baths can be found near the village of Iza in rural Boyacá, from where it’s possible to walk to the mineral-rich thermal baths at El Batán, set in a scenic wooded valley.




Getting Around

Popayán’s historic center is compact and easy to explore on foot, with nearly all the main attractions within a short walk of Parque Caldas. Due to the short distances, taxi fares here are cheap and vehicles are plentiful.

Buses to Puracé, Coconuco and other neighboring towns leave from the bus terminal just outside the center. If you have light luggage, it’s possible to walk to both the terminal and the adjacent airport.






Beyond Popayán
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Climb higher into the southern Andes to discover remote mountain villages, pre-Hispanic monuments and colorful Indigenous markets.


The gateway to the imposing mountains of the southern Andes, Popayán is the staging point for some off-the-beaten-path adventures that take in fascinating Indigenous cultures past and present. Receiving few visitors, the region has an undiscovered feel, and the lack of creature comforts is more than compensated for by the authentic nature of the experiences.

Northeast of the city, the tiny town of Silvia is surrounded by magnificent peaks and sits at the entry to the homeland of the Misak people, one of Colombia’s most traditional Indigenous groups. Further afield, across the misty páramos of PNN Puracé, lies Tierradentro, a collection of mysterious underground pre-Hispanic tombs spread around gorgeous countryside.
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TOP TIP

Security in some parts of rural Cauca remains shaky. It’s best to travel to remote areas only during daylight.




Art on Wheels

Once the backbone of Colombia’s public transportation network, the chiva is a locally built bus-truck hybrid with a body made almost entirely of wood. Slow moving but fast to load and unload, chivas have rows of benches that open directly to the roadside and are usually decorated with elaborate figures and bright decorative patterns, making them rolling works of art.

While you won’t see many chivas on main highways, in Cauca’s remote mountains they remain a favored transportation form due to their low cost and massive load capacity. If you don’t ride on one during your travels, you can be sure to find a fine collection parked in the blocks around the region’s traditional marketplaces.



Silvia

A BASTION OF ANDEAN CULTURE

Known affectionately as the Switzerland of South America due to its alpine beauty, the sleepy mountain town of Silvia, a 90-minute bus ride from the northeast of Popayán, is a place of glorious Andean panoramas, crisp fresh air and utter tranquility.

Silvia is also the gateway to the Guambia region, the homeland of the Misak people, one of Colombia’s most traditional Indigenous groups. Fiercely independent, many Misak people still speak their native language and weave their own clothing. Members of the community are easily recognized by their distinctive traditional dress – men wear blue skirts with a pink fringe, black shirts and bowler hats, while women have a reverse color scheme with black skirts, blue blouses, beaded necklaces and different headwear depending on their marital status. While most Misak people reside in isolated mountain hamlets, members of the community can be spotted in town stocking up on supplies or selling produce, especially on Tuesdays when the bustling Silvia market takes place.

It’s possible to take a trip into the Guambia resguardo on foot, in a vehicle or on horseback to learn more about Misak culture. At Sierra Morena there’s a three-level pictorial museum dedicated to Misak traditions and an Indigenous pharmacy where taitas (traditional healers) prepare medicines from wild plants. Another place within Guambia that welcomes visitors is the Jardín Botanico Las Delicias where traditional agricultural practices are used to grow herbs used in Indigenous ceremonies.

To explore the resguardo you’ll need to contract an Indigenous guide. Contact Misak interpreter Maria Elena on +57 310-456-6547. Maria is gregarious and extremely knowledgeable about her community.

In addition to its cultural riches, Silvia is also a great base from which to explore some of Cauca’s most magnificent mountains. A trail leads up from town to Laguna Magarital, a peaceful lake with superb views over town to the jagged peaks of the central Andes.
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WHERE TO STAY IN SILVIA

La Casa de los Sueños

Cute log cabañas on the town outskirts surrounded by nature and a fine restaurant. $$

Posada Nakku

Good-value rooms in a brightly painted home with mountain views in the town center. $

Leremita Biohotel

Most comfortable option with elegant furnishings and a hot tub with mountain views. $$$


Post-Conflict Cauca

For decades, vast swathes of Cauca were off-limits to travelers due to intense conflict in rural areas between the Colombian military and armed insurgent groups, especially the Fuerzas Armadas Revolucionarias de Colombia (FARC). A combination of entrenched poverty, state neglect and impenetrable topography made the department a fertile recruiting ground and secure base for the rebel group. With the signing of peace accords in 2016 and subsequent demobilization of most guerrilla fighters, some remote areas of the department are slowly opening to visitors.

For a unique insight into the conflict, visit La Trocha – Sentires de la Montaña, a Popayán cafe staffed by female ex-combatants and featuring spaces inspired by their former lives in the jungle.



Tierradentro

HIKE TO MYSTERIOUS MOUNTAIN RUINS

The enigmatic underground tombs of Tierradentro are the second-most-important archaeological site in Colombia (after San Agustín) but get surprisingly few visitors. Located well off the beaten track at the end of a four-hour bus ride from Popayán, the tombs are scattered across the splendid mountains that surround the quiet little town of San Andrés de Pisimbalá.

A Unesco World Heritage site, Tierradentro’s Parque Arqueológico includes four tomb sites, an above-ground statuary and two museums. Measuring from 2m to 7m in diameter, the tombs were carved out of the soft volcanic rock by a little-studied Indigenous group that inhabited these lands from AD 500 to AD 900. So far, archaeologists have discovered about 100 of these unusual constructions, the only examples of their kind in the Americas.

The tombs vary widely in depth; some are just below ground level, while others are as deep as 9m, reachable via narrow spiral steps. The domed ceilings of the largest tombs are supported by pillars. Many are painted with hypnotizing red and black geometric motifs, while others feature inquisitive faces and depictions of animals.

You can visit all the burial sites in Tierradentro on a full-day, 14km walk through some spectacular mountain scenery that begins and ends at the park entrance. More often than not you’ll have the sites to yourself and descending into the dark vaults, flashlight in hand, will bring out your inner archaeologist. Allow at least seven hours to complete the loop at a leisurely pace. There is little explanation at the sites themselves, so check out the displays at the Museo Arqueológico before setting out.

A 20-minute walk uphill from the museums is Segovia (1650m), the most important burial site. There are 25 tombs, some with well-preserved geometric designs, and it’s believed that another 40-odd tombs remain buried nearby. A 15-minute walk uphill from Segovia brings you to El Duende (1850m), where there are 13 tombs, five of which are open to visitors. From here it’s a 30-minute walk along the road to El Tablón (1700m), which has nine weather-worn anthropomorphic stone statues, similar to those of San Agustín, excavated in the area.

Continue down to town and then up to the Alto de San Andrés (1750m), with seven large tombs; check out Tomb 5, which has well-preserved paintings and is considered one of the best in the park. Finally, it’s a tough but scenic 1½-hour walk up the mountainside to reach El Aguacate (2000m), the most remote burial site, but it’s worth it for the magnificent panoramic views. There are 42 tombs, but most have been destroyed by guaqueros (tomb raiders). Of those remaining, the best is Tomb 1, with its depictions of salamanders.

From El Aguacate it’s an easy one-hour downhill stroll back to the museums at the entrance. You can also do the loop in the opposite direction, but it begins with a tough uphill slog.
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WHERE TO STAY IN TIERRADENTRO

Hotel El Refugio

Community-run place near the park entrance with fairly comfortable rooms and ample grounds. $

Mi Casita

Basic rooms close to the archaeological park. Its pleasant garden has mountain views. $

La Portada

Hands down the best place to stay in Pisimbalá; helpful owners and a great restaurant. $


Pan-American Highway to Ecuador

To the south of Popayán, the Pan-American Hwy snakes its way through the mountains of southern Colombia to the border with Ecuador at Rumichaca. The first 200-odd kilometers of the journey is mostly through sparsely populated farmland and mountain passes before the road reaches Pasto, the largest city in the far south and gateway to the tranquil high-altitude waters of Lago de la Cocha.

From Pasto, the road reaches its most scenic stretch, clinging to the side of a steep valley to reach Ipiales just before the border, where one of the country’s most impressive churches, the Santuario de Las Lajas, clings to the side of a narrow gorge.




MORE ENGIMATIC RUINS

For more mysterious pre-Columbian ruins, take a trip to the Parque Arqueológico Zaquencipa, just outside the town of Villa de Leyva to check out the stone observatory built by the Muisca.




Getting Around

Buses between Popayán and Silvia are frequent, but don’t run late, so it’s best to book your return on arrival to avoid being stuck. Around Silvia, irregular 4WDs run up the dirt road into the Guambia resguardo, or you can hire one of the beat-up old sedans that double as taxis.

To reach Tierradentro, take a bus bound for La Plata via Inzá and ask to be let off at El Crucero de San Andrés. It’s a 25-minute hike to the park entrance and another 25 minutes to San Andrés. There are sometimes moto-taxis at the junction. Irregular pickups also make the trip, but you might wait a while.






SAN AGUSTÍN
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Set among some of Colombia’s most enchanting countryside, the lively small town of San Agustín is the gateway to one of South America’s most important archaeological sites, with more than 500 pre-Hispanic stone statues scattered through the rolling green hills that rise beside the nascent Río Magdalena. Most of the ancient effigies are gathered in three informative and easily visited archaeological parks, but others can be found in situ on farms and remote hilltops outside town. The area is also sprinkled with intricate petroglyphs.

While the ruins are the main attraction, San Agustín also has remarkable natural attractions with immense waterfalls, dramatic canyons and fast-flowing rivers offering endless adventure. If all the sightseeing sounds exhausting, the town is also a fine place to relax, with charming rural accommodations, traditional restaurants and appealing rural atmosphere.
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SIGHTS

1Alto de las Piedras

2Alto de los Ídolos

3El Purutal

4Isnos

5La Chaquira

see 3La Pelota

see 7Museo Arqueológico

6Obando

7Parque Arqueológico San Agustín

8Salto de Mortiño

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

9Río Magdalena




TOP TIP

Upon paying entry at any of the three archaeological parks, you’ll get a wristband that provides access to the other two parks valid for three consecutive days. It’s best to space out the parks over a couple of days so as not to get statued-out.




I LIVE HERE: LOCAL FLAVORS
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Dasheira Franco Tejada, coffee toaster at Bici Cafe, shares her favorite place in town to start the morning.

La Galería

Not many visitors go there, but my favorite place for a filling and delicious breakfast is La Galería, the town marketplace. It’s got an authentic rural atmosphere and communal dining area where you can order a traditional soup, amazing tamales and, on the weekends, all kinds of breads made from ingredients such as yuca and arracacha as well as achiras, which are a famous local specialty. And after you eat, you can take a walk to check out the many different types of local fruit.



WHERE TO STAY IN SAN AGUSTÍN

Hospedaje El Jardín

Cheap, centrally located and friendly, this family-run place is a budget travel dream. $

Hotel Huaka-Yo

Large hotel near the Parque Arqueológico, with good-value spacious rooms. $$

Casa de François

Creative and tranquil ecological hostel just a short walk from the town center. $

Parque Arqueológico San Agustín

MONUMENTS OF A LOST CULTURE

If you’re only going to visit one archaeological site in San Agustín, make sure it’s the 78-hectare Parque Arqueológico San Agustín, the most complete and awe-inspiring set of pre-Hispanic monuments in the country. The park, 2.5km west of town, has over 130 statues, many in their original hilltop locations, as well as a magnificent carved riverbed and excavated tombs.

At the park entrance is the Museo Arqueológico, which features smaller statues, pottery and utensils, along with interesting background information about the San Agustín culture. Reputable tour guides, some of whom speak several languages, congregate around the ticket office. It’s worth hiring their services as there are next to no explanations out in the field.

From the entrance, the path ascends to the four sacred hills – mesitas A, B, C1 and C2, with their respective tombs and clusters of statues. Many are anthropomorphic figures, some realistic, others resembling masked monsters. There are also sculptures depicting sacred animals like the eagle, jaguar and frog. Mesita B’s statues are the best known. Besides the mesitas is the Fuente de Lavapatas. Carved in the rocky bed of the stream, it’s a complex labyrinth of ducts and small, terraced pools decorated with images of serpents, lizards and human figures. Archaeologists believe the baths were used for ritual ablutions.

From here, the path winds uphill to the Alto de Lavapatas, the oldest and most impressive archaeological site in San Agustín. Here are a few tombs guarded by statues. It also has panoramic views over the surrounding countryside.
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BEST RURAL HOTELS

Some of San Agustín’s most charming hotels are on farms just outside town.

Masaya

Stylish thatched huts with sweeping views perched on the edge of a mountain above the Río Magdalena. $$$

Hotel Monasterio

The area’s most comfortable rooms have heavy wooden beams, superb bathrooms and plantation views. $$$

Finca El Cielo

Pretty guesthouse built of natural materials with tremendous views of the misty green hills. $$

Finca El Maco

Tranquil spot with comfortable cabins amid a pretty garden. Organizes activities throughout the region. $$



Excursions Around Isnos

A CROSS-COUNTRY ARCHAEOLOGICAL ADVENTURE

On the other side of the Río Magdalena from San Agustín, the municipality of Isnos is home to fascinating archaeological sites as well as some dazzling landscapes. The best way to visit is on a full-day 4WD tour. There is a classic circuit that can be followed in either direction, but drivers are happy to adapt the itinerary depending on your interests.

Whichever way you go, be sure to call at the Alto de los Ídolos archaeological park, the second-most important statuary in the region. Spread over two hilltops connected by a human-made land bridge, it’s significantly smaller than the main park but contains the largest statue found to date, measuring a staggering 7m tall.

Even smaller still is the Alto de las Piedras, the least visited of the archaeological parks, which has tombs lined with stone slabs and the most famous of all the statues, the intricately carved Doble-Yo.

A different type of archaeological site can be found at Obando, where you can visit a number of subterranean tombs that were unearthed beneath the former town marketplace.

The area also has two fine waterfalls. The Salto de Mortiño is a spectacular narrow cascade that careers over the edge of a deep gorge; however, the surrounding area is a bit overdeveloped, with rides and eateries lining the surrounding plateau. The high-volume Salto de Bordones, on the other hand, pours over a forested cliff and is surrounded by delightful nature, but it is a little further out of the way.


SIMILAR STATUES

A number of statues in San Agustín style can be found gathered on a hillside at El Tablón in the Parque Arqueológico Tierradentro, providing a link between Colombia’s two most important pre-Hispanic archaeological sites.



WHERE TO EAT IN SAN AGUSTÍN

El Fogón

Big portions of Colombian favorites prepared over a wood-fired grill in the open kitchen. $

El Faro

Sociable cafe-restaurant serving wood-fired pizzas, pasta and a full list of cocktails. $

Bici Café

Delicious and inventive vegan meals, gourmet cakes and the best coffee in town. $

San Agustín on Horseback

EXPLORE REMOTE RUINS

A wonderful way to visit some of the lesser-known archaeological sites around San Agustín is on a horseback ride along quiet country trails. Compared to some other parts of the country, horses here are generally well looked after and the hilly countryside is the perfect backdrop for a gentle trot.

The classic trip visits La Pelota and El Purutal, two sets of statues facing each other on opposing hills, some of which feature remarkably well-preserved red, black and yellow decoration, and the spectacular La Chaquira, where numerous petroglyphs are carved into a mountain face overlooking a stunning gorge of the Río Magdalena.

It is also possible to organize longer rides including multi-day adventures up into the Páramo de las Papas.


FLAVORS OF HUILA

San Agustín is a good place to try some of the traditional dishes of the department of Huila, which is known throughout the country for its hearty farm-style food. Look out for the following local specialties.

Asado Huilense

Pork leg marinated in bitter orange juice, thyme, laurel and other herbs before being slow roasted in a clay dish.

Lechona Huilense

Spit-roasted stuffed whole pork; unlike the famous version from neighboring Tolima, in Huila the recipe includes rice in the filling.

Bizcocho de Achira

Traditional baked savory biscuits made from the flour of the native achira plant, soft white cheese and butter.



Rafting the Río Magdalena

DESCEND THROUGH STUNNING GORGES

High in the Colombian Massif to the west of San Agustín, a stream flows out from a pretty mountain lagoon, narrow enough to jump from one bank to the other. This is the birthplace of the nation’s most important river, the Río Magdalena, which snakes through the heart of the country for over 1500km to the Caribbean.

By the time it reaches San Agustín, the river is already a tumbling torrent of white water that descends rapidly through a series of dramatic canyons just outside town. It’s possible to raft stretches of the river, a thrilling way to take in some of southern Colombia’s most striking scenery. The classic run is the 11km descent from Puente Isnos to Puente de Versalles, which features a bunch of category II and III rapids.


ON YOUR HORSE

Further fun horseback-riding excursions can be found around Villa de Leyva where visitors can ride to dramatic waterfalls and prehistoric fossils and Jardín where trails lead up into lush coffee-lined mountains.




Getting Around

The San Agustín town center is compact and easy to navigate on foot. It’s possible to walk to town from most rural accommodations. For more far-flung hotels and at night, there’s a small fleet of taxis with fixed prices, but they can be hard to track down. It’s a good idea to get a couple of numbers of trusted drivers from your hotel.

To reach archaeological sites and beauty spots outside town, comfortable 4WDs congregate near the bus-company offices.







PACIFIC COAST
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NATURE, ADVENTURE AND RELAXING BEACHES

Welcome to the region where the jungle plunges into the sea. Explore its isolated beaches, well-preserved rainforests and a rugged coastline teeming with wildlife.
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Due to the lack of roads connecting it with the rest of Colombia, the Pacific coast is sometimes overlooked by travelers.

But this region also rewards visitors with great opportunities to see wildlife, hike along isolated beaches, go on rainforest treks and experience Afro-Colombian culture.

The area lacks the lively cities that you’ll find on Colombia’s Caribbean coast. But its beaches are also far less crowded and they are often framed by the jungle that covers much of western Colombia.

This is a place where you can relax on black-sand beaches after a challenging hike in the rainforest where you’ll come across snakes, monkeys and brightly colored frogs. You can also see some of the world’s largest mammals, if you go on a whale-watching trip. And if you’re tired of swimming in the ocean, there’s usually a refreshing waterfall nearby.

The Pacific coast is inhabited mostly by Indigenous people and Afro-Colombians who have become increasingly involved in protecting its rainforest, and recently fought off plans by a government contractor to build a big port near the town of Nuquí.

Be prepared for some rain: this is one of the world’s wettest regions with around 300 days of precipitation per year. Sometimes it pours so hard that you might be forced to lounge on your hammock all day. But that’s OK. The Pacific coast combines the thrill of adventure with the wonders of a slow-paced lifestyle.
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THE MAIN AREAS

EL VALLE

Jungle treks, beaches and whale-watching.

NUQUÍ

Boat tours and whale-watching.

NUQUÍ COAST

Hiking, villages and isolated beaches.

PARQUE NACIONAL NATURAL ISLA GORGONA

Diving, whales and prison ruins.




Find Your Way

Colombia’s Pacific coast extends for about 1300km. This region is sparsely populated and is separated from the center of the country by mountains and dense rainforest. Some towns can only be reached on boats or flights.
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Plan Your Time

The Pacific coast provides relaxation and adventure in one of Colombia’s least-developed regions. Roads don’t exist between the main towns, but there are boats connecting Nuquí with El Valle on Mondays and Fridays.
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If You Only Have a Couple of Days

• Fly to Nuquí and head to the town’s dock by midday, where a daily boat service leaves for the villages and ecolodges that dot the Nuquí coast.

• Walk along the stunning stretch of coast between Guachalito & Termales where you can wade across rivers, stop at a waterfall, surf and finish the day at the natural hot springs in the village of Termales.

• From June to October, local fishers will organize whale-watching tours along the coast. Guides in Termales and Arusí also offer treks through the jungle. Hungry? Check out the restaurants in these Afro-Colombian villages.




Six to Seven Days

• After a couple of days in Nuquí, take a boat to El Valle and stay on El Almejal beach. Here you can take a night trek through the nearby jungle or visit one of the turtle nurseries south of town, where you can help local conservationists release recently born turtles into the wild.

• When you’re ready for more adventures, take a tuk-tuk to Bahía Solano, where you can book a scuba-diving trip. Or just lie back at the isolated beaches of Huina & Mecana, which are a short boat ride away. From Bahía Solano, you can take a flight back to Medellín.




If You Have More Time

• Book a three- to four-day trip to Parque Nacional Natural Isla Gorgona, where you’ll find some of Colombia’s best diving spots. You can see sharks, sea turtles and schools of mackerel under Gorgona’s waters, and listen to humpback whales calling out for each other while you swim under the sea.

• Above the surface, you can visit the eerie ruins of an island prison that was shut down in the 1980s, take photos of capuchin monkeys and go on short guided walks to two pristine beaches.

• Whale-watching tours are also available from June to October.



Seasonal Highlights

Humpback whales visit from June to October, drawing thousands of visitors. February and March are the driest months.

JANUARY

The Tamborito Folk Music Festival is held in Nuquí during the first week of January, coinciding with the epiphany holiday.
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MARCH

One of the driest months, making it easier to hike the beaches and explore the rainforest.
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JUNE

Humpback whales arrive along Colombia’s Pacific coast after migrating from the shores of Antarctica. Whale-watching season begins.

[image: jpg]

EcaterinaLeonte/GETTY IMAGES ©

JULY

Virgen del Carmen festival on July 16: in El Valle celebrations include street parties and a parade with decorated rafts.
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AUGUST

Whales are most plentiful along Colombia’s Pacific coast. It’s the best month for whale-watching and rooms can fill fast.

[image: jpg]

MANUEL RUEDA/lonely planet ©

OCTOBER

Whale-watching season ends around the third week of October as the giants return to Antarctic waters in search of food.
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DECEMBER

Traditional music gatherings known as arruyos are held in El Valle in the week leading up to Christmas.
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EL VALLE
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Located between two rivers that flow into the Pacific Ocean, El Valle draws travelers who want to relax on the beach, but are also looking for adventures in the wild. From this small town, it’s possible to organize whale-watching trips, hikes into the rainforest and nocturnal visits to turtle-nesting sites. Most accommodations are a 15- to 20-minute walk from the town center along El Almejal beach, and include hostels and wooden cabins with porches looking out into the sea. While nature tourism is the main draw here, the town also puts up a good party during the week leading up to July 16, when locals celebrate the festival of La Virgen del Carmen. The Virgin Mary’s statue is taken down the Río Tundó on a raft covered by flowers, and followed by musicians on boats. Then it’s paraded through town in a rowdy procession where crowds drink and dance to chirimia music.
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TOP TIP

While the beach here is warm and inviting, sea currents can also be strong in this part of Colombia and some tourists have drowned. Hostels in El Valle will provide info about the safest times to surf and swim.
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Explore the Rainforest

As whale-watching tours became popular in El Valle and neighboring Bahía Solano, some locals realized that they could also make a living by showing visitors around the Chocó rainforest, one of the world’s wettest and most biodiverse ecosystems. In El Valle, local guide Mailer Mosquera started organizing treks through the rainforest about a decade ago, after meeting a traveler who was obsessed with snakes.

Now he regularly takes tourists on four-hour-long night treks of the jungle, where you can see colorful poison-dart frogs, translucent glass frogs, fungi that glow in the dark and several kinds of snakes. Rubber boots are essential for these walks along the muddy jungle trails and are provided by the guides.



Whales & Waterfalls

SEE HUMPBACK WHALES UP CLOSE

Humpback whales visit El Valle’s warm waters every year from end June to mid-October. Some will give birth during these months before migrating once again toward the frigid shores of southern Chile, where food is more plentiful. The 25-ton mammals can be spotted from the beach, but many local tour operators also offer whale-watching trips that allow you to see the mothers and their calves up close.

Small boats that fit nine to 15 people leave from El Valle’s tiny harbor almost every day during whale-watching season. After spotting a few ballenas, they will stop at some of the isolated beaches along the coast. One of the tour stops is Playa Juná, a crescent-shaped beach with palm trees and calm waters that make you feel like you stepped into a postcard. Then there’s the Cascada El Tigre, where a set of wooden stairs leads to a series of refreshing pools. The waterfall cascades into the beach, making for a stunning site. El Tigre can also be reached on foot from El Valle, on a four-hour-long hike. The trail is not well marked, so it’s best to go with a guide.
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WHERE TO STAY IN EL VALLE

Pelican House

Comfortable wood cabins facing the sea, dorms and a friendly lounge. $$

El Almejal

Beach hotel with restaurant, pool and bungalows with hammocks and terraces. $$$

La Tarima del Colibrí

Quiet wood cabins with balconies surrounded by a garden. Tasty breakfast with crepes. $




Beyond El Valle
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Fishing, diving, turtle-watching and quiet beaches are just a short tuk-tuk ride away.


El Valle’s surroundings offer the chance to scuba dive, see marine turtles or explore isolated black-sand beaches. To the north, the region’s only paved road links El Valle to the town of Bahía Solano, which is home to a scuba-diving center and is also a popular departure point for sportfishing trips. Tuk-tuks connect El Valle with Bahía Solano, taking about 45 minutes. To the south of El Valle, tuk-tuks can take you to La Cuevita beach where locals run turtle-nesting sanctuaries and give tourists a chance to release recently hatched turtles into the sea. It rains often here, so make sure to bring a rain jacket and a plastic bag to protect your phone.
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TOP TIP

Tuk-tuks are the best way to get around. After 3pm it’s harder to find transportation to El Valle.




Saving Baby Turtles

South of El Valle, on La Cuevita beach, Pacific Ridley turtles arrive year-round to lay their eggs. The turtles’ eggs have long been poached by locals who consider them a delicacy, but in recent years some families have set up turtle nurseries financed partly by tourism.

Conservationists walk along the beach at night and take recently laid eggs from turtle nests before poachers can get to them. They keep the eggs under the sand in nurseries until they hatch, and release the baby turtles near the shore at sunset or early in the morning. For a fee, you can visit some of these turtle nurseries and watch as the babies are released.



See Marine Life in Bahía Solano

DIVING, FISHING AND WHALE-WATCHING

Bahía Solano is the area’s largest town, with 5000 residents and the only airport, but no paved roads. The town is built along the southern shore of a U-shaped bay. It’s popular for anglers who chase large specimens of tuna, mahi-mahi and blue marlin. Across from Costa Choco hotel, a store sells fishing gear and can connect you with local boat captains.

Ankla Azul runs dives to submerged rock formations and a WWII-era boat that was scuttled to create an artificial reef. Madre Agua, run by biologists, has an informative whale-watching trip with hydrophones that enable you to listen to these giants singing under the sea.

Hire boats from Bahía Solano’s small pier for the 20-minute ride to Huina and Mecana, two Afro-Colombian villages located on picturesque and often empty black-sand beaches at opposite ends of the bay. Go with a group for a better price or hop on a boat already heading there. Both villages have basic accommodations.
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Getting Around

There’s no road connecting El Valle and Bahía Solano to the rest of Colombia. Although cargo boats arrive from Buenaventura, it’s better to fly in. Satena and Easyfly have regular services to Bahía Solano from Medellín. Tuk-tuks are the best way to travel between Bahía Solano, El Valle and La Cuevita. On Monday and Friday mornings there’s a two-hour public speedboat trip from El Valle to Nuquí. The boat has no roof, so bring plastic bags to keep your luggage dry. El Valle hotels have prices and departure times.






NUQUÍ
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In the early 20th century Nuquí consisted of a handful of thatched-roof homes. Now, this municipality of 9000 people is visited by a growing number of travelers who want to see humpback whales, go surfing, experience the rainforest and hike along the region’s stunning beaches. Nuquí is made up of a small town and a rural coastline. The town has an airport, hotels, a beach and a couple of busy neighborhoods where homes are built on stilts above the river. The rural area is dotted with beachfront ecolodges that can only be reached by boat. There are also villages along Nuquí’s coast that provide cheaper accommodations. Nuquí town is a convenient place to join whale-watching tours between June and October or excursions to the PNN Ensenada de Utría. You can also visit a bar here that makes the traditional viche liquor. Ask any local for directions to El Bombillo Rojo.
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TOP TIP

There are few places with docks, so when boats take you to the beaches and villages around Nuquí you’ll have to jump into the water to disembark. Wear sandals or shoes that can get wet.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN NUQUí

Take a break from fried fish and plantain.

Apapache

Turns local ingredients into succulent creations that include breaded hake infused with thyme, a vegan lentil curry and bass ceviche in mango sauce. It’s run by a former master-chef competitor in Termales village. $$

Poleo

In Arusí, Poleo serves grilled fish with exotic sauces made from local fruits like carambola and araza. $$

Hotel Obega Pacific

Grilled tuna is served regularly at this hotel’s rooftop restaurant, with green-papaya dessert. You can also order piangua, a savory mollusk harvested in the local mangrove forests. $



Whale-Watching

SPOT WHALES AND EXPLORE THE COAST

Humpback whales migrating from the South Pacific arrive at Nuquí in June where they mate or give birth while escaping the south’s frigid winter. The massive gray mammals stay until mid-October, when they head back south in search of greater quantities of krill. The whales can be spotted on daily speedboat tours from Nuquí, which also stop at some of the most scenic coastal spots. Nuquí travel agencies and hotels offer two day trips: the southern circuit combines whale-watching with stops at Guachalito beach, Cascada del Amor and Termales hot springs. The northern circuit stops at PNN Ensenada de Utría, where you can walk around a mangrove forest and see red crabs and blowfish from a wooden path built above the swamp-like ecosystem. The park entrance must be paid separately. Outside the visitors center, a sunken boat has created a reef. You can snorkel but you need your own gear. Whale-watching-only tours can be arranged with ecolodges or guides at Nuquí seaside villages.
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Humpback whale, Nuquí | Guillermo Ossa/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Getting Around

There’s no road connecting Nuquí to the rest of Colombia. Satena and Easyfly depart from Medellín’s Enrique Olaya airport. A boat leaves 1pm daily for Nuquí’s coast, stopping at Termales, Arusí and Guachalito, and ecolodges in-between on request. You can take a private speedboat but it’s much more expensive. The public boat’s return trip from Arusí is at 6am daily, arriving at Nuquí by 8am. Speedboats traveling north to El Valle leave on Monday and Friday mornings. Hotels in town have departure times.






NUQUí COAST


[image: jpg]

Many travelers skip Nuquí’s urban area and make a beeline for the seaside villages of Guachalito, Termales and Arusí. The locals have built rustic cabins that face the Pacific Ocean and you can sleep to the sound of waves crashing on the beach, visit waterfalls, go surfing or take half-day treks into the jungle. There are also more secluded ecolodges along this stretch of the coast that provide all-inclusive packages.

When you take the boat from Nuquí town, one of the first settlements you’ll come across is Guachalito, with a half-dozen hotels clustered around a calm beach protected by rocks. Further south is the Afro-Colombian village Termales, with a few restaurants, a natural hot spring and local guides who offer jungle treks. Public boat transportation ends at Arusí village, where guides offer canoe trips on the local river and lead treks into the rainforest.

[image: jpg]


TOP TIP

During high tide you might not be able to walk across rivers. Be mindful of tides when you hike along the coast.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO SURF IN NUQUí
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Dionisio Tello (@cabanatellinnuqui), a surf instructor based in Termales, recommends the best places to surf in Nuquí.

El Terco

A massive rock covered by trees juts out of the beach and forms 3m-tall waves.

Terquito

Good waves for beginners next to another rock formation. The Paraisurf hostel is located along this beach and rents boards.

Termales

A beach break in front of the village provides a good place for beginners to craft their skills.

Pico de Loro

The longest, tallest and most powerful waves in Colombia break at this beach near El Amargal resort. This is a point break with a rocky shore that requires advanced skills.
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Hike the Coast & Jungle

ISOLATED BEACHES AND JUNGLE TREKKING

From Guachalito to Arusí, 9km of black-sand beaches are framed by the rainforest and connected by trails. Along this wild coastline you’ll often have beaches to yourself, and you can also surf or take jungle detours. You can walk this stretch for a couple of days, sleeping at different villages or ecolodges. In some places you’ll have to wade across rivers. During high tide, some might be too deep to cross on foot, so set out at low tide and reach your destination before high tide sets in. The most scenic beaches include El Terco and Terquito, along the 5km stretch between Guachalito and Termales. Here, giant rocks covered by rainforest jut out into the sea. A short trail from El Terquito leads to the Cascada del Amor.

Termales guides offer half-day jungle treks and shorter walks to the Cascada del Amor. In Arusí, Haider Moreno runs three-hour treks into the rainforest to spot poison-dart frogs and possibly howler monkeys. The trail climbs up a steep ridge and descends into a beach, where a boat takes you back to Arusí.
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WHERE TO STAY ON THE NUQUí COAST

Madre Agua

Beachfront Arusí property with thatched-roof huts, garden and a gourmet restaurant next door. $$

Piedra Piedra Lodge

A 10-minute walk from El Terquito. Comfortable cabins have hammocks and views. $$$

Cabaña Tellin

In Termales, Tellin has dorms and a double room facing the beach. Rents surfboards. $




PARQUE NACIONAL NATURAL ISLA GORGONA
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This island off Colombia’s southwest coast once housed an infamous prison inhabited by about 900 convicts and 100 guards, who destroyed the local rainforest as they relied on firewood to cook. The prison was shut down in 1984 after years of protests over human rights conditions, and the island – which lacked a native population – was turned into a national park. Since then the rainforest has made a comeback and the reef off the island’s eastern shore has recovered, attracting dozens of marine species and divers. Above the surface, you can take short treks to two beaches, go whale-watching and tour the eerie prison ruins. Land activities are strictly organized by the national park service, which only provided tours in Spanish at the time of research. You are not allowed to wander around on your own. Divers will get the most out of this remote and wild destination.
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TOP TIP

To stay in Gorgona you’ll need to book through travel agencies that sell all-inclusive packages at the island’s only hotel. Divers can also visit on a boat with small cabins that specializes in scuba tours. Reserve several weeks in advance.
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The abandoned prison on Isla Gorgona | Manuel Rueda/lonely planet ©


Trouble in the Park

While PNN Isla Gorgona is considered a conservation success story, it has been affected by Colombia’s political problems – most recently it’s been pulled into the global ‘war on drugs.’ In 2015, the Colombian navy set up a small base on the island to patrol the area and intercept speedboats carrying cocaine toward Central America.

The navy plans to expand its capabilities by also building a 170m-long pier, a fuel depot and a radar on its highest point, partly financed by the US government. Conservationists are opposed, claiming the pier will disrupt wildlife, bring in larger boats and drive whales from the coast.



Diving in Gorgona

TURTLES, SHARKS, STINGRAYS AND WHALES

From June to October you can dive off the Gorgona coast and listen to humpback whales calling for each other – if you’re lucky you might see one. Gorgona is busiest in whale-watching season but there are plenty of other species year-round, including mackerel, white-finned sharks and sea turtles that seem undeterred by humans. Whale sharks visit May to June. The national park has 15 dive spots catering to visitors of different expertise. Beginners often go to El Remanso, a calm northeast-shore spot with frequent turtle sightings, butterflyfish and larger species like snapper. More experienced divers visit underwater rock formations further from the coast that are carpeted with soft coral – shark sightings are almost guaranteed. Dives must be reserved through agencies that sell packages to stay on the island. You can also stay on a boat offshore on some tours.
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Diver, Isla Gorgona | Sebastian Delgado C/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Getting Around

You can’t get to Gorgona on your own. You can buy a package that includes accommodations at the island’s hotel, food, hikes and speedboat from Guapi. Instructor-led dives can be added, plus whale-watching tours June to October. Some Bogotá and Cali agencies sell packages, including Frontera Travel and Destino Pacifico, which runs the hotel. Certified divers can try the Sea Wolf, a 21-guest boat. Cali’s Arrecifes del Pacifico dive shop runs all-inclusive Sea Wolf diving tours once a month from Buenaventura. Escuela de Buceo Cruz del Mar, Scubaventura and Diving Life run similar tours. Cruises run most frequently June to October, with fewer tours January to February when water is colder.







THE AMAZON BASIN
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RIVERS AND JUNGLE

Sparsely populated and little-visited compared to headliner sights of Cartagena and Medellín, Colombia’s Amazonas is an alluring doorway into the jungle of everyone’s dreams.
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Welcome to the Amazon, the world’s largest tropical rainforest, a region shared by nine nations that’s often metaphorically labeled the ‘lungs of the planet.’ The Colombian section of this vast, intricate, but perilously delicate ecosystem might be small in overall terms, but it still accounts for a third of the country’s total area. There are no roads here. Rivers are the main transportation arteries. Beyond them, you’re in thick, fecund wilderness, which is why, for now at least, humans have had relatively little impact on the interior, and Indigenous groups deep in the jungle have managed to keep their cultures intact.

Leticia, on the banks of the Amazon, is the only sizeable Colombian town in the region and the only one you can fly into. Consequently, it acts as both a stepping-stone for travelers venturing further afield and a decompression chamber for those coming out. The rainforest and its rivers are the main lures: remote jungle lodges, periodically flooded nature reserves, pink dolphins, myriad Indigenous cultures, and the broad diversity characteristic of a place that shares a tri-border with Brazil and Peru.

Tourism in Amazonas is still relatively undeveloped and centered around the river and its main tributaries. Facilities can be varied. While Leticia has a new airport terminal, its boat dock hugs a muddy riverbank rimmed by a collection of scruffy floating platforms. Come prepared for adventure and leave the bulky suitcases at home.
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THE MAIN AREAS

LETICIA

Frenetic hub of Colombia’s Amazonas region.

PUERTO NARIÑO

Car-free town on the Amazon River.




Find Your Way

Leticia is the regional nexus for flights and boats, though it’s entirely cut off from the rest of the country by road. From there, riverboats are the main modus operandi both within Colombia and for onward travel to Brazil and Peru.
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Plan Your Time

Due to the effort of flying coupled with the lack of roads and the slowness of getting around by riverboat, it’s wise to budget for a minimum of four days in the Amazon region.
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If You’re Really in a Rush

• After flying in and bagging a hotel, get orientated in Leticia, being sure to gravitate to Parque Santander at dusk to see the parrots come home to roost.

• On day two, spend the morning visiting the museum and perusing the craft shops and street action down by the waterfront. After lunch, get a tuk-tuk to take you out to Mundo Amazónico for some educational hiking followed by a quick spin around Tabatinga in Brazil.

• Book a night walk in the nearby jungle with a local agency before feasting on the river fish at Tierras Amazónicas.




A Classic Four-day Trip

• Spend a day and a half in Leticia adjusting to the heat and humidity. Incorporate an out-of-town trip to Reserva Natural Tanimboca and take a taster cruise across the river to Santa Rosa in Peru.

• On day three, catch the early boat to Puerto Nariño. Check into a hotel and explore the waterfront before strolling over to Alto del Águila to see monkeys and eagles.

• On day four, organize a boat trip to Lago Tarapoto for swimming and fishing. Back in the village, pop into the Centro de Interpretación Natütama and climb up to the Mirador Nai-pata. Be sure to try the local ice cream.




Full Amazon Immersion

• Fly into Leticia. Spend a day or two getting acclimatized and putting the finishing touches to trip arrangements. Check out the busy waterfront, explore the various attractions outside town and take a peep at the adjoining Brazilian settlement of Tabatinga.

• Venture out on a four-day excursion of the Río Yavarí on the border of Peru and Brazil, staying at the well-appointed jungle lodge in the Reserva Natural Zacambú where you can swim, fish, trek and visit local communities under the auspices of a guide.

• Return to Leticia for a night of comfort at Waira Suites, where you can dine in its excellent restaurant.



Seasonal Highlights

The weather is always hot and humid, but water levels fluctuate, determining to some extent what you can do.

FEBRUARY

Usually one of the wettest months. Water levels start rising along the river, flooding parts of the surrounding jungle.
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MARCH

During Holy Week, Leticia holds a fish festival, La Feria Piscícola del Amazonas, with ample opportunities to sample food.
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APRIL

Get closer to the jungle canopy in wet season for peak bird-watching and wildlife-spotting.
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JULY

The Festival de la Confraternidad Amazónica celebrates the shared cultural heritage of the people of the Tres Fronteras region.

[image: jpg]

camiguti/shutterstock ©

AUGUST

Do you loathe mosquitoes? They mostly retreat to the treetops in July and August.
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OCTOBER

In the driest month, rivers are less navigable, placing more limitations on where you can visit by boat.
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DECEMBER

On December 7, Leticia celebrates the Día de las Velitas when people leave lighted candles outside their houses.
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LETICIA
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The capital city of the lightly populated Amazonas province, Leticia is the largest settlement for hundreds of kilometers, yet still looks and feels like a small frontier town. Kissing the banks of the mighty Amazon River on the tri-border of Colombia, Brazil and Peru, it’s over 800km from the nearest Colombian highway. Not that this detracts from its busy demeanor reflected in its abundance of buzzing motorcycles and hot, sticky street energy.

Despite the stultifying humidity and ferocious mosquitoes, Leticia is a pleasant enough base for adventures further afield. Most visitors use it as a launch-pad for the tropical rainforest, either for day excursions, or more ambitious forays to remote jungle lodges and Indigenous communities along the Amazon and its tributaries. Around town there are some middling hotels and restaurants, a gritty waterfront and a couple of jungle parks along the region’s only road, the 18km ‘Los Kilómetros.’
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TOP TIP

Leticia’s twin town, Brazilian settlement Tabatinga, is scruffier and less appetizing than its Colombian counterpart. You can cross the border freely, but it’s not advisable after dark. Rent a tuk-tuk and driver for a quick ‘tour.’




Guided Tours

The real jungle begins off the Amazon proper, along its tributaries. The deeper you go, the more chance you have to observe wildlife and to visit Indigenous settlements. This involves time and money, but can be rewarding, and Leticia is full of tour agencies and guides waiting to take you out there.

A tour of three to four days is perhaps the best balance between the cost of the trip and the insight it will give you. Always agree on price, activities and duration before embarking on your trip.



Parrots of Parque Santander

A BIRD SHOW AT DUSK

Leticia’s central square is a microcosm of the town: noisy, anarchic and a little disheveled, but also eminently likeable. The green spaces are anchored by old sturdy trees while Indigenous statues overlook a small pond in the middle. Around the periphery, kids juggle soccer balls, food vendors ply cheap snacks and tuk-tuks hustle for their next fare.

The best time to decamp to the square is at dusk (usually between around 5pm and 5:30pm) when thousands of small screeching pericos (parrots) arrive for their nightly roost. Do not underestimate the magnificence of this avian spectacle. Forget gentle choruses of twittering. This is a full-on deluge that darkens the sky and drowns out the thunderous music from the surrounding bars. To ensure the best view, enter the diminutive Iglesia Nuestra Señora de La Paz on the park’s eastern side where, for a modest fee, you can climb a narrow spiral staircase to the top of the white clocktower. Here, on a small vertigo-inducing mirador (lookout), you’ll get a bird’s-eye view of the flocking parrots framed (if you’re lucky) by a spectacular Amazon sunset. It’s quite an experience!

The birds themselves are canary-winged parakeets. They’re mostly green with a yellow edge on their wings and reddish beaks from which they unleash their deafening squawks.
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WHERE TO STAY IN LETICIA

Amazon B&B

Six cabañas and four rooms surrounding a gorgeous garden with hammocks. $$

Hotel Anaconda

Huge outdoor pool, decent air-con and on-site tour agency plus clean no-frills rooms. $

Waira Suites

Comfortable haven with two pools, a decent restaurant and clean rooms. $$


Tres Fronteras

Leticia’s easy-to-navigate urban grid is on the banks of the Amazon on the Colombia–Brazil border. Just across the frontier sits Tabatinga, a Brazilian town a similar size as Leticia, with its own airport and port that is the main gateway for boats downstream to Manaus. Visitors can freely move between the two cities as well as the Peruvian island of Santa Rosa directly opposite, the departure point for boats to Iquitos. Travelers wishing to venture further into either country must meet immigration requirements.

A long-standing military presence in the region has tried to keep Leticia, Tabatinga and the surrounding region safe, but you’d be wise not to stray on your own beyond areas where local tourism guides normally operate.



Jungle Flavors at Parque Mundo Amazónico

SMALL TASTER OF THE JUNGLE

The 29-hectare Parque Mundo Amazónico, 7km outside Leticia, operates as a center for environmental education and is a great place to get to know something of the plants, trees and inhabitants of the jungle before you set out on an expedition. It’s more instructive and cerebral than the activity-focused Tanimboca Reserve further up the road.

The extensive botanical gardens are stuffed with some 700 species of flora, the region’s most encyclopedic collection. You can peruse them on one of four differently themed tours each lasting between 30 and 45 minutes.

The tours include a jungle walk, a botanical garden, a cultural village with traditional Indigenous houses and an aquarium. The latter showcases the fish that lurk beneath the waters of the Amazon and its tributaries, those species which you’re unlikely to see from your boat, such as the piranha and the big-mouthed pirarucu.

You can combine as many tours as you like and it’s perfectly feasible to do all four. They’ll even serve lunch if you’d like to make a day of it. Call ahead if you want to book the one English-speaking guide. Alternatively, it’s possible to do the jungle walk on your own. The 2km-long trail through thick disorientating foliage is clearly marked with yellow crosses.

If you’re happy to get up very early, it’s worth joining a 5:30am bird-watching tour with breakfast thrown in. The breadth of feathered fauna here is mind-boggling. Prepare yourself for fleeting glimpses of owls, hummingbirds, parrots and woodpeckers.

The complex is situated at Km7.7 on the Leticia–Tarapaca road, which is dubbed ‘Los Kilómetros.’ A tuk-tuk will take you there.
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WHERE TO EAT IN LETICIA

Tierras Amazónicas

Wooden building in the town center; fish specialties and a mean Peruvian lomo saltado. $$

El Salto Ángel

Varied and interesting menu, live music, outdoor seating and a vague German vibe. $$

Waira Suites Restaurant

Smart, air-conditioned hotel-restaurant with international and Amazonian dishes. $$


BEST DAY-TRIP DESTINATIONS

Reserva Natural Victoria Regia

Small reserve showcasing the world’s largest aquatic flower; 15 minutes by boat from Leticia, with boardwalks allowing close-up views of the lilies.

Santa Rosa

A short 10-minute boat ride across the river into Peru delivers you to Brisas del Amazonas for lunch.

Puerto Nariño

If you’re short on time, this beacon of ecotourism can be visited on a day tour.

Caminata Nocturna

A night walk in the jungle near Leticia (destinations vary) to uncover nocturnal critters, including spiders.



Tanimboca Jungle Adventures

AMAZON ACTIVITY CENTER

Located 11km out of town on the road known as ‘Los Kilómetros,’ Reserva Natural Tanimboca styles itself as a jungle activity center. Set in heavily forested grounds, the reserve is not unlike the Mundo Amazónico complex down the road, but more focused toward fun and physical activity. It also offers overnight accommodations in traditional treetop houses called malokas suspended 12m off the ground.

Both day-trippers and overnight guests can partake in the highly recommended canopy tours that will take you through the jungle’s upper echelons via a series of rope-climbs, ziplines and a suspension bridge. There are also walking trails, kayaking trips and a restaurant that specializes in barbecued fish.

Guides will enlighten you about the resident monkeys, snakes, toucans, and frogs. If you’re staying over, consider checking out the local nightlife (including tarantulas) on a guided nocturnal walk.

Tanimboca has another office in the center of Leticia, a block from Parque Santander, where they offer all kinds of trips, including multi-day forays along the Amazon and its tributaries.

WHERE TO DRINK IN LETICIA

Barbacoas

Go-to spot for billiards, sidewalk beers and an anthropological study of local barflies.

Cafe & Pub Vicpal

Best place for a Bogotá-quality latte and, if you’re hungry, splendid arequipe cake.

Moosh Bar

Modish joint facing Parque Santander; its music competes with the squawking birds.

Absorbing Indigenous Culture

MUSEUMS AND VISITS TO VILLAGES

A significant proportion of Leticia’s population is made up of Indigenous people hailing from one of more than 60 ethnic groups that call the Colombian Amazon region home. The Ticuna are the most prevalent, but you’ll also encounter Tucano, Yagua, Nukak and numerous others. Many Leticia agencies organize trips to localities where you’ll be invited to check out skillfully made handicrafts, cultural displays and animal rehabilitation projects, and meet the people involved.

Numerous villages are within easy boating distance of Leticia, although visiting most requires spending one or more nights in the forest. The Reserva Natural Tucuchira (reserva-tucuchira.com), near the Ticuna community of Santa Sofia, is about 30km northwest of Leticia. You can stay in a lodge (or with a local family) and learn about craft-making, fishing, agriculture and the daily routine of the jungle.

San Martín de Amacayacu is a more far-flung Ticuna village on the cusp of Amacayacu National Park, around 60km northwest of Leticia and 8km east of Puerto Nariño. It’s accessible on the daily public ferry from Leticia. Here the well-regarded Dutch-Ticuna-run Casa Gregorio (casagregoriolodge.com) offers simple jungle lodge accommodations and authentic immersion in the local community through activities such as handicraft workshops and fishing trips on the Río Amacayacu.

Before embarking on your rough-and-ready jungle adventure, get an overview of the intricacies of Amazon culture at Leticia’s Museo Etnográfico Amazónico, which guards a small but beautifully curated collection of Indigenous artefacts in smart glass displays. Encased in the town’s bright-pink library building, you’ll find information about malokas (ancestral longhouses) and chagras (Indigenous production systems) as well as examples of musical instruments, textiles, tools, pottery, weapons, and ceremonial masks and costumes. Labeled in English, the exhibits make a good introduction to the Indigenous cultures of the region.

Complementing the museum is a dustier but no less intriguing stash of random objects hidden away at the back of Leticia’s largest craft shop, the Galería Arte Uirapuru, a couple of blocks east of the river dock. Calling itself the Museo Alfonso Galindo, the shadowy, dimly lit establishment might have sprung from the pages of a Graham Greene novel. Displays include Ticuna crafts and cult objects along with other curios, such as a stuffed pink dolphin.
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MORE ON INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES

Visit the more remote reserves on the Río Yavarí on a multi-day trip and you’ll be invited to meet and learn about some of the local tribes living off-the-grid in the rainforest.




LOCAL LETICIA EXPERT

Antonio Cruz Pérez, founder of Amazon Jungle Trips

Best things to do?

Encounter nature and undertake authentic activities that create a link between the jungle and its cultures. Make in-depth explorations of the local ecosystems. Observe wildlife in its natural habitat, including gray and pink dolphins and alligators.

Best place to eat?

One of Leticia’s most visited restaurants offering typical food is Tierras Amazónicas. Here you can find different types of fish dishes, such as pirarucu, gamitana and tucunaré, accompanied by regional vegetables, which add local flavor.

Advice for first-timers?

Ask plenty of questions before selecting your trip – sometimes cheap is synonymous with a poor experience. Bring a head torch, a rain poncho and a water bottle to rehydrate. Try to minimize solid waste.



BEST JUNGLE LODGES

Zacambú Rainforest Lodge

Fully self-contained camp and activities center. While basic, it’s all about the extras. $$$

Casa Gregorio

Rustic hotel in a Ticuna Indigenous community near PNN Amacayacu. $$$

Calanoa Amazonas

A slice of paradise; one of the few Amazon lodges that allows you to relax in style. $$$




Beyond Leticia
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Leticia is like a needle in the giant haystack that is the Amazon jungle. You could spend weeks exploring and still only scratch the surface.


Sallying forth from the Tres Fronteras, many excursions from Leticia venture into Brazil or Peru. While day trips are feasible, more immersive experiences are best organized over three to seven days. Some make for the Río Yavarí, a tightly meandering tributary of the Amazon that marks the border between Peru and Brazil. There are two privately owned natural reserves in the ‘low jungle’ here, the Zacambú and the Palmarí. Both harbor simple lodges where you can organize a potpourri of Amazonian activities, including kayaking, bird- and dolphin-watching, jungle treks and visits to Indigenous communities. Alternatively, head west along the Amazon to the ‘high jungle’ of the Tupana Arü Ü Nature Reserve or PNN Amacayacu, both in Colombia.
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TOP TIP

A yellow-fever vaccination is recommended. Note: it’s mandatory if you’re arriving from Brazil. Malaria is also prevalent. Check with your doctor for the best medications.




Reserva Natural Tupana Arü Ü

This Colombian nature reserve is deep in the rainforest, a 3km hike from the hamlet of La Libertad on the banks of the Amazon, where you’ll be dropped off after an hour’s boat ride from Leticia. You’re in the high forest here, with fantastic opportunities for hikes, bird-watching, canoe trips and glimpses of native culture. Accommodations are simple but comfortable, with activities laid on. You’ll need to book through the experienced outfit Amazon Jungle Trips in Leticia.

Scan this QR code to make a booking.
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A Journey Along the Río Yavarí

JUNGLE LODGES AND NATURE RESERVES

Reserva Natural Zacambú is one of the jungle reserves nearest to Leticia, 70km by boat. Its lodge is on the Río Zacambú, a tributary of the Yavarí, on the Peruvian side. Zacambú sits in a flooded forest that is a habitat for many butterfly species, but is also popular for mosquitoes. Its proximity to Peruvian communities means it’s not best for wildlife, though it’s still easy to see dolphins, piranhas and caimans in the river, and a rich variety of birdlife in the jungle. The lodge and tours are run by Amazon Jungle Trips in Leticia. It’s one of the easier places to access to explore the natural world.

About 35km upriver from Zacambú, Reserva Natural Palmarí sits on the high south (Brazilian) bank of the Yavarí, overlooking a wide bend where pink and gray dolphins gather. It’s the only lodge with access to all three Amazonian ecosystems: terra firme (dry), várzea (semi-flooded) and igapó (flooded). The rustic lodge has helpful guides employed from the community. It has a wide choice of boat and kayaking trips, and the region’s finest walking options. It’s the best spot to see animals such as tapirs, and for the very lucky, jaguars.

JUNGLE TOUR OPERATORS

Colombia Remote Adventures

Tours combine cultural exchanges with Ticuna people and wildlife adventures.

Selvaventura

Leticia office can arrange trips to high-forest and flooded ecosystems in the jungle.

Amazon Jungle Trips

One of Leticia’s most reliable tour companies and owner of two jungle lodges.




PUERTO NARIñO
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The unique Amazonian village of Puerto Nariño, 75km upriver from Leticia, is an inspiring example of human coexistence with nature. In marked contrast to traffic-heavy Leticia, motorized vehicles are banned, rainwater is pooled in cisterns for washing and gardening, and a small water-purification plant eliminates the need for plastic bottles. Electricity comes from a fuel-efficient generator. Every morning, citizen brigades tidy the landscaped sidewalks, and ambitious recycling and organic-waste management programs are second nature. There’s no litter or graffiti, and there’s negligible crime.

Most of Puerto Nariño’s 6000-ish residents are Indigenous Ticuna, Cocoma and Yagua peoples. The experiment in ecological living has made ecotourism an important income source. This tranquil place is a great base to chill with locals, visit beautiful Lago Tarapoto and absorb the Amazon’s biodiverse essence.
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TOP TIP

There are some decent grocery stores, but no banks or ATMs. Credit cards are not accepted anywhere. Bring plenty of cash if you plan to do jungle excursions, as costs add up quickly. There’s weak free wi-fi outside the tourist office.
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WHY I LOVE PUERTO NARIñO
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Brendan Sainsbury, writer

Sometimes it’s the everyday stuff you pick up on when you’re traveling. In Puerto Nariño, I love the wooden houses decorated with Indigenous motifs and the quirky statues with playful themes, such as an extra-terrestrial gorilla, or a pink dolphin being strangled by a phallic snake. The village is famous for its green sheen and, after the noise and chaos of Leticia, it’s refreshing to watch the locals going about their daily business using wheelbarrows rather than cars.

In the evenings, I always gravitate to a restaurant by the river opposite the covered sportsground where I can watch super-skillful five-a-side soccer games while nursing a cold beer.



Exploring a Village With No Cars

A UNIQUE JUNGLE SETTLEMENT

Demarcated by a small grid of sloping, red-bricked walkways, Puerto Nariño is happily bereft of traffic, unless you count its two permissible vehicles – a tractor that collects garbage and an ambulance that buses emergency patients to and from the local hospital.

Most of the village action takes place along the riverfront where a covered sports court hosts nightly soccer and basketball games, and a morning market plies fruit, fish and knickknacks.

The distinctive blue Alcaldía (town hall) has a mini museum with a small display of artifacts from the region’s Indigenous populations. Next to it, you’ll find a helpful tourist information booth (with maps) and, behind it, a water treatment plant where you can refill your bottles with potable water. This is also the village’s wi-fi hot spot (‘warm spot’ might be a more apt term!).

For the best views, walk up the path behind the sports ground past a couple of restaurants and an arty craft shop to the Mirador Nai-pata, a wooden three-story tower with eagle-eye vistas of the town, river and surrounding jungle (‘nai-pata’ means ‘treehouse’ in the Ticuna tongue). A lovely artisan ice-cream shop resides at the base.

Loop back east, past the white church and the random public statues of birds and beasts to reach the Centro de Interpretación Natütama, located across a raised boardwalk. The place has a fascinating museum with nearly 100 life-sized wood carvings of Amazonian flora and fauna and videos showcasing the plight of the pink river dolphin and the manatee.

WHERE TO EAT IN PUERTO NARIñO

Las Margaritas

Colombian buffet meals under a thatched roof in the biggest place in town. Lunch only. $$

Restaurante Los Amazonicos

Looks like someone’s front room, but serves a jolly decent and filling breakfast. $

El Tigrillo

Bright, welcoming hub of pizza and pasta with superb Peruvian dishes for good measure. $$


Environmental Stewardship

Founded as recently as 1961, Puerto Nariño has a strong commitment to environmental protection. It was the first place in Colombia to be named a sustainable tourism town (there are now 27) and people from the 22 local Indigenous communities still practice artisanal fishing and plant crops such as corn, cassava and pineapples on traditional chagras (plots of land).

Much of the communal effort comes from Natütama, a nonprofit foundation founded in 2005 by three women, two of them Colombian. Run by local Indigenous guides, Natütama instructs children in schools, educates people about conservation and the sustainable use of resources, and runs a wildlife monitoring program focusing on protecting turtles, pink dolphins, manatees and pirarucu fish.



Swimming & Fishing in Lago Tarapoto

BOAT TRIPS AND PINK DOLPHINS

Lago Tarapoto, 10km west of Puerto Nariño, is a paradisaical jungle lake fed by the Río Amazonas that’s home to pink dolphins, a tiny population of manatees and massive water lilies. Half-day trips to the lake in a peque-peque (a low-slung wooden boat) from Puerto Nariño are practically de rigueur. It would be remiss to come this far and not partake. Bear in mind that the presence of dolphins is affected by the time of year: opportunities for spotting them are far better in the wet season from January to mid-June.

Swimming is possible in the lake at certain times under the supervision of a guide. The small sardines will bite you (harmlessly), but the resident piranhas won’t be so harmless. You might have better luck hauling one in on a fishing line, though.

The lake is part of a protected wetlands that was declared a Ramsar Site of international importance in 2017. As well as dolphins and manatees, it’s home to giant otters and 136 species of fish, including the pirarucu, the world’s largest freshwater fish. People from the Indigenous Ticoya reservation can be seen fishing in the lake most days.

There are several short trails around the lake where you can stop for a quick walk, including one that leads to a very old and gnarly ceiba tree.

The journey from Puerto Nariño to the lake takes about 30 minutes and proceeds along a narrow channel with thick foliage on either side, eerily reminiscent of a scene from the film Apocalypse Now.

WHERE TO STAY IN PUERTO NARIñO

Hotel Lomas del Paiyü

Tin-roofed 22-room hotel with simple rooms, optional breakfast and tons of rough charm. $

Alto del Águila

Simple out-of-town complex with creaky huts, shared facilities, friendly monkeys and a charismatic owner. $

Waira Selva Hotel

The poshest place in town has wooden shutters, modern bathrooms and its own guests-only restaurant. $$





TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Colombia. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Colombia and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Bogotá’s Aeropuerto Internacional El Dorado is the primary point of entry for most travelers. The airport is located about 15 km from the city center. All international flights, and the majority of domestic flights, land at Terminal 1. Terminal 2 is used for domestic flights of low-cost carriers.
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Entry Requirements

All travelers must complete the Migración Colombia online Check-Mig form from between one and 48 hours before international arrivals and departures.




Visas

Citizens of the United States, most European countries, Israel, Japan, Australia and New Zealand don’t need a visa for stays of up to 90 days.




SIM Cards

Claro has the widest cellular coverage in Colombia, followed by Tigo and Movistar. SIM cards can be purchased at convenience stores, including in the airport’s main terminal.




Transportation

Taxi Imperial is the only authorized cab service at the airport. Otherwise, take TransMilenio’s free green Alimentadora bus No 16-14 to Portal Eldorado bus station.



Public Transportation from Major International Airports to the City Center:
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Ride-Sharing Apps

Ride-hailing apps, such as Uber, Beat, Easy Taxi and Cabify work in major Colombian cities, but they’ve been scrutinized by groups representing traditional taxi services. Uber was briefly banned in Colombia after a high court ruling determined it had violated competition rules, but was back in business after finding a legal loophole that allows its customers to rent a vehicle with a driver. Loaded with added security features, the use of these apps is safer than hailing a taxi on the street, which in the past has been linked to scams, robberies and express kidnappings (see Health & Safe Travel).








Getting Around

Buses are still the cheapest and most common way to move around Colombia, but depending on your budget, low-cost airlines can be cost-effective and help reduce travel times.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
From COP$
180,000/day

Petrol
Approx COP$
2600/liter

EV charging
From COP$
10,000/hour

Bicycle rental
From COP$
45,000/day



Shared Rides

Colectivos are a cheap form of shared transportation in a minivan or a small bus that covers shorter distances within a region. They don’t run to a set timetable; they will depart when all the available seats are full.

Moto-Taxis

Motorcycle taxis are widespread in some cities with limited access to public transportation, but are illegal according to Colombia’s Ministerio de Transporte. If it’s your only option, request a helmet (casco), and settle on a price before you hop on.

Pico y Placa

Larger cities in Colombia have driving restrictions to relieve traffic gridlock in large urban areas. The scheme, known as ‘pico y placa,’ or ‘peak and plate’ in English, limits a vehicle’s operation to certain days and times of the week depending on the last number of its license plate. When renting a car, request a vehicle with a license plate that doesn’t interfere with your plans. Restrictions vary depending on the city. Electric and hybrid vehicles are exempt.


Long-distance Buses

Intercity buses depart and arrive at a terminal de transportes (transportation terminal) with links to local transportation. It’s best to book with a premium bus company that doesn’t make stops along the way, has more legroom, toilets and wi-fi. Outside holidays, reservations are usually not needed.




Road Conditions

Roads are in good condition along major highways, and in cities and tourist zones, but vary wildly elsewhere. Among the many hazards are potholes, stopped traffic, animals and people on the roadways, passing trucks and buses, and motorcycles dodging in and out of traffic. It gets even worse after dark.




Air Travel

The rise in low-cost air carriers, such as Viva Air, Satena, EasyFly, Wingo and Ultra Air, means competitive pricing on domestic flights. Flying reduces travel time, but not the carbon footprint. Weigh your options or fly when it’s the only option, such as to Leticia, La Macarena and Nuquí.
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TIP

When you buy tickets directly at the bus station, fares are sometimes discounted. Ask ‘¿Hay un descuento?’

Scan this QR code to find more tips on getting around Colombia.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limits are 30–50km/h in urban areas, 90km/h on highways, 120km/h on dual-carriage motorways

.04

Blood alcohol limit is 0.04%, one of the strictest in Latin America








Money

CURRENCY: COLOMBIAN PESOS (COP$)
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Credit Cards

Credit cards are widely accepted by hotels, midrange to upper-end restaurants and large commercial shopping centers in major urban centers. If you are asked ‘¿Cuántas cuotas?’ (meaning ‘how many payments?’) answer with ‘una,’ or one. If they accept credit, many small businesses may add a surcharge to cover transaction fees.

ATMs

Cajeros automáticos – found in most cities and towns, but seldom in villages and rural areas – offer better rates than currency exchanges or unscrupulous money changers. Most banks have a maximum cash withdrawal limit of COP$300,000 per transaction, although some, such as Davivienda and Bancolombia, allow double that amount.

Tipping

Hotel porters & room attendants COP$10,000 to COP$15,000

Taxis Not required, but rounding up to the nearest COP$500 or COP$1000 is commonplace

Restaurants 10%. Servers must ask you if they can add the service charge to the bill, but sometimes it’s already there


HOW MUCH FOR…

Bottle of water
COP$2500

Cup of tinto (black coffee)
COP$2000

Chapstick
COP$14,000

Tube of sunscreen
COP$50,000



HOW TO… Get a VAT Refund

All foreign tourists are entitled to VAT refunds for debit- or credit-card purchases on taxed goods totaling more than COP$114,100. To start, request electronic invoices where the transactions are made. Once at the departure point, go to the DIAN customs office or Global Blue’s self-service kiosk before security checkpoints to fill out the refund request form. Have your passport, the products and the electronic invoices available for inspection.


Cash is King

Cash is still the preferred form of payment in Colombia, especially outside major urban centers. However, if you try to pay for a drink in a mom-and-pop shop with a fresh COP$100,000 note from the ATM, you’ll likely hear, ‘¿Tiene más sencillo?’ (Do you have something smaller?) Break your 100s and 50s into smaller denominations at large grocery-store chains, commercial shopping centers or transportation ticket counters, and save the small bills and coins to get close to the exact amount for purchases from street vendors and small businesses.
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LOCAL TIP

When using a credit card at a store or ATM, you’ll likely have the option to be charged in your home currency or Colombian pesos. Choose pesos for a better exchange rate.








Souvenir Guide

There’s so much variety in the types of high-quality souvenirs you can buy in Colombia, from radiant gemstones to traditional Indigenous handicrafts. Here are some of the most-prized treasures to seek out and where you can find them.
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La Chamba Cookware

Artisans from La Chamba village hand-form, polish and fire functional black pottery from clay deposits along the Río Magdalena, about five hours southwest of Bogotá.

Filigree Jewelry

Mompós is known for producing detailed filigree jewelry from fine threads of precious metals, a tradition that fuses Indigenous methods with Arab techniques imported in the colonial era. A large number of artisans have workshops and jewelry stores in the river town.

Emeralds

A series of gem-mining towns on the eastern ridge of the Andes in Boyacá extract the majority of Colombian emeralds. Most end up in Bogotá, which has a dedicated Emerald District in El Centro, at Carrera 6 and between Calles 12 and 13.

Mochilas

Men and women across the country drape themselves with cross-body handbags called mochilas. Those made by the Arhuaco in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta are the most prized, but the colorful versions made by the Wayúu in La Guajira are also in demand.

Hammocks

San Jacinto de Bolívar, two hours by bus from Cartagena, is the center of hammock production for the Zenú. The Wayúu weave larger and more elaborate chinchorros in La Guajira.

Barniz de Pasto

Pasto is known for colorfully designed wood pieces, such as vases, trays and boxes, that are treated with a natural resin from the mopa-mopa tree.

Vueltiao Sombreros

These nationally renowned straw hats originate with the Zenú, who braid together natural and painted reeds from the swamps and marshes in the Caribbean region. The center of trade is Tuchín.


ASSEMBLY OF ARTISANS

Colombia’s largest handicraft fair, Expoartesanías (expoartesanias.com), takes place for two weeks every December at Bogotá’s convention center, Corferias. Around 800 artisans sell everything from jewelry and clothes to home furnishings and toys. The annual event, organized by Artesanías de Colombia (artesaniasdecolombia.com.co), provides resources and training for small businesses, and sells their work at its gift shops in Bogotá and Cartagena.
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FAKE OUT

Here are some ways to determine if a Colombian emerald is real or not.

Color Emeralds range from pale to dark, and from bluish hues to pure green.

Purity Real emeralds have natural vine-like tendrils when observed through a loupe. Bubbles and disks may indicate synthetic material.

Sparkle Real emeralds are not that sparkly nor do they produce rainbow colors when a light is shone through.

Condition If the edges are worn down or the stone is rippled, it’s an imitation.

Price If the price is too good to be true, it’s probably not a natural stone.






Accommodations

Budget Lodgings

As a well-established stop on the backpacker trail, Colombia has tons of hostels with affordable lodgings ranging from basic bunk beds to stylish capsule-style pods equipped with personal lighting, fans, outlets, lockers and privacy screens. Prices, which typically range from COP$30,000 to COP$100,000, often include little extras, like a communal kitchen, pool and free social activities.

Sway in the Breeze

Hammocks are economical and practical for sleeping, particularly on the Caribbean coast, where sea breezes circulate through the netting for a cooling effect. Wayúu rancherías in La Guajira provide basic accommodations for travelers in traditional oversized hammocks, called chinchorros, strung under open-air huts. Prices start at COP$15,000.

Be Our Guest

Hosterías, hospedajes, residencias and posadas typically refer to small family-run inns or guesthouses with bed-and-breakfast style lodging. On the islands of San Andrés, Providencia and Santa Catalina, and in parts of Chocó, locals have converted their homes into posadas nativas, which helps them earn money from the tourism sector, and share their culture and traditions with visitors.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN…

a hostel dorm
COP$50,000

a posada
COP$115,000

a hotel
COP$230,000
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Camp Out

Camping is more commonplace now than it was during Colombia’s civil war. While there are some wilderness areas that are still off-limits, pitching a tent is a popular activity in the Eje Cafetera, Valle de Cocora, and Tayrona or Chingaza national parks. You can even camp on the grounds of a finca, where hot breakfast awaits the next morning.



Rural Resorts

A hotel campestre can be found in the Colombian countryside, sometimes on a coffee finca or a dairy farm. This type of rural lodging can be a peaceful escape from the hustle and bustle of the city, but you have to factor in the cost of transportation with the desire to be off the beaten path.
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Sustainable Stays

From biohotels in the city to treehouse accommodations in the Amazon, eco-hotels are on the rise in Colombia, where the government legislation supports sustainability efforts. The best properties, whether budget or high-end, promote a unique experience for travelers in the middle of nature with the intention to care for the environment and provide income for local communities. It’s often hard to tell whether an eco-hotel’s commitment to sustainability is superficial or serious; however, the Colombian Association for Responsible Tourism (ACOTUR) has a list of sustainable tourism businesses.






Family Travel

Children tend to get special treatment in Colombia, starting with the dedicated line for families at immigration and customs. No matter where the family goes after that, there are tons of kid-centric activities to keep everyone entertained. In addition to museums, parks, shopping malls and restaurants, the country’s diverse natural landscapes hold endless adventures for all ages.


Save on Sights

Most attractions in Colombia offer discounted admission for children under 12, some up to 50% off the regular price. Other museums are free. In Bogotá, there are more than 50 museums and art galleries, and most open to the public for free or at reduced rates on the last Sunday of the month. Be sure to ask tour operators about discounts for kids on excursions, too.

Facilities

• Except in major city shopping centers, bathrooms can be small and cramped for one, let alone a parent and child. Baby-changing stations aren’t standard, and are often rare in men’s restrooms.

• Attitudes about breastfeeding in public are slow to change. Bogotá’s El Dorado airport has added lactation booths throughout the terminal.

• Most restaurants will have at least one high chair available.


Getting Around

Passengers aged under three travel free on many local buses. Discounts are available for children under 12 on domestic flights and long-distance buses. Colombia law dictates that children under 10 may not ride in the front seat of a vehicle.




Little Helper

The mobile app Rappi delivers more than just takeout. Diapers, pain relievers, groceries, clothing and toys all can be delivered on demand, plus you can book travel. It currently works in the cities of Bogotá, Medellín, Cali, Cartagena, Barranquilla and Bucaramanga.




Kid-Friendly Picks

Bogotá’s Ciclovia

Families fill the streets with bikes, scooters or strollers.

San Cipriano

It’s hard to beat a motorcycle-powered rail ride followed by tubing down the river.

Snorkeling in San Andrés

Swimming is more fun with colorful fish and an underwater statue.

Parque Arví

Soar over neighborhoods on Medellín’s Metrocable to this mountain park.

San Gil

Colombia’s adventure-sports capital keeps older kids happy.
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Eating Out

Dining out in Colombia is often a family affair, so there are plenty of restaurants that cater to kids. Andrés Carne de Res, known for its lively atmosphere and traditional Colombian fare, has face painting and crafts, plus a petting zoo and playground at its original location in Chía. Other kid-friendly chains are Crepes & Waffles, El Corral, Frisby and Archy’s. Elsewhere, you can sometimes find a children’s menu, smaller portion sizes, high chairs and, sometimes, activities and games. Keep in mind it can take a long time for food to be served, so always have snacks ready to go.






Health & Safe Travel

Colombia is exponentially safer today than during its darkest days in the 1980s and 1990s when guerrilla warfare and the drug trade dominated international headlines. While problems still exist in remote, off-the-grid locations rarely visited by tourists, your trip should be trouble-free as long as you keep to the main tourist areas covered by Lonely Planet.

Insurance

Insurance is not compulsory for travelers to Colombia, but it’s ideal to have trip insurance to defray the cost of trip interruptions and cancellations, delayed or lost luggage, theft and medical emergencies. On top of any coverage that you have, you are required to purchase mandatory accident insurance, apart from entry fees, into Colombia’s national parks.

Drugs

Don’t use or buy drugs in Colombia, where every single person has been impacted by the drug trade, directly or indirectly. The high demand for cocaine around the globe has enriched and empowered drug cartels and fueled displacement and bloodshed throughout the country. Helping to fund the conflict is not just offensive to most Colombians, it’s also dangerous and illegal.


ATMS

It is safest to withdraw cash from an ATM inside a shopping center or grocery store, especially at night.



SWIM SAFELY
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Green flag Safe to swim
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Yellow flag Caution, stay at water’s edge

[image: jpg]

Red flag Danger, no swimming
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Black flag Closed, poses a health risk
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White with two jellyfish Presence of jellyfish

Solo Travel

Take the same precautions in Colombia that you’d take traveling anywhere. Do your research before you arrive, don’t walk alone in dodgy places, use a ride-sharing app to hail a taxi or have a hotel, restaurant or bar call one for you, and check in frequently with loved ones back home.


‘NO DAR PAPAYA’

The Colombian saying, which translates to ‘don’t give papaya,’ means to avoid giving someone an opportunity to take advantage of you. It sounds like victim blaming, but really it’s a reminder to use your common sense. Keep a low profile and try to blend in, don’t flash your cash, iPhones or valuables, and don’t walk alone at night.




Armed Conflict

When the Colombian government and the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia (FARC), the country’s largest armed group, signed a peace agreement in 2016, it signaled a huge step toward ending the country’s long-standing civil war. However, other armed groups, criminal organizations and local gangs stepped up to fill the power vacuum left by FARC’s absence in remote places where there’s a lack of state presence. According to the Internal Displacement Monitoring Center, hot spots to avoid include the departments of Arauca, Cauca, Valle del Cauca and Putumayo. In Arauca, violence and displacement are the result of a broken truce between the ELN and FARC, who are engaged in armed combat. Civilians and social activists have been caught in the crossfire.

Crime

Bogotá, Cali, Medellin, Cartagena and Barranquilla have the highest incidence of violent death, while Leticia, Mitú, Mocoa, Puerto Carreño, San Andrés, Tunja and Yopal have the lowest incidence. That said, the most common type of crimes committed against foreigners are muggings and petty theft, such as purse snatching.

Spiked Food & Drinks

In Colombia, approximately 50,000 people each year are robbed after being drugged with scopolamine – also known as burundanga or ‘the devil’s breath.’ Criminals target their victims in nightclubs, bars and restaurants, and via dating apps. Once administered, the drug renders a person compliant or unconscious so the thief and accomplices have time to take cash, phones, laptops or other valuables.


VACCINATIONS

Vaccinations are not required to enter Colombia, but it’s recommended to be current with COVID-19, measles, rubella, hepatitis A, typhoid and yellow fever. The latter must be administered at least 10 days before traveling to low-lying tropical zones – airlines and national parks will ask for proof. Bogotá’s El Dorado Airport has a clinic with free yellow-fever vaccinations on the 2nd floor.




STASH THE CASH

Keep some money hidden on your body and put some decoy bills in your wallet or purse. If you’re mugged, don’t resist. Take only the cash you need and a copy of your passport when you go out at night, leaving everything else locked in your room’s safe.



Taxis

The vast majority of taxis are legit, but unscrupulous criminals have used fake taxis to commit scams, robberies, rapes and ‘express kidnappings.’ In Bogotá, never hail a taxi on the street. Always have a hotel or restaurant call one for you. In major cities, Uber, Cabify, Beat and other ride-hailing apps work well, and they come with added security features.
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ALTITUDE SICKNESS

Bogotá is the fourth-highest capital in the world. With three mountain ranges that reach even higher, travelers to Colombia are at risk for altitude sickness, caused by low oxygen levels at elevations higher than 2400m above sea level. Mild symptoms, such as fatigue and headaches, resolve on their own within a couple days. Counteract soroche, or altitude sickness, by avoiding heavy exercise, drinking plenty of fluids, except alcohol, and taking over-the-counter medication to relieve symptoms. For more severe symptoms, descend to a lower altitude and seek medical help.

Bogotá 2600m

Los Nevados National Park 3903m

El Cocuy National Park 4500m


Dangerous Creatures

As one of the most diverse places on earth, Colombia has its share of fearsome animals. While a deadly encounter is rare, there’s always a chance your paths may cross, especially during forays into the wild. Watch where you put your hands while scrambling over trees and boulders, shake out hammocks before getting in them, and at night, place your shoes upside down or stretch a sock over the opening. In the morning, shake out clothes and shoes before putting them on.
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Mosquitoes

The best way to avoid Colombia’s mosquito-borne illnesses, such as dengue fever, yellow fever, malaria, chikungunya and zika, is to avoid getting bitten in the first place. Wear long sleeves and pants, apply insect repellent with at least 20% picaridin or 30% DEET and sleep under mosquito nets that can tuck into a mattress.

Ayahuasca

Ayahuasca, known as yagé in Colombia, is a sacred psychedelic brew used for spiritual-cleansing ceremonies among some Indigenous cultures. The drug induces vomiting and hallucinations, and, in some cases, has led to serious illness, injury, assault and deaths of tourists. These ceremonies, which are not regulated, often take place in remote areas lacking access to local authorities or emergency services.


Frog
This tiny golden poison-dart frog has enough poison in its skin to kill up to 20 humans by touch alone.
Where: Chocó (Pacific coast)

Snake
The fer-de-lance, sometimes called equis, causes 60% to 70% of snake bites in areas they live. Severe health conditions, including necrosis, can lead to amputation.
Where: elevations up to 2600m, Antioquia and Chocó

Scorpion
The venom of Centruroides noxius and c suffusus can cause muscle damage, paralysis or heart failure if left untreated.
Where: everywhere, usually outside major cities

Spider
The neurotoxin in banana-spider venom has 20 times more potency than that of a black widow, which you can also find in Colombia.
Where: Chocó, Amazon, Orinoquía

Ant
The massive bullet ant has a painful sting that feels similar to being shot.
Where: Amazon, Chocó




HOW TO… Visit the Coffee Regions

Colombia’s coffee-growing territory stretches along three cordilleras of the Andes in eight distinct zones, all with their own unique growing conditions. The Coffee Axis, or ‘Eje Cafetero,’ is the most renowned destination if you want to be immersed in the cultural heritage of the cultivation of arabica beans. But no matter where you go in Colombia, you’re not far from a coffee farm or two. Here is a step-by-step guide for planning a visit.
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When to Visit

While you can visit coffee farms all year long, there’s more action during the harvest season. The main crop is picked between October and January. A smaller harvest, called a mitaca, occurs April toJune. During these times, you’ll come across numerous harvest festivals and fairs, some of which include a desfile de yipao – a parade of brightly decorated jeeps loaded down and piled high with burlap coffee sacks, plantains and all kinds of household goods. One is held in Calarcá in late June and another in Armenia mid-October.

Choose a Region Based on Your Flavor Profile

Do you like coffee full-bodied with deeper notes? Go for destinations at lower altitudes with higher temperatures, such as Minca in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta or Barichara in the department of Santander. In Antioquía, around Jardín, and the Eje Cafetero, the coffee is more mellow and well-rounded with a nutty or chocolatey flavor. If you want more complexity with stronger acidity and an intense aroma, head to the departments of Nariño, Cauca and Huila, collectively known as the ‘new coffee triangle.’ This area produces a third of all the coffee grown in Colombia, including specialty coffees, but it’s better known to travelers as home to the San Agustín Archaeological Park and the Tatacoa Desert.

Select a Coffee Finca

Head to one of the many coffee farms to inhale the aroma of fresh coffee cherries before they are dried and roasted. During a tour, you will learn about the process of growing and harvesting coffee before savoring some of the best single-origin coffees on offer. Many fincas even have accommodations for those who want to wake up and smell the coffee.


COFFEE CULTURE

Asking for a cup of coffee in Colombia is like walking into a Starbucks to order your first-ever coffee. Here are some terms that will help you order like a pro.

Tinto or tintico A simple black coffee traditionally made with low-quality beans that didn’t make the cut for international export.

Perico Half coffee and half milk, although, depending on the setting, it’s also a type of parrot and a slang word for cocaine.

Pintadito A cup of black coffee with a splash of milk.

Carajillo A cup of coffee with a dash of liquor, such as aguardiente or rum.

Scan this QR code to visit Colombia’s tourism board website:
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Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travelers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Volunteering

There are lots of ways in which you can make a positive impact in the local communities you visit in Colombia. International websites such as World Packers (worldpackers.com) and WWOOF (wwoof.net) maintain lists of volunteer opportunities. Volunteers in Colombia (volunteersincolombia.com) helps to match international volunteers with projects, while also working in the country to advance gender equality and reduce hunger. Other notable organizations include Chilean-based Techo (techo.org), which builds houses for those affected by natural disasters or extreme poverty; Goals for Peace (golesporlapaz.org) in Bucaramanga aims to help at-risk youth; and Proyecto Florecer (proyectoflorecer.org) helps vulnerable women in Medellín to break the cycle of poverty.

Sleep Sustainably

From the water-treatment facility in the basement to its green roof and vertical gardens with organic produce in between, Biohotel Organic Suites (biohotelcolombia.com) is a breath of fresh air in Bogotá’s concrete jungle.
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Dive into the Seaflower Biosphere Reserve

Practice your underwater coral-planting skills while scuba diving in San Andrés ‘Sea of 7 Colors.’ Colombia’s coral reefs are threatened by climate change and mass tourism, but organizations such as Blue Indigo Foundation (blueindigofoundation.com) and Corales de Paz (coralesdepaz.org) are taking steps to recover what’s been lost. Book a two-tank dive experience with Paradis de Colors (paradisdecolors.co), an agency specializing in low-impact tourism.


Ecotours Boquilla (ecotoursboquilla.com) trains traditional fishers to guide visitors through Cartagena’s coastal mangroves.




Restaurant Berracas de la 13 (facebook.com/berracas13) employs women affected by violence in Medellín’s Comuna 13.



Help baby turtles find their way to the ocean with Tortugas del Pacífico, a grass-roots organization that helps to protect turtle eggs and organizes ‘turtle liberations’ in Bahía Solano. Scan this QR code to learn more.
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The Global Sustainability Index ranks Colombia in 21st place worldwide. The country has produced a road map to achieve carbon neutrality by 2050 with a focus on tackling deforestation, increasing energy efficiency and creating sources of renewable energy.



Paddle for Peace

Drift through a narrow canyon along the Río Pato with former FARC combatants, who put down arms and picked up paddles as the path to social reintegration. A three-day tour with Impulse Travel (impulsetravel.co) supports the peace-building process.

Growth Potential

A tree-planting ritual at Donde Juan B (valledelcocora.com.co) helps draw attention to the plight of Valle de Cocora’s famed wax palms – the tallest palms in the world – which are threatened by deforestation and climate change.


Bogotá’s 550km of protected bike lanes eliminate 22,000 metric tons of CO2 each year, while helping to improve air quality, reduce congestion, promote active lifestyles and serve as a model for other cities.




Take a free walking tour of Bogotá’s street art with Capital Graffiti Tours (capitalgraffititours.com). Tips help fund new projects that will create a positive impact on underrepresented communities.
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RESOURCES

tourismcares.org
Unique and hands-on cultural experiences for travelers in Colombia
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parquesnacionales.gov.co
Information about national parks and protected areas
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conservation.org.co
One of Colombia’s most influential environmental advocacy groups
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Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

DESAYUNO (breakfast, 8–10am): Arepas, soups, or tamales plus a hot drink.

ALMUERZO (lunch, noon): Order the comida corriente – a set lunch menu with juice, soup and a meat dish with a side and dessert.

MERIENDA (snack, 5pm): Similar to afternoon tea; usually bread and cheese with hot chocolate or coffee.

CENA (dinner, 7–10pm): Something light or skipped altogether.



Where to Eat

Parilla A restaurant that specializes in asado – grilled meats – particularly steak.

Corrientazo An economical lunch establishment with a set menu designed for working professionals in nearby businesses.

Cocina casera A small eatery or informal kiosk with home-style cooking.

Comedores An open kitchen with a few stools for a quick bite, usually found in a busy market.

Cafetería A traditional establishment where the locals sit and talk over a tinto.

Panadería A bakery selling bread, cookies and pastries.

[image: jpg]

Andyd/Getty Images ©


MENU DECODER

A la plancha pan-fried

A la parilla grilled

Al ajillo with garlic

Al horno baked or roasted

Al vapor steamed

Amargo bitter

Asado roasted

Carne meat, usually beef

Cerdo pork

Cerveza beer

Cremoso creamy

Cubiertos cutlery

Desmechada shredded

Dulce sweet

Entrada starter or appetizer

Frito fried

Fuertes mains

Galleta cookie

Guarnición side dish

Guisado stewed or braised

Helado ice cream

Hogao creole sauce made with tomatoes

La cuenta the bill

Maduros ripe plantains

Mariscos shellfish

Onces snacks

Patacones unripe fried plantains

Pescado fish

Pericos scrambled eggs with onion and tomato

Picante spicy

Pollo chicken

Postre dessert

Relleno stuffed

Res beef

Salado salty

Sazón seasoning

Ternero veal

Tinto watered-down black coffee with sugar



HOW TO… Cure a Hangover, Colombian-style

Colombia is known for its vibrant nightlife that gets started late and rages until the wee hours. If you decide to rumbear, meaning ‘to go out,’ you’ll need to know how to stave off the hangover – called a guayabo (literally, ‘guava tree’). Before your head hits the pillow, follow the night crowd to a caldo parado (soup stop), sometimes spelled ‘parao.’ It’s a greasy spoon, usually open 24 hours, that churns out bowl after bowl of caldo de costilla, a short-rib soup studded with potatoes, onions and cilantro that simmers for hours. Those who swear by its curative powers call it levantamuertos because it can raise the dead. Despite the exaggerated claim, the fatty liquid helps replenish minerals in your body that were lost during your epic night out.


HOW MUCH FOR…

Arepa
COP$5000

Bandeja paisa
COP$20,000

Pint of beer
COP$15,000

Empanada
COP$2000–5000

Dinner at Colombia’s only Michelin-star restaurant, El Cielo
COP$643,000

Ice cream
COP$5–10

Corrientazo (set lunch menu)
COP$15,000



HOW TO… Order an Arepa

Arepas are flat circular corn cakes that are as integral to the Colombian diet as baguettes are to the French. They are served with every meal, or sometimes as the main dish. They can be yellow or white, thick and soft or thin and crispy, sweet or savory. The type you eat depends on the kind of corn used to make them and what’s mixed in the batter. The most basic version has three ingredients – corn flour called masarepa, water and salt – formed into round balls of dough that are flattened, then fried, grilled or baked. In all, there are more than 40 types of arepas.
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Kernel of Truth

Colombia and Venezuela both claim to be the culinary birthplace of the arepa, but the truth has no geopolitical boundaries. Corn has been a key ingredient in the region for more than 3000 years.



Arepa blanca: made with pre-cooked white-corn flour called masarepa blanca

Arepa de maiz: made with pre-cooked yellow-corn flour called masarepa amarilla

Arepa de queso: has cheese in the dough

Arepa de choclo: made with ground sweet corn; sometimes filled with cheese

Arepa de huevo: fried yellow-corn arepa with egg inside (typical of the Caribbean coast)

Arepa rellena: cut in half and stuffed with fillings, like a sandwich

Arepa Santandereana: crunchy Santander-region arepa that combines yellow corn, chicharron (pork belly) and cassava or yucca flour


The Juicy Details About Colombian Fruit

You may have heard of passion fruit, but what about arazá, lulo and gulupa? Colombia is a bountiful paradise, especially when it comes to fruit. There are so many different kinds that you could try a different one every day for a year and never repeat. In the passion-fruit family alone, there are more than 170 varieties.

Your first taste of some of these flavorful fruits will be in the freshly squeezed juices offered at nearly every meal in Colombia. In the Caribbean region, jugo de corozo is made from the deep red fruit of a palm that grows on the coast. In the Amazon, you may come across arazá, made from a sour golden-yellow fruit in the guava family that grows deep in the rainforest. And in Cali, the lulada is a popular drink made with lulo, a tangy, citrus-like fruit from the Andes.

More varieties from around the country can be found at a local market, especially in the larger cities. Bogotá’s Plaza de Mercado de Paloquemao has an immense selection of fruits that are ripe for the picking. Some of the fruits that taste the best raw include zapote, a sweet fruit with a fibrous texture similar to a mango; feijoa, an egg-shaped green fruit with a soft off-white center; and guanabana, a large prehistoric-looking green fruit covered with spikes.

It can be overwhelming to know what to try unless you enlist some help. A local food tour can help you discover a few new favorites.








LGBTIQ+ Travelers

In 2021, Colombia ranked 14th on the Spartacus Gay Travel Index of LGBTIQ+ friendly countries. Laws support same-sex marriage, adoption and freedom from discrimination, but homophobia is still a problem. Bogotá, Medellín and Cartagena are the most welcoming places, but keep public displays of affection under wraps and exercise caution outside the cities’ tourist zones.


Gay-friendly Districts

Bogotá’s Chapinero neighborhood has so many LGBTIQ+ establishments, it is often called ‘Chapigay.’ Most of the bars and clubs are around Carrera 9 between Calles 58 and 63. In Medellín, the city’s top gay bars are in El Poblado, where most foreigners stay. Cartagena may be the queen of the Caribbean coast, but it’s a drag trying to find dedicated LGBTIQ+ bars. There are a few in the Old Town and Getsemaní. Guía Gay Colombia has detailed listings of venues in major cities. Scan this QR code for the list.
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VOLUNTEERING & SAFE NETWORKS

La Mesa LGBT de Bogotá (facebook.com/mesalgbti) is a coalition of LGBTIQ+ organizations and activists that coordinate Bogotá’s Orgullo Gay each year. Colombia Diversa (colombiadiversa.org) and Red Somos (redsomos.org) both have a variety of programs and services. Reach out to them online to learn more about volunteering opportunities.




TOURS

Bogotá-based Chic Tours (chictours.com.co/servicios/lgbti) organizes trips in Colombia for the LGBTIQ+ traveler. US-born Sam Castaneda Holdren moved to Medellín, where he founded Out in Colombia (outincolombia.com), a tour agency providing custom and packaged tours showcasing Colombia’s queer culture.



Show Your Pride

A kaleidoscope of color fills the streets of Bogotá for Colombia’s largest Pride event, Orgullo Gay, held the end of June or early July. The Sunday parade attracts well over 70,000 participants. Medellín’s Antioquia Viva Diversa showcases diversity with cultural events throughout June, culminating with the Pride parade. In early August, Cartagena’s official Pride Festival coincides with a circuit-style dance festival called Rumours.

CARIBBEAN QUEEN

Anything goes at Barranquilla’s Carnaval celebrations, which includes the crowning of the Gay Queen and King, plus the popular Gay Guacherna parade, held the week prior to the city’s main celebration. During the Gay Guacherna, people of all genders and sexual orientations dance and celebrate together to promote acceptance and tolerance. The pre-Carnaval staple was one of the first LGBTIQ+ events in the country more than 40 years ago.


Hit the Club

Dance the night away at Theatron (portaltheatron.co), located in Bogotá’s Chapinero neighborhood. This inclusive venue has themed rooms, including Eva for ladies only, and dance floors with different musical styles.








Accessible Travel

From busted up sidewalks to buildings without ramps or elevators, Colombia is not easily accessible for travelers with mobility issues. Medellín is probably the most accommodating, followed by Bogotá, Bucaramanga and Cali. Despite your best efforts to avoid pitfalls, you’re bound to have a few frustrations.


Accessible Beaches

Playa Azul in Cartagena’s La Boquilla is one of eight Blue Flag–certified beaches in Colombia, meeting criteria for cleanliness, environmental management and accessibility. Scan this QR code to find others.
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Airports

Many airports have special services and facilities to assist passengers with disabilities. Servicios Aeroportuarios Integrados at Bogotá’s El Dorado airport has wheelchairs and an app to help passengers through the airport.




Accommodations

Many chain hotels with newer facilities will have wheelchair-accessible rooms with roll-in showers and balconies. Inquire directly with the property to make sure they can guarantee your room request.



TRAVEL SMART

Centro de Turismo Inteligente (bureaumedellin.com) in Medellín’s Parques del Río is a smart information center. It’s adapted for people with reduced mobility and short stature, and has tactile maps for vision-impaired people.

Under the Sea

Take an adapted scuba-diving course in Cartagena with Diving Planet (divingplanet.org), which has helped more than 300 people with some type of physical disability – many victims of left-over explosives from Colombia’s civil war.

Barrier-free Tour

Not only does Medellín Galería Tour (medellingaleria.com) offer a barrier-free tour in the heart of Medellín at night, the company also employs people with reduced mobility to lead the way.


RESOURCES

Club Viajero Colombia (facebook.com/clubviajerocolombia) helps create accessible and inclusive tours, and educates Colombian destinations through consultancy and training in sign language, braille and accessibility.

Green Travel DMC (greentraveldmc.com), a Bogotá-based tour agency, can arrange accessible tours and transportation for wheelchair users.

Medellín Convention & Visitors Bureau (medellin.travel/turismo-accesible-e-incluyente) maintains a list of accessible tours and tourist destinations in the city.



Transportation

Bogotá’s TransMilenio buses and Medellín’s metro have accessible vehicles and stations with ramps, but there’s often a gap between the platform and the entry doors. A portable ramp is recommended. Order wheelchair-accessible taxis in advance from Taxis Libres (taxislibres.com.co).


San Felipe Birding (sanfelipebirding.com), about 30 minutes outside Cali, offers South America’s first bird-listening route designed for vision-impaired visitors. Guides use descriptive vocabulary while a specialized app plays short audio clips of the area’s most frequently heard species.




ALTERNATIVE AMAZON

Tourism in the Colombian Amazon mostly centers around Leticia, but there are other emerging destinations to visit in the world’s largest rainforest.

The Andes meets the Amazon around Putumayo’s capital Mocoa, home to the Fin del Mundo hike. A bus from Pasto or San Agustín will get you there.

Ancient rock paintings and kayak tours in the Laguna Negra draw visitors to San José del Guaviare, seven hours by bus from Bogotá.

Reachable only by plane from Bogotá or Villavicencio, Inírida is the jumping-off point for a boat journey to the sacred Cerros de Mavecure (Mavecure Hills).



HOW TO… Travel Responsibly in the Amazon

Only 10% of the Amazon rainforest is in Colombia, but it’s more than a third of the country’s total territory. Climate change and deforestation are huge challenges, but ecotourism plays an important role in protecting the region. Below are ways to help make your trip as sustainable as possible.
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Travel in the Off-season

The Amazon has two seasons: wet and really wet. The tail end of the dry season, June to November, is considered off-peak. From September, it’s easier to find last-minute lodgings, and prices tend to be lower. Traveling during this time helps reduce the strain on infrastructure, and also provides important income for the local economies that depend on tourism.

Choose Eco-conscious Accommodations

Sustainable ecolodges come at all price points. In the Amazon, the ones that get it right are small-scale projects that have a symbiotic relationship with the host community, have little environmental impact, and foster a deeper connection to nature and its creatures. Look for places that are built with locally sourced building materials, capture rainwater, provide meals with ingredients grown on the property and skip air-conditioning – a huge carbon emitter.

Support Community-based Tourism

Whether it’s basket weaving, taking part in a traditional dance or learning about medicinal plants with a local healer, cultural interactions can be some of the most rewarding experiences you’ll have in the Amazon. Spending money directly with Indigenous villages helps decrease the dependence on mining, logging and other threats.

Take Part in Ethical Animal Encounters

Steer clear of tours that guarantee animal interaction and focus on activities that don’t involve physical contact with captive animals. A lot of effort has been made toward helping communities shift from animal trafficking to conservation. Visit the village of Mocagua, which runs a rescue and rehabilitation center for animals captured for the illegal pet trade called the Fundación Maikúchiga, or take a sunset boat tour from Puerto Nariño to seek out pink river dolphins.






Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 9am–4pm Monday to Friday; often closed for lunch 11:30am–2pm. Some branches open 9am–noon Saturday.

Bars Open around 6pm–midnight during the week. Some may have extended weekend hours until 3am or 4am.

Cafes 8am–10pm

Nightclubs 9pm until very late Thursday to Saturday

Restaurants Breakfast from 8am, lunch from noon, dinner to 9pm or 10pm

Shops 9am–5pm Monday to Friday, 9am–noon or 5pm Saturday; some shops close for lunch

Weight & Measures

Colombia uses the International System of Units (SI). Distances are measured in centimeters, etc; mass in kilograms and temperatures in Celsius (°C). But you may encounter pounds and gallons with certain products imported from countries using the Imperial System, such as meats, sold by the pound (libra), and gasoline, measured in gallons (galones).


Smoking

Smoking is prohibited on public transportation, and in enclosed spaces: bars, restaurants and workplaces.

Water

Tap water is safe to drink in cities, but not in small towns and rural areas.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
GMT-5

Country Code
57

Emergency Number
123

Population
51,520,000



Electricity 110V/60Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

When the dates marked with an asterisk do not fall on a Monday, the holiday is moved to the following Monday to make a three-day weekend.


Año Nuevo (New Year’s Day) January 1

Los Reyes Magos (Epiphany) January 6*

Pascuas (Easter) Thursday to Monday in March or April

Día del Trabajo (Labor Day) May 1

Corpus Christi May/June*

Día de la Independencia (Independence Day) July 20

La Asunción de Nuestra Señora (Assumption) August 15*

Día de la Raza (Discovery of America) October 12*

Todos los Santos (All Saints’ Day) November 1*

Inmaculada Concepción (Immaculate Conception) December 8

Navidad (Christmas) December 25






Language

Spanish is the national language of Colombia, and knowing some very basic phrases is not only courteous but also essential, particularly when navigating through rural areas. That said, a long history of North American tourists has made English the country’s unofficial second language.


Basics

Hello. Hola. o·la

Goodbye. Adiós. a·dyos

Yes. Sí. see

No. No. No

Please. Por favor. por fa·vor

Thank you. Gracias. gra·syas

Excuse me. Con permiso. kon per·mee·so

Sorry. Perdón. per·don

What’s your name? ¿Cómo se llama usted? ko·mo se ya·ma oo·ste

My name is … Me llamo … me ya·mo …

Do you speak English? ¿Habla inglés? a·bla een·gles

I don’t understand. Yo no entiendo. yo no en·tyen·do

Directions

Where’s …?

¿Adónde está …? a·don·de es·ta …

What’s the address?

¿Cuál es la dirección? kwal es la dee·rek·syon

Could you please write it down?

¿Podría escribirlo? po·dree·a es·kree·beer·lo

Can you show me (on the map)?

¿Me puede mostrar (en el mapa)? me pwe·de mo·strar (en el ma·pa)

Signs

Abierto Open

Cerrado Closed

Entrada Entrance

Salida Exit

Servicios/Baños Toilets

Time

What time is it? ¿Qué hora es? ke o·ra es

It’s (10) o’clock. Son (las diez). son (las dyes)

It’s half past (one). Es (la una) y media. es (la oo·na) ee me·dya

morning mañana. ma·nya·na

afternoon tarde. tar·de

evening noche. no·che

yesterday ayer. a·yer

today hoy. oy

tomorrow mañana. ma·nya·na

Emergencies

Help! ¡Ayúdame! ah·yoo·dah·meh

Go away! ¡Váyase! va·ya·se

I’m ill. Estoy enfermo/a. es·toy en.fer.mo/a

I’m lost. Estoy perdido/a. per·dee·do/a (m/f)

Call …! ¡Llame a …! ya·me a …

a doctor un doctor. oon dok·tor

the police la policía. la po·lee·see·a

Eating & Drinking

Can I see the menu, please? ¿Puedo ver la carta, por favor? pwe·do ver el car·ta, por fa·vor

What would you recommend?

¿Qué me recomienda? ke me re·ko·myen·da

Cheers! ¡Salud! sa·lood

That was delicious.

¡Estuvo delicioso! es·too·vo de·lee·syo·so

The bill, please. La cuenta, por favor. la kwen·ta por fa·vor


NUMBERS

1

uno oo·no

2

dos dos

3

tres tres

4

cuatro kwa·tro

5

cinco seen·ko

6

seis seys

7

siete sye·te

8

ocho o·cho

9

nueve nwe·ve

10

diez dyes




Donations to English

Numerous – you may recognise armada, aficionado, embargo, fiesta, machismo, patio, plaza …



Distinctive sounds

Note that kh is a throaty sound (like the ‘ch’ in the Scottish loch), v and b are like a soft English ‘v’ (between a ‘v’ and a ‘b’), and r is strongly rolled.

To Lisp or Not to Lisp

If you’re familiar with the sound of Castilian Spanish, you’ll notice Latin Americans don’t ‘lisp’ – ie the Castilian th is pronounced as s in Colombia and elsewhere in Latin America.

False friends

Warning: some Spanish words look like English words but have a different meaning altogether! For example, suburbio is ‘slum district’ (not ‘suburb’, which is barrio).


Where the @!*# is it?

Spanish-language and English-language keyboard layouts differ because the two alphabets aren’t quite the same. This shouldn’t generally be a problem, but for one pesky – all too useful in the age of email – key. The @ (‘at’) symbol – in Spanish this symbol is called la arroba (la a·ro·ba) – isn’t necessarily labeled on keyboards or may not be accessed by simply pressing the keys you’re used to. Try the F2 key, use an ALT code – or ask for help:

Where’s the @ key? ¿Dónde está la arroba? (don·de es·ta la a·ro·ba)

Regional variations

There are some variations in spoken Spanish across Latin America, the most notable being the pronunciation of the letters ll and y – depending on where you are on the continent, you’ll hear them pronounced like the ‘y’ in ‘yes’, the ‘lli’ in ‘million’, the ‘s’ in ‘measure’ or the ‘sh’ in ‘shut’, and in Colombia you’ll also hear them pronounced like the ‘dg’ in ‘judge’.



SPANISH AROUND THE WORLD

Though it’s a distinct variety of Spanish, Colombian does share many similarities with its Latin American siblings, which set it apart from the mother language, Castilian Spanish. Colombian Spanish was influenced by the southern Spanish dialect of Andalucia, from where the first Spanish conquistadors sailed to the New World.
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THE COLOMBIA

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Colombia life




A History of Colombia in 15 Places

Colombia is a constantly evolving entity taking on different names and forms

Brendan Sainsbury

Meet the Colombians

Celebrate life with one of the world’s most festive people. And don’t be surprised if you’re dragged onto the dance floor

Manuel Rueda

Colombia on FIlm: Beyond Stereotypes

Narratives about Colombia are changing and its movie industry is flourishing

Manuel Rueda

Colombia’s Ciclovias: Opening Up the Streets to Cyclists

Every Sunday, Colombia’s cities let cyclists rule the roads

Brendan Sainsbury

Vallenato: The Legendary Musical Genre With a Story to Tell

One of the most emblematic musical genres of Colombia

Laura Watilo Blake
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A HISTORY OF COLOMBIA IN
15 PLACES

From Bolívar to Escobar. From New Granada to the United States of Colombia. From violence and terrorism to magic realism. The country we now know as Colombia is a constantly evolving entity taking on different names, forms and jurisdictions amid the ebb and flow of history.


TO AN OUTSIDER leafing casually through the headlines, Colombia’s history can read like a tale of perpetual war and bloodshed. Whether it’s the cruelty of the colonial conquests, the battles with Spain for independence, the simmering 20th-century war between FARC (Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia) guerrillas and paramilitaries, or the narco chaos of the 1980s and ’90s, the country has had an unhealthy attraction to violence.

Historically, part of the problem has been defining what Colombia actually is. Over time, the goalposts have shifted regularly and radically. Indigenous people sketched informal tribal boundaries. The Spanish organized their newly acquired territories into kingdoms and viceroyalties that included parts of present-day Venezuela, Ecuador, Panama and Peru. Independent Colombia experimented briefly with Bolívar’s dream of a ‘gran’ (great) South American nation to rival the United States. The country in its current form wasn’t solidified until 1903 with the secession of Panama, but internal flare-ups over governance, political ideology and resource control raged for decades.

If you’re a modern visitor, you’re in luck. Things have changed dramatically in recent years, and while Colombia today still has its problems, it is, arguably, the safest it’s been in its history.

1. San Agustín

HAUNTING MEGALITHIC SCULPTURES

Remarkably little is known about San Agustín, one of Colombia’s oldest pre-Columbian cultures, even though its denizens left behind over 500 stone statues spread across an area of 50 sq km. Comprising the largest necropolis in South America, the elaborately carved monuments depict both human and animal-like countenances and are thought to date from between 100CE and 900CE when the civilization was at its zenith. Soon after, the site was temporarily vacated before being resettled by a less-sophisticated Indigenous culture until around 1350. Deserted by the time the conquistadores arrived, the statues were rediscovered by a Spanish monk in the 1750s.

2. Ciudad Perdida

REMNANTS OF INDIGENOUS CULTURE

Ciudad Perdida, the Tayrona jungle city in the Sierra Nevada, put down roots in around 700CE, but reached its peak between the 11th and 14th centuries. The Tayrona civilization was the first advanced Indigenous culture that the Spaniards encountered in the Americas, and it was here the conquerors first became infatuated by the local gold. As Spanish oppression increased, the Tayrona put up a brave and fierce defense but were almost totally wiped out by the end of the 16th century. Wracked by war and disease, exhausted survivors abandoned their homes and fled higher into the mountains. Once-great cities like Ciudad Perdida were gradually reclaimed by the jungle.

3. Santa Marta

SPAIN’S COLONIAL LAUNCHPAD

Early Spanish explorers founded several short-lived colonies along Colombia’s Caribbean coast, but it was not until 1525 that Rodrigo de Bastidas laid the first stones of Santa Marta, the earliest surviving European settlement in mainland South America. Bastidas purposely chose the coastal location as a base for sorties south in search of the bountiful gold said to reside with the Indigenous Tayrona. Santa Marta was also an early doorway to the swamps and mountains of the interior. It was from here that Jiménez de Quesada set off in 1536 on his explorative march up the Magdalena Valley to found Bogotá two years later.
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4. Castillo de San Felipe de Barajas

CARTAGENA’S UNBREACHABLE BASTION

Cartagena was founded in 1533 by Pedro de Heredia on the site of the Carib settlement of Calamari. Within a short time, the town became the Caribbean coast’s main Spanish port. As the primary storehouse for treasure plundered from the locals and shipped to Spain, the town became a tempting target for buccaneers. To protect it, the colonizers constructed a defensive network of forts crowned by the Castillo de San Felipe de Barajas (started in 1657), the greatest fortress built by the Spaniards in any of their colonies. It still stands sentinel over Cartagena’s magnificent Unesco-listed cityscape.

5. Plazoleta del Chorro de Quevedo

SOWING THE SEEDS OF A CAPITAL

The central fountain in this city square marks the spot where Bogotá may have been founded by Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada in August 1538. A rival theory claims it was Plaza de Bolívar but, with no surviving documentation, it’s impossible to verify. We do know a Spanish friar named Domingo de las Casas was present that day and read an inaugural mass in a hastily constructed mud-and-straw chapel before naming the new settlement Nuestra Señora de la Esperanza. The name was changed to Santa Fe the following year, and later ‘Bogotá,’ after the region’s old Indigenous moniker.

6. Laguna de Guatavita

FOOL’S GOLD

From the moment of their arrival in 1499, tales of gold overwhelmed the conquistadores. Stories and occasional glimpses of gold artifacts gave birth to the myth of El Dorado, which told of a mysterious jungle kingdom abundant in the precious metal and, in some versions, surrounded by mountains of gold and emeralds. The legend was strongly linked with the Muisca people and the famous Laguna de Guatavita near Bogotá. Starting in the 1550s, the Spanish made numerous efforts to dig up the supposed wealth, including an abortive attempt to drain the lake. Little of value was ever found.

7. Mompós

COLOMBIA’S ERSTWHILE TRADE NEXUS

Founded in 1540 by Alonso de Heredia on the eastern branch of the Río Magdalena, Mompós was an important trading center and active port through which all merchandise from Cartagena passed to the colony’s interior via the Magdalena. The town flourished for a time, minting the colony’s coins, and earning renown for its goldsmiths. In 1810, Mompós became the first Colombian town to declare independence from the Spanish Empire and, during the ensuing Independence War, it evolved into an important military town. Simón Bolívar visited eight times from 1812–30. His exploits are immortalized in Gabriel García Márquez’ novel The General in his Labyrinth.

8. Museo de la Independencia – Casa del Florero

THE SPARK THAT LIT THE FUSE

In the wake of Napoleon’s Spanish victories, a group of Creole administrators called by this colonial house on the corner of Plaza de Bolívar in July 1810 and demanded to borrow a vase (florero) from its Spanish owner, José Llorente. Llorente refused, which led to a fistfight, a shattered vase and discord among Colombia’s increasingly divided New World–Old World populations. This domestic spat poured salt on the wounds of numerous festering Creole grievances (taxes, trade issues and power disputes) and ultimately spurred a country-wide rebellion that culminated in Colombia declaring independence from Spain on July 20, 1810.

9. Casa del Primer Congreso de las Provincias Unidas

THE INDEPENDENCE EXPERIMENT

On October 4, 1812, legislators met in Villa de Leyva to install the First Congress of the short-lived United Provinces of New Granada and elect its first president, Camilo Torres Tenorio. Despite cautious optimism, the nascent republic was quickly wracked with political infighting between factions. The independence experiment, known historically as the Patria Boba (foolish fatherland), floundered. Taking advantage of the discord, Spanish troops returned in 1815, invading through Venezuela and reconquering the Colombian provinces the following year. Military leader, Simón Bolívar, had to flee to Jamaica where he licked his wounds and prepared for an imminent comeback.

10. Puente de Boyacá

A BRIDGE FAR ENOUGH

The Bridge of Boyacá, 15km south of Tunja, is one of the most important battlefields of Colombia’s modern history. On August 7, 1819, the armies of Simón Bolívar, fresh from a victory at Vargas Swamp, trounced the Spanish troops here and took more than half captive, thus sealing Colombia’s lasting independence. Three days later Bolívar marched triumphantly into Bogotá. Though several lesser battles ensued, a special congress met shortly after the Boyacá showdown and pronounced the independent Republic of Gran Colombia – comprising today’s Venezuela, Colombia, Ecuador and Panama – a unified nation that lasted until 1831.

11. Quinta de San Pedro Alejandrino

BOLíVAR’S LAST GASP

In 1828 Bolívar assumed the dictatorship of Gran Colombia, a fledgling republic spiraling out of control, and restored an unpopular colonial sales tax. Soon after, he escaped an assassination attempt and abandoned the presidency. It was an ignominious exit. A proponent of a centralized republic, Bolívar was absent during much of his administration, leaving the running of government to his vice president and rival, federalist Francisco Santander, who smeared Bolívar and his ideas of lifetime presidency. Humiliated, penniless and alone, Bolívar died of tuberculosis in Quinta de San Pedro Alejandrino, a rural hacienda near Santa Marta in 1830.
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12. Leticia

THE FORGOTTEN WAR

Leticia, in Amazonas, was part of Peru until 1922 when the country signed a controversial agreement ceding it to Colombia. Due to rising sugar tariffs, the treaty didn’t last. In 1932, a small Peruvian military force staged a takeover of Leticia with local support. The incident precipitated an outpouring of patriotism in Colombia and sparked a brief jungle war between the countries. After some short battles involving over 20,000 troops, gunboats and bombing raids by rudimentary aircraft, the conflict ended when the Peruvian president was killed in a separate shooting incident. His successor denounced the takeover and gifted Leticia back to Colombia in 1933.

13. Gaitán’s Corner

FATEFUL ASSASSINATION

On April 9, 1948, the charismatic, populist Liberal Party leader, Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was assassinated on the corner of La Séptima and Av Jimenez de Quesada in Bogotá, sparking the uprising El Bogotazo. In the violence that followed, the city was partly destroyed; 136 buildings were burnt to the ground and 2500 people died. Liberals took up arms throughout the country as Colombians divided into two political camps, each mistrusting the other. It’s believed these ‘hereditary hatreds’ helped fuel revenge attacks and were the cause of countless atrocities committed over the next decade, particularly in rural areas.

14. Palacio de Justicia

SIEGE THAT SHOCKED THE NATION

In November 1985, leftist guerrilla group M-19 staged an attack on Bogotá’s Palacio de Justicia demanding that then President, Belisario Betancur, be brought to the court to stand trial for breaking a 1984 peace deal. During the ensuing siege, guerrillas seized 300 hostages including all 25 supreme court judges, as a catastrophic fire raged through the building. Retaken after being stormed by the Colombian army, the bloody operation left 100 people dead, including 11 judges and five M-19 leaders. The event was a national tragedy and stoked numerous conspiracy theories, including rumors that Colombia’s drug cartels had financed it.

15. Medellín

ESCOBAR’S DEADLY GAME

The cocaine industry boomed in the early 1980s, when the Medellín Cartel, led by Pablo Escobar, became the principal mafia. Its bosses eventually founded their own political party, established two newspapers, and financed massive public works and public-housing projects. Escobar even stirred up secession sentiments for the Medellín region. By 1983, his personal wealth was estimated at over US$20 billion, making him one of the world’s richest people. After he escaped luxurious house arrest in 1992, it took an elite, US-funded 1500-strong special unit 499 days to track Escobar down, finally shooting him dead on a Medellín rooftop in December 1993.





MEET THE
COLOMBIANS

Celebrate life with one of the world’s most festive people. And don’t be surprised if you’re dragged onto the dance floor. Manuel Rueda introduces his people.
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COLOMBIANS ARE THE people who can’t just stand around and talk during a party. We will eventually feel the urge to pump up the music, move the furniture around and turn the living room into a dance floor: why else get together with a bunch of people?

This is a festive country, where lots of occasions morph into dance parties. Whether its someone’s birthday, a Christmas dinner, or a get-together to watch a fútbol match, you will likely end up swirling around and swaying your hips from side to side in Colombia: it’s Shakira’s birthplace for a reason.
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Of course, the way that life is lived and celebrated has its regional variations. Up in the mountains in Bogotá, people might be more reserved before you get to know them, and will address you with formal pronouns. On the Caribbean coast the style is informal, and people pepper their conversations with sound effects to re-create events of the past.

Because of its rugged geography, Colombia is more decentralized than other South American countries and people wear their regional identities with pride.

In Medellín, for example, paisas like to portray themselves as self-sufficient folk who work hard and party hard. Caleños describe their city as the ‘world capital’ of salsa music, and have developed a unique way to dance to the genre. In Boyacá, people are proud of their work ethic, traits embodied by the region’s professional cyclists. And in Santander, people often portray themselves as straight talkers, with a bit of a temper.
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Colombia is also an ethnically diverse nation that for centuries has been home to people with Indigenous, African and Spanish roots. Smaller groups from other parts of Europe, East Asia and the Middle East have also trickled into the nation.

In Colombia’s most recent census, almost 10% of the country’s population identified as Black and 5% said they were Indigenous. Most Colombians identify as mestizos, a term used to describe people of European and Indigenous ancestry.

The 2018 census also showed that Colombia’s population is aging as fertility rates decrease, and life expectancy goes up. The average Colombian is around 32 years old and the fertility rate in the nation has gone from six births per woman in the early ’60s, to 1.7 births per woman nowadays.

The size and structure of Colombian families is changing. But there’s one scene you can count on at birthday parties, weddings or town festivals in Colombia – a mother dancing with her baby in her arms.

WHO & HOW MANY

Colombia has a population of about 50 million. Almost 10% of Colombians self-identified as Black in the nation’s last census and 5% as Indigenous. Most Colombians identify as mixed race, or mestizos.
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I’m Colombian But I Wasn’t Born Here

In the late 1970s my parents left Colombia after finishing university: they moved to Venezuela, where I was born and raised.

There are many people born to Colombians in different countries. That’s because millions of our people migrated in the late 20th century to escape violence, poverty or the lack of good job opportunities. Many of their children now have dual citizenship.

Now, as Colombia’s situation improves, more people are moving to the country than those leaving, for the first time in decades. This influx includes more than two million Venezuelans who moved to Colombia over the past five years to escape their nation’s political and economic crisis.

I moved to Bogotá in 2015, and as a dual citizen, I take pride in the cultural achievements of both of my countries. It’s tough to decide who to root for, though, when they face each other on the football pitch. But usually my heart beats for Colombia’s yellow jerseys.







COLOMBIA ON FILM:
BEYOND STEREOTYPES

In Hollywood, Colombia has been often associated with drug violence. But narratives about the country are changing and its own movie industry is flourishing. By Manuel Rueda


COLOMBIA IS A FESTIVE country with stunning natural landscapes and a diverse population. Yet for decades it was mostly depicted in Hollywood as a backward and violent country, overrun by drug traffickers and corrupt officials.

While there’s no denying that drug violence has become a major problem for Colombia and its neighbors, depictions about the country in Hollywood have also become somewhat of a thorn in the side of Colombians: when we travel abroad, we often get snarky comments about cocaine from new acquaintances, remarks about the Netflix series Narcos, or jokes about Pablo Escobar that can feel uncomfortable as they take us back to a traumatic era.

But these negative stereotypes are also diminishing as the nation’s cultural footprint increases and cinematic representations become more diverse. Movie production has skyrocketed in Colombia recently thanks to favorable legislation, and streaming services like Netflix are increasingly hiring Colombian directors, scriptwriters and actors to tell their own stories. So there’s plenty to see now, for those who want to learn about Colombia through a cinematic lens.

A Rocky Start

One of the first Colombian movies to make an international impact was La estrategia del caracol (The Strategy of the Snail), which I remember watching in a packed movie theater in the early ’90s. The movie is about a group of tenants who live in an old mansion and suddenly face eviction by the rich landlord, who wants to turn the building into a modern cultural center. The tenants, who come from all walks of life, find a surreal way to hold on to their home, while complying with the unfair eviction order. The movie struck a chord due to its blend of comedy and drama and its David vs Goliath storyline. It won film-festival prizes in Spain and was shown in European cinemas for months.

Despite the success of this film, Colombian cinema went into decline in the 1990s amid an economic recession. And the nation went from making almost 10 films per year to just two or three. It was also a time when public funds for cultural projects waned, while the government directed great amounts of money toward the fight against rebel groups and drug gangs like the Medellín Cartel.

The nation’s soap operas performed strongly, however, as TV shows financed by ad revenues became an escape valve for Colombians facing tough times.

Ugly Betty Goes Global

In 1999 Colombia produced one of the world’s most-watched soap operas: Yo soy Betty la fea (Ugly Betty) struck a chord with audiences around the world thanks to its humor and endearing characters, and because it reversed the global trend where only glamorous women could be TV heroines. Instead, this telenovela’s main character is a nerdy economist with braces, glasses and a poor fashion sense, who gets a job at a fashion company and falls in love with her boss.

Thanks to her work ethic and values Betty succeeds in the company, gains self confidence and eventually is noticed by her boss. While its storyline might seem somewhat tacky, Ugly Betty also redeems the hardworking underdog and is critical of global office culture. Since its creation, it has been aired in dozens of countries and adaptations were made in 25 nations, including the US.

A Look at the Cartels

In the late 2000s, as Colombia emerged from its worst era of drug violence, novelists and scriptwriters in the country felt it was safe enough to make stories about the drug trade, and created a genre known as the narco novela.

The phenomenon was promoted by TV companies who wanted to cash in on the public’s somewhat morbid fascination with the lifestyles of drug traffickers, and includes series like Without Breasts There Is No Paradise, which focuses on women trying to make it in the opulent world of drug traffickers, and Rosario Tijeras, about a young girl who becomes a cartel hit woman to avenge her family.

Meanwhile Colombian film director Victor Gaviria also tried to take a more serious look at the impacts of the drug trade on society, with films like Sumas y restas (Additions and Subtractions) about Medellín’s drug-trafficking origins.

El patron del mal, a 2012 series about Pablo Escobar’s life, was praised by critics for making a serious effort to document the rise of the world’s most infamous cocaine trafficker. The role of Escobar is played by Andres Parra, one of the nation’s most brilliant actors.
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YO SOY BETTY LA FEA (UGLY BETTY) STRUCK A CHORD WITH AUDIENCES AROUND THE WORLD BECAUSE IT REVERSED THE TREND WHERE ONLY GLAMOROUS WOMEN COULD BE TV HEROINES

The Film Industry Is Reborn

While Colombian networks continued to churn out telenovelas, the film industry started to recover thanks to a national cinema law drafted in 2003.

The law obliges members of the movie industry such as producers, theater companies and film distributors to give a percentage of profits to a fund that is administered by a nonprofit company and used to finance new Colombian films.

Beneficiaries of this cinema law include director Ciro Guerra, whose 2016 film Embrace of the Serpent got an Oscar nomination in the best foreign-language film category. The movie follows the journeys of two explorers in the Amazon in different eras and takes a scathing look at the clashes between Indigenous and Western values.

Other notable films in recent years include Los reyes del mundo (The Kings of the World) about a group of marginalized youth from Medellín who set out from the city to claim a plot of land bequeathed to one of them. And Paraíso travel, an action-packed story about a lovestruck young man who agrees to his girlfriend’s plan to immigrate illegally to the US, only to be mysteriously abandoned by her once they reach New York City.

Colombia’s national cinema law has also helped to finance films outside the creative hubs of Medellín and Bogotá. That’s resulted in movies like Bad Lucky Goat, a comedy filmed with Creole-speaking actors on Providencia island.

Hollywood Comes to Colombia

As Colombia becomes the third-largest media market in Latin America and more production companies set up shop, international streaming services are also investing in Colombia-based stories.

Following the success of Narcos, Netflix has produced a constant stream of Spanish-language series in Colombia, aimed at the Latin American market. Some of the most popular have included the political-action thriller Wild District, Green Frontier, a murder mystery set in the Amazonian city of Leticia, and The Great Heist, which is based on a true story. The series re-creates a 1994 assault on a branch of Colombia’s central bank in Valledupar, which forced the nation’s government to invalidate hundreds of thousands of pesos that were taken from the vaults. Think of it as a real-life Money Heist.

Over the past decade, Hollywood companies have also been landing more frequently in Colombia to make action films such as Mile 22, which was shot on the streets of Bogotá’s La Candelaria neighborhood, or Gemini Man where Will Smith chases his evil clone on foot in Cartagena’s colorful Getsemaní neighborhood.

While Hollywood studios continue to use Colombia largely as a place to shoot crime and action films, some productions have departed from that trend. In 2006, director Mike Newell arrived in Cartagena to shoot Love in the Time of Cholera, a film based on the 1985 novel by Colombian author Gabriel García Márquez. It re-creates life in Cartagena at the end of the 19th century. Cartagena’s cathedral, the Heredia theater, the old customs plaza and many of the streets in the city’s historical center are featured.

The latest American studio to be inspired by Colombia is Disney, which released its animated film Encanto in 2021. The music-packed movie depicts Colombia’s racial diversity, abundant wildlife, food and music genres; unlike most other films about Colombia in English, it has an optimistic ending. Colombians loved it for the most part, and it broke local box-office records.

Global Stories with a Local Feel

With interest in the country increasing, young Colombian directors are also teaming up with international producers to make universal stories that are rooted in Colombian culture. Recent co-productions that have gained international acclaim include Amparo, a thriller about a single mother in 1990s Medellín who is trying to save her son from being drafted into the army, and Rebelión, a biopic of the famous Colombian salsa-singer Joe Arroyo.

While these films still get minimal exposure in Colombian theaters compared to Hollywood productions, there’s little doubt that Colombian cinema has grown greatly since the days of La estrategia del caracol. With more than 50 films produced in 2022, there are plenty of genres and stories to watch for those who want to see Colombia through a cinematic lens. One good place for cinema lovers to visit is the Cinemateca de Bogotá, which is run by the city government and shows different Colombian movies every week. Search for Colombia on Netflix and you could also find many of the series and films mentioned.





COLOMBIA’S CICLOVIAS:
OPENING UP THE STREETS TO CYCLISTS

Every Sunday, Colombia’s largest cities close their main streets to motorized traffic and allow cyclists to rule the roads. By Brendan Sainsbury


IT’S 11AM on a Sunday morning in Bogotá and a young child, no more than 10, is bravely cycling down the middle of the highway, with his parents in hot pursuit. From the opposite direction, a fit muchacho on a racing bike – all skinny arms and bulging calves – zips past, one hand on the bars, the other brandishing a freshly grilled arepa, while a couple of robust seniors on a tandem jump a set of red traffic lights, before pitching north toward Chapinero.

Welcome to Ciclovia, Colombia’s famous weekly bike-fest, an event so iconic it has been duplicated numerous times around the globe and spread its gospel everywhere from Mexico to China.

A Culture of Cycling

Spend time traveling along the highways of Colombia and you’ll quickly discover that cycling is ingrained in the national culture. Talented pros like Egan Bernal (winner of the 2019 Tour de France) hog the sports headlines, country roads are dotted with mini-pelotons of Lycra-clad amateurs, and big cities like Bogotá and Medellín have become adept at shutting down their main streets to traffic every Sunday to celebrate the Ciclovia.

While other countries – Holland, Denmark, France – might be more obviously cycle-friendly, few have solidified a bicycle culture as deep-rooted as Colombia’s against such unlikely odds.

The reason for the proliferation of bikes lies in an unexpected mix of excellent cycling terrain, recognizable professional role models and foresighted community activists who tirelessly push the issue forward.

Colombians have excelled in professional cycling since the early 1980s when the Café de Colombia team first competed in the Tour de France and tenacious mountain climbers like Luis Herrera made every European rider worth their salt look nervously over their shoulders. Born and raised in the oxygen-lite departments of Boyacá and Cundinamarca, Colombian riders are naturally accustomed to high altitudes and have used this inbuilt talent to their advantage.


From the Grassroots Upward

A recent run of Tour de France successes has invigorated a grassroots cycling movement born on the streets of Bogotá in 1974 when a group of 5000 activists led by a young architecture student named Jaime Ortiz Mariño took over 8km of the city streets to protest about motor cars and pollution.

Rallying a significant wave of local support, the event slowly gained traction and in 1976 the newly christened Ciclovia garnered official sanction from the city mayor.

From these inauspicious beginnings, car-free Sundays began to snowball with social activists and prescient elected officials working together to expand the initial 8km gathering into the mass participation event it is today, not just in Bogotá but in other Colombian cities too. For a population wearily accustomed to narco-wars and political kidnappings, it was a peaceful respite from the ongoing violence and uncertainty.

The Growth of Ciclovia

In the early years, Bogotá’s Ciclovia was a niche event that commandeered just 20km of the capital’s roads for a mere two hours on a Sunday morning. Gradually, proactive mayors, including avid urban-transportation advocate Enrique Peñalosa, were persuaded to widen the goalposts, gaining sponsorship and civic support to form an army of 2000 weekly volunteers called ‘BikeWatch’ to provide the infrastructure (crowd control, bike repair and first aid) needed for such an ambitious event.

By the early 21st century, Bogotá’s Ciclovia had morphed into an indispensable cornerstone of the city’s cultural life with up to 1.7 million people, or over one-fifth of the city’s population, using 127km of the capital’s roads every Sunday between 7am and 2pm.

Other Colombian cities also started to play ball. Cali inaugurated a Ciclovia in 1983 and Medellín, despite a dreadful security situation, followed suit in 1984. While not as big as Bogotá’s ‘happening,’ these smaller events, now into their fourth decade, use around 70km of city roads every Sunday and attract tens of thousands of loyal participants.

A Festival-like Atmosphere

These days, Bogotá’s Ciclovia is so large it resembles a weekly festival, and one that’s not just for cyclists. At least 30% of participants are joggers, walkers, Rollerbladers, dogs pulling skateboards and anyone else using non-motorized transportation.

There are plenty of smaller happenings within the main event. At various points along the route, you’ll hear the musical refrains of Recrovia, Ciclovia’s entertaining support act. Temporary stages set up in parks and squares invite citizens to partake in Zumba, aerobics and yoga classes, while live bands and puppet shows try to make themselves heard above the din. At some point in your Sunday wanderings, you’ll undoubtedly find yourself freewheeling past something quirkier and more spontaneous: a talented juggler, a busking opera singer, a troupe of costumed dancers.

Aside from promoting better health and quashing pollution, the Ciclovia is also Colombia’s great cultural leveler, a chance to absorb a colorful snapshot of national life in all its glory. From Cali to Bogotá, for one day a week, neighborhood boundaries are forgotten as everyone shares the road regardless of class, profession, or political affiliations. In a nation with a well-documented history of political and gang violence, it shines a light on a more peaceful and egalitarian side of the country’s collective personality.

With such high participation, organization of the event must be slick. In each of the main hubs, a giant infrastructure is set up in the early hours of Sunday morning. By 7am the stage is ready with yellow information tents, food vendors cooking up a storm and official signage redirecting traffic.

It’s difficult not to be dazzled by the spectacle. Traffic coordinators staff tricky road crossings, bike-repair stations punctuate busy sections of the highway, and young kids learning rudimentary bicycle skills wobble precariously around obstacles on normally fast-flowing slip roads. Temporary chicanes made from traffic bollards stop wannabe Egan Bernals from attaining Tour de France velocities and provide great places to slow down and people-watch.

After taking part in several Ciclovias, you’ll slowly begin to acquire a deeper understanding of the country’s psyche. Beyond Colombia’s reputation for drugs and crime, it has room for fun and frivolity, and something more progressive and exemplary is bubbling beneath the surface.

A Growing Number of Bike Lanes

Outside Ciclovia, Colombia’s bike culture can be hard to spot. On first impressions, Bogotá’s snarling traffic can appear as heavy and anarchic as any other South American city, a noisy hive of unyielding cars, honking taxis and swarming motorbikes. But there’s organization within the chaos. Stick around for a day or two and the rules of the game will gradually become apparent. Bogotá has 550km of ciclorutas (bike lanes), the most in South America, and they’re heavily used. As first-time visitors quickly find out, Colombian street etiquette is as much about bike awareness as it is about car awareness.

Ciclovia doesn’t stand alone. Instead, it is part of a wider plan called the ‘Open Streets Initiative’ that seeks to empower local communities to push and campaign for healthier urban environments. The project works in tandem with public transportation. Bogotá’s fleet of articulated buses, introduced in the early 2000s, run in dedicated lanes not unlike ciclorutas. Together, the bus and bike networks are designed to function simultaneously to provide a safe, cheap and efficient alternative to cars.

The bike culture continues to grow. During the pandemic, Bogotá mayor, Claudia López, added 84km to the existing cicloruta network and, for the first time ever, journeys by bike comprised over 10% of total journeys in the city.
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IT’S DIFFICULT NOT TO BE DAZZLED. TRAFFIC COORDINATORS STAFF TRICKY CROSSINGS, BIKEREPAIR STATIONS PUNCTUATE BUSY SECTIONS, AND YOUNG KIDS WOBBLE PRECARIOUSLY.

Global Spread

Perhaps the most unheralded and far-reaching consequence of Ciclovia is its global influence. Other cities around the world have taken up the bike event’s mantle in recent years to varying degrees of success, although nowhere has come close to matching Bogotá’s for size and frequency. Today, it stands as one of Colombia’s great exports, replicated from Guadalajara to Jakarta and Ottawa to Santiago de Chile.

It’s not just about the bikes. Ciclovia tackles societal issues on many levels: pollution, health, community, stress, road safety and family interaction are all positively impacted by the great cycling extravaganza. Over the decades, it’s become an important part of city life. In Bogotá, whole generations have grown up with Ciclovia. It’s imbued in the culture, as natural as Sunday lunches or going to Mass.

Lest we forget, there have been many battles along the way, bold acts of political will designed to push things forward and shift the compass away from cars. It’s a process that’s ongoing and in which the denizens of Colombia’s big cities have played an enthusiastic part, despite the obstacles. Today, Bogotá might not be the world’s prettiest city but, when it comes to progressive bicycle culture, it’s a true revolutionary.





VALLENATO:
THE LEGENDARY MUSICAL GENRE WITH A STORY TO TELL

In the ‘Land of a Thousand Rhythms,’ vallenato has emerged as one of the most emblematic musical genres of Colombia. By Laura Watilo Blake


YOUR FIRST TAXI or bus ride in Colombia can be a great introduction to the country’s rich musical heritage. It’s not uncommon for drivers to blast the radio, filling the vehicle – and the immediate vicinity – with competing soundtracks of different styles and rhythms. Some genres, like the reggaeton, hip-hop and salsa, are adopted from elsewhere, but many were born and nurtured from within, such as cumbia and its variant vallenato, both types of traditional folk music with origins in the Caribbean coastal region.

Accordion-driven vallenato, in particular, has become a source of pride for many Colombians in recent years as internationally recognized recording artists, such as Carlos Vives and Fonseca, have helped broaden the genre’s appeal beyond its traditional rural base. Snubbed by elite urbanites in its early days, it could have easily taken a backseat to more popular Latin music; instead it’s become the stuff of legends. In 2015, vallenato music was added to Unesco’s Intangible Cultural Heritage list.

The style of music may not be for everyone, but if you haven’t heard it a few thousand times on the radio or while out dancing, you haven’t been to Colombia.

What Is Vallenato?

Colombia is often called the ‘Land of a Thousand Rhythms’ because of its diverse musical traditions with roots that can be traced back to pre-Hispanic Indigenous groups. The arrival of Europeans, who brought African enslaved people to the Americas, resulted in a blending of musical styles that reflect the multi-ethnic background of this confluence of people.

Vallenato – the ultimate fusion of these cultures over time – developed in the area around Valledupar, the scorching hot plains in Colombia’s northeast, surrounded by the coastal region’s snowcapped mountains. Literally meaning ‘born in the valley,’ vallenato became an important pastime for the area’s cattle herders, who would gather together to sing as a form of entertainment. The music style that developed over time is now distinguished by a high-pitched accordion-led melody with a rhythm combining an African caja drum and the scratch of the Indigenous guacharaca, a notched percussive instrument stroked with a stiff wire brush.

The four main rhythms, or ‘airs,’ are son, paseo, merengue and puya. Son is the slowest, used to accompany melancholic lyrics and blues-influenced harmonies. The paseo is the most versatile, with a variable tempo. Merengue is a fast, dance-oriented style with syncopated rhythms and infectious melodies. Puya is faster still, and much more aggressive, characterized by its energetic beat and strong percussive elements. It’s often accompanied by traditional instruments such as the accordion, guitar and maracas. To tell the difference between these four vallenato sounds, you have to pay attention to the tempo, instrumentation and overall feel of the music.

Storytelling Tradition

What stands out about vallenato is that it’s accompanied by lyrics that tell stories, usually about everyday life, often filled with a fair share of humor, wit and emotion. US country-music hall-of-famer Harlan Howard once said, ‘Country music is three chords and the truth.’ Vallenato is similar in that regard. Its lyrics reflect love, loss, friendship, family or nature and make insightful observations on current affairs and social issues. Songs often have an interactive call-and-response feature to involve other performers and even the audience.

Vallenato’s storytelling style is based on the oral traditions of West African storytellers and Spanish juglares (wandering minstrels), who traveled from town to town sharing news and smutty gossip through song – way before the days of radio. They performed with gaita flutes, guacharacas, drums and guitar, until sometime in the 19th century, when the German accordion found its way to Colombia’s coastline. Its musical versatility and portability eventually made it the instrument that would define the classic vallenato sound.
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Vallenato musician Wilber Mendoza | Kike Calvo/GETTY IMAGES ©

WHAT STANDS OUT ABOUT VALLENATO IS THAT IT’S ACCOMPANIED BY LYRICS THAT TELL STORIES, USUALLY ABOUT EVERYDAY LIFE, OFTEN FILLED WITH A FAIR SHARE OF HUMOR, WIT AND EMOTION

Legend of Francisco el Hombre

One of the oft-told stories intertwined with vallenato origins is about Francisco ‘El Hombre,’ one of the greatest juglares of his time. Born in a rural community near Valledupar, he began playing the accordion as a young man. His unique style and technique wowed townsfolk from around the region.

As the story goes, Francisco was traveling on his burro between villages in La Guajira, the devil appeared and challenged him to a musical duel. The devil promised to grant Francisco anything he desired if he won, but if he lost, the devil would claim his soul. Challenge accepted. The confrontation was intense, with each musician trying to outdo the other, but Francisco could match the devil’s playing note for note. Finally, after a long and intense brow-wiping exchange, Francisco emerged victorious by playing the Apostle’s Creed backward. The devil granted Francisco his wish and disappeared once again.

The myth blends fact and fiction, a key ingredient in the literary works of Colombian author Gabriel García Márquez, who famously called his book Cien años de soledad (100 Years of Solitude), a 400-page vallenato. Francisco ‘El Hombre’ even makes an appearance in the novel as ‘an old globe-trotter of almost 200 years,’ who frequently passed through Macondo.

Growing up in the coastal region, García Márquez was a huge fan of vallenato. He brought vallenato musicians to play when he received his 1982 Nobel Prize for Literature in Sweden, and also helped friend and vallenato artist Rafael Escalona launch a vallenato festival in 1968. The four-day event continues to take place each April in Valledupar.

Modern-day Musical Duels

The Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata brings together talented accordion players from across the country and the world to compete for the title ‘King of Kings’ in the most epic showdown of accordions of the modern era. More than 60,000 people gather to watch harmonic battles between fast-fingered musicians as they vie for the audience’s approval by trying to play the most complex and captivating melodies.

Another type of musical competition, the piquería (literally, ‘to pick at each other as in a cock fight’), has been an integral part of the vallenato tradition and is performed at the festival, not to mention casual parrandas (parties) and cultural events throughout the region. The object is to echar vainas (throw insults) at the competitor with the lyrics to the music. Words can be as sharp as the musical notes themselves, as stanzas loaded with sarcasm are used to mock the opponent. The audience acts as the judge and will cheer and dance along to their favorite accordion player. The piquería is similar to trovas held in Colombia’s Antioquia region, as well as rap battles born from US hip-hop traditions.

One of the most famous vallenato songs in the genre’s history, ‘La Gota Fría,’ (‘The Cold Drop’), recounts a piquería between two well-known accordion players from the early 20th century: Emiliano Zuleta from La Guajira and Lorenzo Morales from the neighboring department Cesár. In the song, originally recorded in 1938, Zuleta berates Morales for not keeping up with his masterful playing. As the two compete, Morales is increasingly unable to keep up with the narrator and gets nervous. Bathed in a cold sweat, like the title of the song, Morales ultimately makes a mistake and loses.

In 1994 the song was covered by Carlos Vives, who began blending elements of vallenato with rock music after starring in Escalona, a Colombian television series about the life of the aforementioned Rafael Escalona. The success of the show, which is available on Netflix, rocketed the soap-opera actor to stardom, but also helped vallenato cross cultural divides.

Musical Pilgrimage

Today, Valledupar is mecca for vallenato fans, just as Nashville is to country and western or Vienna is to classical and opera. Homes have been converted to museums dedicated to vallenato stars, tradition and culture. There’s also a museum dedicated to the accordion. At Casa Beto Murgas Museo del Acordeón, named after a renowned accordion player, visitors can learn about the different types of accordions and how they’re played. The museum also offers workshops and concerts featuring accordion players and other traditional musicians.

The Festival de la Leyenda Vallenata isn’t the only time to see live performances. All year, piquerías and shows take place, especially in the coastal region, leading up to Valledupar’s big showdown. Venues include local bars and clubs, or bandstands in the town square. The air fills with excitement as the crowd gathers to listen to live music. The accordion begins to emit its signature multi-tonal sound as the musician pumps air through the bellows. The sound of the accordion, combined with the chatter of the crowd, creates a lively and exhilarating atmosphere.

So if your sonorous bus (or taxi) brings you to Colombia’s Caribbean region, take the opportunity to immerse yourself in vallenato. Whether or not you’re a fan, you can appreciate the energy and talent of the performers. You may even find yourself singing the praises of this beloved genre.
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“After a night sleeping under the stars in a chinchorro, a hammock woven by the Wayúu, there’s a long, bumpy drive to Punta Gallinas, where a lighthouse marks the top of South America.”
LAURA WATILO BLAKE
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“The Pacific Coast is a place where you can relax on black-sand beaches after a challenging hike in the rainforest where you’ll come across snakes, monkeys and brightly colored frogs.”
MANUEL RUEDA
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Having your own vehicle is the best
way to fully enjoy the stunning
landscapes of the southwest and
gives the flexibility to make more
stops along the way. In some remote
areas there is no phone signal so

basic mechanical know-how is a plus.

With wonderful scenery and
generally very quiet roads, the
southwest is becoming a popular
destination for cyclists, although the

large stone sculptures
scattered among the rolling
green hills around this
inviting little town.

steep gradients mean you'll need to
be in pretty good shape, especially if
crossing the mountains.

oo

&






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1992605531.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1991382533.jpg





EPUB/images/map214-1.jpg
© 13NY1d ATINOT/VA3NY TANNYK ‘O L3NV1d KTINOT/VA3NY TANNYM ‘O L3NV ATINOT/VANY TANNYM 1431 WO

© 13NV1d K13NOT/VT3NY TINNYI

El Valle

Go whale-watching or take a
night trek through the jungle,
while staying at a beachfront
cabin in this small, but lively,
Afro-Colombian town.
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jungle walks.
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Parque Nacional Natural
Isla Gorgona

This former penal colony was
turned into a national park. Now it's
rich in wildlife and has become a
scuba divers’ paradise.
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Pacific Coast

NATURE, ADVENTURE AND
RELAXING BEACHES

Alost world where jungle-covered
mountains crash headlong into the
sea while humpback whales frolic
offshore - the gloriously untamed
nature of Colombia’s Pacific coast
is a factory of epic experiences.
Immerse yourself in Afro-
Colombian and Indigenous culture,
sample the freshest seafood and
hike to hidden waterfalls in this
unspoiled wonderland.

Pacific

Cali & Southwest
Colombia

TIMELESS RHYTHMS,
ANCIENT RUINS

Add a huge dose of culture
to your itinerary with a trip
through the off-the-beaten-
path southwest. From the
bustling salsa bars of Cali to
the Indigenous communities
of the southern Andes and the
enigmatic ruins of San Agustin,
this is aregion that encapsulates
Colombia’sincredible diversity.

Cartagena &
the Caribbean Coast

Boyaca &
Santander

Medellin &
the Zona Cafetera

Bogota
o

Cali &
Southwest
Colombia

Medellin & the
Zona Cafetera

GLEAMING CITIES AND COLORFUL TOWNS

Mingle with Colombia's friendliest folk in the
revitalized neighborhoods of the fashionable
modern city Medellin. Take in the city’s excellent
museums and art scene before heading south
to the heart of coffee country to brush up your
barista skills on a working plantation and relax in
impossibly colorful towns.

Cartagena & the
Caribbean Coast

HISTORY MEETS SAND AND SEA

With more than1000km of tropical coastline
fronted by palm-lined beaches and coral reefs,
the Caribbean coast is Colombia's rest and
relaxation utopia. But this varied region is more
than sun and sand; it's a cultural behemoth,
with its own musical genres, Colombia’s largest
carnival and some of its tastiest cuisine.

Boyaca & Santander

COLOMBIA’S HISTORIC HEARTLAND

History and legend permeate every corner
of this proud region that is home to perfectly
preserved colonial towns including Villa de
Leyva and Barichara, where time seems to have
stood still. It's all set among rugged mountains
and spectacular valleys that form the backdrop
for an awesome array of adventure sports.

Bogota
GOLD, BICYCLES AND STREET ART

Big and brash, Colombia’s capital is its
cultural heart, providing a fascinating
introduction to the diverse national
identity. Take a walk through the time-
worn streets of the Candelaria and visit
the nation’s best museums and galleries
before climbing the steep steps of Cerro
de Monserrate for panoramic views.

The Amazon Basin

RIVERS AND JUNGLE

Leave hyperconnectivity behind
and find pure relaxation among the
endless jungles of the world’s greatest
wilderness. From the captivating
regional capital Leticia to sleepy traffic-
free Puerto Narifio, this magical land rich
The Amazon in Indigenous culture and legend is one
Basi destination nature lovers will not want
asin tomiss.





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2005237802.jpg
LR

ﬁvl:{wlﬂwﬁ'

LB






EPUB/images/icon-m09.gif





EPUB/images/29-1.jpg





EPUB/images/sanbasiliodepalenque_(1).jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2107843361.jpg





EPUB/images/261-1.jpg
[EiFsE
[Ofsi





EPUB/images/Providencia_manzanillobeach_Rolands.jpg
* NORECICLABE

© ©






EPUB/images/shutterstock_2080859329.jpg





EPUB/images/2B8941K.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_1122726461.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2128223714.jpg
G S 2
}'h'l\mﬂm\pp\‘\_\\ N Y





EPUB/images/2ARE03T.jpg





EPUB/images/San_Felipe_statue.jpg
L

— i
1 T mﬂllﬂllﬂ
I T
. ,»'»mi“”&.!%wm





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2118631910.jpg





EPUB/images/2GP7XRK.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_272837654.jpg





EPUB/images/2D4YJNE.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstockRF_1258073146.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2131142891.jpg





EPUB/images/33-1.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2063183444.jpg





EPUB/images/257-3.jpg





EPUB/images/Piedra_Piedra_Lodge.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2073179135.jpg





EPUB/images/Pelican_House_Hotel.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2072941223.jpg





EPUB/images/260-1.jpg





EPUB/images/Providencia-SWBay.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2077100287.jpg





EPUB/images/257-4.jpg





EPUB/images/Playa_Juna_2.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_2077100092.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_181810232.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_177840056.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1831043137.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1824356507.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1845139873.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1843651300.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_189059204.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1862008099.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1746602066.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1720805077.jpg





EPUB/images/04-vibrant-sands-th-loc-col10.jpg






EPUB/images/06-caribbean-coast-itin-col10.jpg
100 km
—— 50 miles

CARIBBEAN

o Cabo de laVela

5w

Manaure
o

=L Riohacha
& lhr PNN ;

= 2

P ho
LAGUAJRA /oot
Barranquilla ’(’
; O $
ATLANTICO r T
Baranoa® ra Nevada 'y
\ a Mll?“m‘ Vlllanueva/ &
Aracataca - \\Q
< i “\ = ,(— Fundacion” Valledupar©( «) \\Q
o ) ]' Robles i &
(Ea‘rtagena Calamar!;/ MAGDALENA / — (La Paz) $ 1 VENEZUELA
X BOLIVAR o o 8/
. e / ?" .. Bosconia N '>
an o1 S © PPlato
Onofre \—“Qacint T§(.‘
Talo gcRE ™ &3
N S,
S|ncele]o© oCarozal | @






EPUB/images/06-caribbean-coast-itin-loc-col10.jpg





EPUB/images/06-coffee-country-itin-col10.jpg
‘ Santa Fe de A
Antioquia ® 8 — 25 mufgs k"&\
Don Matias o !
OGirardota /N)
0 2 Guatapé Puerto Serwe;o/
—_ | o Puerto Nare,
\ Rionegro™ ™ Q% © \
\ 0 Amaga ; 2 Puerto\" N
‘L._ maga olaCeja e, 1/’”\ KN BOYaCréo,
(S .
smta ANTIOQUIA & Dozl % BOYACA
Barbara Rio Claro { A,
PORCN ,?"ér«,.w B
TN S .‘
o { .
CHOCO Norcasia (: .’i
LaDorada 99 g‘a’fg';?
9
s
4 Maricc)]uita q”Honda
g ‘)
S o Guaduas
§l
Ameroo S ¢
)
ST
=<
A

VALLE DEL

4 CAUCA
o

¢ CUNDINAMARCA
7
TOLIMA ¢

S





EPUB/images/06-coffee-country-itin-loc-col10.jpg





EPUB/images/lp-logo.png
¢
®





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1928348432.jpg





EPUB/images/06-eastern-andes-itin-col10.jpg
,"; ~
@ 0 ..~ 50km A
0 7# 25 miles : D™ = 45min o )
i Puerto \\‘ : San Gll ":‘-\\((Qlapltanelo ’
e N
ANTIOQUIA %\ 7 5 R
O N
Vs Y "
S SANTANDER % Ay
Serviez ,"\ Ry i
Puerto & ‘] \ 4
Nerd ™y \\\ /'/
{ S & Veez !
) s LQ % ,,/ oBelén
g Eléegfé / Barbosa A
KR ey \ e Duitama
{ A, =N .. _./Papa @
g NGVl Y S A BN o et A
i ; - ofia LABUNATE  ipagoea” @ Sogamoso
8] ! Villa de Leyvi@ " 820
S
S| A 3hr
& 7 Al Tunja
\ '\_‘_/_l 4 o Lago
‘ 5 B % ',‘ L de Tota J
wﬁ)- N . I ‘;_
/: Ubaté, BOYACA )
"Na( S / -
) OSutatausa i o <
I) o2 VIH}:DIHZOH / Aguazul ©
‘(, Choconta’-)\ \\
f CUNDINAMARCA o J
» } ,’/’
< { {
o \.. 3 CASANARE
¢ N /
.4) % .I b LR :}
T
‘ LaMesa o Bo g ~ .
]
i Y

Barichara oMélaga
,/






EPUB/images/leticia_parrot.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1912242277.jpg





EPUB/images/06-eastern-andes-itin-loc-col10.jpg





EPUB/images/LPT1216_064.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1931965121.jpg





EPUB/images/LPT1216_057.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1929518255.jpg





EPUB/images/116-1.jpg





EPUB/images/manuel.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1947248320.jpg
ACENTRO DE INVESTIGACIONES
PALEONTOLOGICAS






EPUB/images/LPT1216_078.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1946181736.jpg





EPUB/images/map144-1.jpg
MEDELLIN & THE ZON

Medellin e ®3
Located in a stunning
valley, Colombia’s most

— 25 miles

50 km

MEHDIZ3300/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

FROM TOP: LUIS ECHEVERRI URREA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©, DAVID ANTONIO LOPEZMOYA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©, BRESTER IRINA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

SantaFe fashionable city beguiles
ode Antioquia Biii visitors with its inventive
San oMatias mogern grchitegturg,ﬂne Puerto
Pedro© dining, vibrant nightlife Berrio
and great climate. o
O Gip W
Bello e Embalse o SANTANDER
2 oo
I Guatapé A \g"\'\
o S
Medellin °Guatapé Puerto Servfez\o
- ©8an
Itagif o oRionegro Puerto
8l e Carlos Nae
Jardin Amagé
= Brightly painted traditional X olaCeja
s Antioquian homes borderthe . _ ggegga
Z | handsome central plaza ofthis — ANTIOQUIA -
S| enchantingtown surrounded by PRl Doradal® o1~
@ coffee plantations clinging to iz ?gﬁgr% R
lush green mountainsides. oAbejorral g BOYACA \ . 7
BUS LaPintadaq,_ el N 5
Frequent comfortable bus ©Quibdé Sonson Otanche
services connect Medellin with y it
the coffee towns of southwest “Aguadas Norcasia
Antioquia and the three capital
cities of the Zona Cafetera i puarto Manizales
Supia (e} ; %
from where local buses reach o La Dorada o Salgar Built along amountain
every village, passing close to Rloscio's ridge, this courteous
most plantations and natural > e university city is the
attractions. . ! g‘ CALDAS ga;ewayfttc;] the v:t?‘nderéul
I
Tadé & RISARALDA - nature of the northern Zona
C\' . VOAnserma Mariquita S Cafetera,including PNN
olstmina S / y il Los Nevados.
" { wPEL L
CAR o o Apiao 4 ¢ L4 mJﬁ
With short distances between €ancoty V“ Manlzgles ; cCadues
cities, charming villages Q Chinchina
just a short detour off the S AR ibanao ©OAmero CUNDINAMARCA
main highway and frequent o Pm'qllf Nacional o deCabal "
spectacular viewpoints along , Natygaliliama .~ Aa Vigia A oFlRosal
the way, the Zona Cafetera is CHOCO g $ ©Pereira Parque Lo
one of the best parts of the 5‘\ [ Nacional o/ DISTRITO CAPITAL
country to self-drive. s Cartago SElGdE T ) osquera e G0TAD.C)
Y o L7 S ena : 1
AL Le) 4
Salento§ )\ = LaMesag OBOGOTA
@ Montenegro A TOLIMA DR
LaUnién o © * | / E
PLANE Armenia ol N ;
Thereis a fleet of small S foTabalda oAy elbagué §
turboprop aircraft that offer VALLE DEL - QUINDIO y Salento
regular flights between CAUCA . Ky Oozing coffee culture, this
Medellin's central Olaya ' £ joGirardot i charming small town famed |
Herrera Airport and the hubs of 3 Sevilla 300 | forits typical architecture is i
| theZona Cafetera, Manizales, . Trujiloo < “~oMelgar | the gateway tothe towering ‘
~/Pergira and Armenia. . N oEspinal wax palms of the Valle de ﬁl 3%
; oTulus | Cocora. HLS
— ] oGuamo ; L

V¥3L34VOYNOZ JHL 3 NIT73a3W





EPUB/images/map104-1.jpg
®
oo

— 50 miles

Santa Marta

Sandwiched between the
sea and mountain peaks,

CARTAGENA & THE CARIBBEAN COAST

the first Spanish settlement
in Colombia has some

Bahia
Hondita

Scan to discover more ways
to getaround Cartagena on
lonelyplanet.com

Cartagena

The charming walled city -
one of the finest examples
of colonial architecture in
the Americas - provides the
backdrop for mouthwatering

Barranquilla.,
cuisine, raucous nightlife and 2

notable historic sights, but Cabode \
mostly serves as a hub for laVela 51[11 ; 51[7(11;\3[120“7’151’//
areaadventures.
Manaure o &
oUribia =
Riohacha g, / Golfo de
Maicao Venezuela
7l @ /Paraguachon
Santa Paloming & LA GUAJIRA ;

© Marta

h

ATLANT.
jaunts to nearby beaches. ATLANTICO
/Baranoa®
- o
i |9 Luruaco
> R Cartagenao \
C .VIRIVb‘BI,As\ STurbacs
SEA o
Calamar;
San
san Jacmtoo \Péato
SanAndrés, Ongie
Providencia & Santa Golfode
Catalina Morrosquillo o =
5 %
Geographically closer to Covefiaso ) @‘/
Nicaragua than Colombia, this o e © L Magangué " o
archipelago boasts white-sand Sincelejo { ° Mompés
beaches, the best scuba diving y \ X
inthe country and a distinct SUCRE
Afro-Caribbean Raizal culture. < 8 :
Arboletes o S s
Sapzutro Monteria®
) "
~ Capurgana
Golfo de o Nageoli . oPtane\a‘
Urabd / Rica >
oTitumate Valencia 143
o &
10
PANAMA 1 0 /" Tierralta® R
biie ke st eTubo GORDOBA
.~§ apaidd 4 ®Caucasia
f\fm:quel i
Naciona. o
AN Natural Chwgorod(o)
\ — 7 Los Katios: Parque Nacional A
B Natural Paramillo ANTIOQUIA

CHOCO

FROM LEFT: LAURAWATILO BLAKE/LONELY PEANET ©, YASEMIN OLGUNOZ BERBER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

. s gt
Ciénaga Nai/zﬂrlaqllgié\vl'()I'(L;I%(I'%lda Fonsecg Palomino
de Santa Marta, Renowned for its
! . 1 relaxed beach vibes,
oAracataca oReay this small coastal
o b Valledupar village is a go-to stop
Fundacion © o fortravelers wanting to
Robles restandrechargeina
y (LaPaz)| lush natural setting.
OFl Copey Agustin
Codazzi ,
. ®Bosconia
\ CESAR Lago de
MAGDALENAY, ) Maracaibo
R BUS
VENEZUELA Buses and minibuses are cheap and
plentiful with frequent departures.
Curumani From Cartagena's Terminal de
Transportes, located 45 minutes
i \ from the historic center, bus
ElBance® - companies, including Copetran,
ElBurm Unitr;nscoﬁ Expdreso Brfasilia and l
\ _ Rapido Ochoa, depart for regional
o 2 NORTE DL destinations and beyond. )
Pelaya SANTANDER
BOLIVAR guactiza-! @
Q | BOAT CAR
Ocaild

Some of the most dazzling $pots
%4 | canbereachedfaster, or only, by
- boat. Exercise your sea legs in the
coastal villages of Capuigana and
_Sapzurro or the many smallislands
reachable by speedboats from
Cartagena, including thé Islas del

‘ Rosario and Islas de San Bernardo.
SANTANDER

Outside the larger cities, driving

is a great way to explore the coast
at your own pace. The Troncal del
Caribe highway links major sights
in the territory. Keep cash handy
for frequent tolls and avoid driving
atnight.

FROM LEFT: ROBERT ARANGO LOPEZ/GETTY TMAGES ©, SARAPONSPHOTO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

1SVYOD Nv3IgdIdVvO FJHL B YNIOVLYVO





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1967975806.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1890684841.jpg





EPUB/images/laura.blake_-_Laura_Blake.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1908568144.jpg
3
B
=3
=2
2
2
S






EPUB/images/KHB2KD.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1899638365_(1).jpg





EPUB/images/VIche_traditional_drink.jpg





EPUB/images/typicalcaribbeanlunch.jpg





EPUB/images/xpromo-top-generic.png
GIFET TITLES

Unlock the secrets of this beautiful planet
with our inspirational range of illustrated
non-fiction and gift titles.

<

365 THINGS TO DO

& THE PERFECT DAY
TO DO THEM






EPUB/images/wayuuaccommodation.jpg





EPUB/images/type-b-4C.jpg






EPUB/images/shutterstock_1696975297.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1657114015.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1650284761_(2).jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1669207876.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1664408854.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1678259716.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1670739322.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1692469225.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1680134512.jpg





EPUB/images/shutterstock_1634077408.jpg





EPUB/images/icon-m08.gif





