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PUERTO RICO

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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My obsession with Puerto Rico’s swimming holes gets me lost frequently: on mountain peaks above pastoral valleys, on twisting roads ruled by roosters, and in dense jungles. In getting lost, there’s so much I stumble upon — roadside chinchorros (fast-food stalls), glittering waterfalls and advice from strangers, who usually tell me about another must-see swimming hole. The island has suffered a lot in recent years – from hurricanes and earthquakes to an economic crisis – yet it remains resilient. Perhaps this is because Puerto Ricans know they can drive into the mountains sans GPS and still find their way – if not by the grace of navigational instinct, then with the support of strangers. Even if they don't find that swimming hole, there’s another natural wonder around the bend – a small reminder of the immense beauty that makes loving this island so easy.

John Garry

@garryjohnfrancis

John is a writer and teacher based in New York City.
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My favorite experience is hopping around the limestone boulders of Cañón Blanco. It delivers a bit of everything: freshwater swimming, mountain views, and, if you know where to look, Taíno petroglyphs.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places that, for them, define Puerto Rico
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Old San Juan is one of the world's most beautiful cities. The castles and forts built at the behest of the Spanish Crown are mesmerizing in their magnitude and imposing nature. They are also living reminders of the devastation caused by colonization efforts in Puerto Rico over 500 years.
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Amaya García

@amaya_gv

Amaya is a travel and culture journalist.
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Punta Higüera, with its lighthouse, is mainland Puerto Rico’s most westerly point, making it the ideal spot to watch the dramatic Caribbean sunset. At the clifftop cafe, surfers and beachgoers gather, mojitos in hand, to celebrate the end of another glorious day in the sun.
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Marc Di Duca

Marc has penned more than 100 guides for Lonely Planet.
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Beyond its biodiversity, what's truly amazing about El Yunque National Rainforest is how timeless it is. The rainforest as it’s known today almost didn’t survive human exploitation, and yet this forest that indigenous people believed to be a spiritual place is still a refuge for those who want to escape the city.
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Vanessa Ramos

nessawrites.com

Vanessa is a travel writer and backpacker.
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INDIGENOUS ROOTS

Roughly 50 years after Christopher Columbus began a deadly conquest throughout the Caribbean, European colonizers claimed Puerto Rico’s indigenous Taíno population was extinct. But the native inhabitants of Borikén (the island’s Taíno name) didn’t entirely disappear. Their legacy lives on in language, food and music – and at stunning archeological sites connected to museums. Puerto Rico is rich with Taíno rock carvings, or petroglyphs, scattered around caves and rocky river beds.

Early Arrivals

Puerto Rico’s human history begins with the Oritoids, who reached the archipelago around 2000 BCE. They were followed by tribes such as the Igneri and Arawak, who lived here between 120 and 1000 CE.

[image: jpg]
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Ancient Migration

The Taíno were a subgroup of the Arawak people, who migrated north from the Orinoco River delta in present-day Venezuela. They became the dominant culture in Borikén around 1000 CE.
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Native Culture

Taíno society was largely agrarian, organized around caciques (chiefs), medicine men, subchiefs and workers. Although they had no written language, they made elaborate jewelry, pottery and sacred religious figurines.

[image: ]

Cueva del Indio | MIA2YOU/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST INDIGENOUS EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Hike along Arecibo’s dramatic coastline to spot ancient carvings inside  1 Cueva del Indio, a limestone cave where Taínos praised their gods.

Admire granite-carved petroglyphs lining the ceremonial plazas at 2 Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, an archaeological site in the Utuado hills.

Search the Río Caonillas for limestone boulders covered in petroglyphs before hopping around water-carved 3 Cañón Blanco.

Drive to the island’s indigenous capital to see 4 La Piedra Escrita, a 13ft-high boulder in the Río Saliente that shines with dozens of Taíno symbols.

Read about Taíno traditions passed down through their Caribbean descendants before visiting the ancient ball courts of 5 Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes.







SAND & SURF

With more than 300 miles of coastline and just as many beaches, there’s a strip of sand in Puerto Rico to suit all styles. Wade all day in bathtub bays or surf the winter swells. Snorkel along mangrove-lined isles or hike along coastal cliffs. The best part? All beaches are public. Dive on in.

Coastal Style

Puerto Rico’s north coast is famous for coral rock formations carved by rough Atlantic Ocean waves, while mangrove cays along the south protect calm stretches of the Caribbean Sea.

Beach Amenities

Beaches labeled ‘balnearios’ are government-maintained parks with bathrooms, picnic tables, food stands, lifeguards and the occasional spot to rent chairs and umbrellas.

[image: jpg]

Playa Flamenco, Culebra | ARENA CREATIVE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES
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Snap a picture of the graffitied US Navy tank at 1 Playa Flamenco kissed by Culebra’s turquoise waters.

Set up chairs facing 2 La Pocita’s coral-protected wading pool for a dip in cool water.

Drive to remote 3 La Playuela, a crescent-moon shore hugged by limestone cliffs and crowned by Los Morrillos Lighthouse.

Search for a hidden alcove along 4 La Jungla’s mangrove-studded coast.

Find your balance on big waves at 5 Punta Borinquen  in Aguadilla.







SIPS & SNACKS

San Juan sizzles with everything from top-shelf tasting menus to trendy food-truck parks, and for epicurious adventurers there’s an even bigger bounty of unique palate pleasers cooked up beyond the capital. Take a tour of sustainable farms, roadside chinchorros (fast-food stalls) and rum-soaked distilleries to experience Puerto Rico’s fresh-grown, deep-fried, sugar-sweet splendor on your taste buds.

Taste of Tradition

Quench your thirst like centuries of Puerto Ricans before you with a cold glass of maví, a fermented tree-bark juice that tastes like funky-fresh root beer.

[image: jpg]
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Fruitful Snacks

Some of Puerto Rico’s tastiest snacks are fresh fruit sold at fincas (farms) and streetside food stands – think guava, mango, guanabana (soursop) and coconuts, best served with a straw.

[image: jpg]
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Pint Pleasers

Medalla Light is the island’s ubiquitous beer brand, but discerning craft-brew enthusiasts should head to breweries such as Ponce’s Papa Rupe and Cabo Rojo’s Boquerón Brewing Co for sudsy sensations.


BEST FOODIE EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Let your nose guide you along Guavate’s 1 La Ruta del Lechón, a strip of lechoneras (pork stands), for a taste of spit-roasted pig.

Stroll through rolling hills at 2 Hacienda San Pedro’s coffee farm before sipping the smooth espresso served at its on-site cafe in Jayuya.

Nurse a glass of Don Q on the balcony of 3 Castillo Serrallés, former mansion of the Ponce dynasty behind Puerto Rico’s favorite rum.

Bop around the 4 Kioskos de Luquill, a bunch of seaside food stands, to gobble gold-fried fritters while lounging on the beach.

Snag a seat at 5 El Pretexto’s community dining table in Cayey to enjoy farm-to-table fare sourced from the lodge’s gardens and orchards.







RAMBLING RIVERS

Approximately 5385 miles of rivers wrap around Puerto Rico like freshwater ribbons. Explore their banks to unwrap tropical treasures: pristine swimming holes, natural waterslides and gushing cataracts galore. Leave the lazy lizards at the beach – many of these adventures are reached along mountain roads and jungle hikes far from urban centers. There’s little government oversight at most locations, so it’s incumbent upon visitors to keep them clean. The only things travelers should leave behind are footprints.

What to Wear

If you plan on fording rivers, strong-soled water shoes, a waterproof bag and quick-dry clothing will make the journey more enjoyable.

[image: jpg]
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Weather Warning

Puerto Rico’s swimming holes are fantasias in dry weather, but flash floods caused by storms can make them downright deadly. Always use caution and heed local warnings.
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Adventure Prep

Plan your route and download directions before driving to rivers in the Central Mountains. Poor service and faulty GPS directions are typical.

[image: jpg]
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BEST RIVER EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Crawl into caves and bodysurf downstream on a guided tour of the 1 Río Tanamá in Utuado.

Cliff jump into Charo Azul, a turquoise pool formed by the Río Usabón as it cuts through 2 Cañón de San Cristóbal, Puerto Rico’s deepest canyon.

Stand under the chilly cascade at 3 Juan Diego Falls to cool off post-hike in El Yunque National Forest.

Park in Ciales to find 4 Cascada Las Delicias, a set of postcard-perfect waterfalls framed by a fairy-tale jungle.

Brave the winding roads near Yauco to reach 5 Salto Santa Clara, a powerful waterfall at the end of a rewarding woodland hike.







ART FOR ALL

Visual art is etched into Puerto Rico’s bones, starting with stone-carved symbols created by the Taíno. Today, museums showcase centuries of cross-cultural influences, with collections ranging from 18th-century paintings depicting Christian iconography to masterful modern sculptures rooted in political discourse.

Creative Hub

San Juan is the island’s artsy epicenter. With dozens of museums, galleries and streets splashed in murals, culture vultures will never go hungry.

Under Construction

The main galleries at the Museo de Arte de Ponce, the Caribbean’s largest art museum, were closed for renovations at the time of writing. When they reopen, give the 4500-piece collection a peek.

[image: jpg]
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BEST ART EXPERIENCES

[image: ]

Stroll down Calle Cerra in 1 Santurce to see the kaleidoscopic murals that make this San Juan’s hippest ’hood.

Marvel at 2 Yauco, where more than 50 murals have created an al fresco art gallery.

Admire renowned Puerto Rican artists at the 3 Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico.

See masks worn by vejigantes (devilish folklore characters) during Ponce’s 4 Carnaval.

Find a plantain-laden jíbaro (country person) in Ramón Frade’s El Pan Nuestro de Cada Día, in 5 Museo Dr Pío López Martínez.







ARCHITECTURAL INTRIGUE

Buildings in Puerto Rico’s oldest cities are a visual textbook covering four centuries of popular tastes. The timeline begins with 16th-century fortresses designed by Spanish colonizers, then zooms past wedding-cake confections from the 19th century, Art Deco influences and curious contemporary creations. Grab a coffee and scour the streets – admiring the facades is free.

Island Influence

Between the late 19th and early 20th centuries, architects in Ponce developed a unique architectural style dubbed 'Ponce Creole,’ defined by the adaptation of neoclassical elegance for a Caribbean climate.

[image: jpg]
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Old Town Tour

For informative walking tours around Old San Juan, check out the Puerto Rico Historic Buildings Drawings Society (prhbds.org). Tours (one to two hours) take place on weekends with a $10 suggested donation.

[image: jpg]
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Ponce History

In Ponce, join Isla Caribe (islacaribetours.com) for a historical tour through the city center ($25).


BEST ARCHITECTURE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Traipse along the blue cobblestone streets of 1 Old San Juan to ogle baroque, Gothic and Renaissance architecture dipped in pastel paint.

Compare the striking three-pronged 2 Museo del Cemí to the same-named indigenous artifact it imitates, found inside the Jayuya museum.

Pay your respects at Porta Coeli, a 17th-century church, before admiring the Victorian, Spanish Revival and art deco mix of 3 San Germán’s criollo-style homes.

Twirl around Ponce’s 4 Plaza Las Delicias, where baroque beauties, neoclassical masterpieces and a former fire station with Moorish flair overlook a fountain from the 1930s.

Tour Moca’s buttercream 5 Palacete Los Moreau, a French-château-inspired hacienda featured in La Llamarada, a famous novel by Puerto Rican writer Enrique Laguerre.







ISLA ROMANTICA

Fiery sunsets, hip-swerving salsa beats and year-round swimsuit weather: La Isla del Encanto is perpetually ready for a romantic tryst. You can hole up in a seaside hotel, sail to distant cays, or even find a private beach far from swarming crowds. Honeymoon, weekend affair or solo travel splurge – everyone leaves sun-kissed.

Get a Room

December to April is the busy season for hotels. Book early, particularly when traveling around holiday times, and expect high prices for four-star experiences.

Table for Two

Once you’ve booked your hotel, secure reservations at San Juan’s fancy favorites such as Vianda and Marmalade. Tables can get snatched up weeks in advance.

[image: jpg]
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BEST ROMANTIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Sail away on a private catamaran in 1 Fajardo for snorkeling on the shores of Cayo Icacos.

Swinging hammocks, outdoor showers and balconies caressed by sea breezes await at 2 Finca Victoria in Vieques.

Tour the 3 Finca Vista Bella winery overlooking Utuado’s hills.

Private plunge pools on ocean-facing terraces await guests at the 4 Royal Isabela.

Relax at the 5 Casa Grande Mountain Retreat, a wifi-free boutique hotel and yoga center along the Río Caonillas.







UNDERWATER WORLDS

Mangrove cays, coral reefs and clear-water coves make Puerto Rico’s coast a fantastic launch pad for deep-sea odysseys. Leave the landlubbers behind to flip fins with sea turtles, explore underwater caves and see bioluminescent bays shimmer at night. Over 700 species of marine animals live around the archipelago – a strong endorsement for its undersea excellence.

Keep Calm & Snorkel On

Rough waves along much of the north and west coasts can make snorkeling and diving difficult. For calm waters, head to Vieques, Culebra and the south coast.

[image: jpg]
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Join a Tour

While personal goggles are excellent for DIY shore explorations, guided snorkel tours provide proper gear and lead guests to the most promising dive sites.

[image: jpg]
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Scuba Rules

You’ll need a scuba certification for deep solo diving, but plenty of companies offer lessons and one-on-one guidance for newbies.


BEST MARINE EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Explore 1 the Wall near La Parguera, where triggerfish and stingrays swim among a coral forest that drops to more than 1500ft along the continental shelf.

Secure your snorkeling gear before jumping into the channel between Culebra’s 2 Playa Tamarindo and Cayo Luis Peña to swim among schools of tropical fish.

Blow bubbles off the coast of 3 Isla de Mona, where patch reefs, black coral, deepwater sponges and underwater caverns attract a melange of marine life.

Sail 13 miles off Puerto Rico’s west coast to dive into the crystal-clear water surrounding 4 Isla Desecheo.

Kayak through 5 Bahía Mosquito on moonless nights to see the bioluminescent bay’s psychedelic sparkle every time an oar dips in the water.







POSTCARD PANORAMAS

Puerto Rico is only 100 miles long and 35 miles wide, but the landscape is so diverse that a one-hour drive can whisk you worlds away. There are rain-doused valleys and semi-arid forests, rounded limestone hills and mountains shaped like daggers. Climb to the island’s most mesmerizing overlooks to see how quickly the terrain can change. For excursions outside of major cities, a car is the most convenient way to get around.

Crystal Clear

Rainy days mask mountains in El Yunque and the Cordillera Central with clouds. Visit when it’s sunny to get the clearest views.

Sky High

If the island’s 4390ft high point isn’t high enough, consider hopping on a helicopter tour in San Juan for views that birds can’t beat.

[image: jpg]

Jungle forests, central Puerto Rico | DENNIS VAN DE WATER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST PANORAMIC EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Summit 1 Cerro de Punta, Puerto Rico’s highest peak, for a 360-degree spin of verdant fields tumbling down from the Cordillera Central’s mountains.

Hike through a rainforest sheltered by sierra palms to reach 2 Mt Britton.

Ride a glass elevator to the sky bridge inside 3 Cruceta del Vigía with heavenly views of the Caribbean.

Trek through a cacti-packed forest along the sunny south coast to reach 4 Fuerte Caprón observation tower.

Follow the seaside promenade below 5 Castillo San Felipe del Morro.







FANTASTIC FLORA & FAUNA

Puerto Rico’s landscape is a real-estate hotbed for tropical wildlife. From underwater reef systems to cloud-shrouded mountain tips, you’ll find a little bit of everything – aside from big land beasts and venomous snakes. The mascot for this natural nirvana is the common coqui, a tiny endemic frog that serenades the island with its nocturnal croaking choirs.

Birder’s Best Friend

For serious birdwatchers, Herbert Raffaele’s A Guide to the Birds of Puerto Rico and the Virgin Islands is a helpful tool for spotting Puerto Rico’s 347 avian species.

[image: jpg]
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Elusive Snakes

The Puerto Rican boa can reach up to 7ft in length, but don’t worry, this arboreal snake, often found in karst forests, stays away from humans.

[image: jpg]
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Furry Foreigners

Sail by Cayo Santiago or La Parguera’s Isla de Monos to see monkeys climbing among the trees. Initially introduced by scientists, they’ve now cornered their own slice of paradise.


BEST PLANT & ANIMAL EXPERIENCES

[image: jpg]

Hike along 1 Bosque Estatal de Guánica’s dry-forest trails to see colorful Turk’s cap cacti, a centuries-old guayacán tree and dozens of endangered plant species.

Join 40,000 migratory shorebirds at 2 Cabo Rojo’s salt flats during their winter migration between North and South America.

Scan 3 El Yunque’s canopy for the viridescent wings of rare Puerto Rican parrots while trekking through rain-soaked mountain terrain.

Eye giant rock iguanas and swim around coral-covered boulders to understand how 4 Isla de Mona earned the moniker ‘Galápagos of the Caribbean.’

Hear the chitters and clicks of bat colonies while caving in the 5 Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río Camuy, a limestone cave system in karst country.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

San Juan & the Atlantic

[image: jpg]

Allow: 5 days    Distance: 100 miles


Everyone wins on this trip around the northeast. Aesthetes and foodies get their culture fix in the capital, while hikers get their hearts pumping on El Yunque’s peaks. There’s snorkeling, kayaking and beach-bumming along the coast, plus tranquil islands isolated from city crowds. Slap on some sunblock and enjoy.


[image: jpg]

1 SAN JUAN [image: ] 2 days

Take a day to stroll around Old San Juan’s cobblestone streets, admiring its candy-colored colonial architecture and imposing Spanish forts. On day two, hang out in uber-cool Santurce, with its food-truck parks and street art. Spend a sunny afternoon on the city’s shores and, at night, hop from eclectic restaurants to rooftop bars, where you can sip piña coladas with ocean views.

[image: ] 45 mins by car
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EMPERORCOSAR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 EL YUNQUE NATIONAL FOREST [image: ] 1 day

Get an early start on trails that crawl through El Yunque National Forest. You’ll need a solid pair of hiking shoes to summit its peaks, explore its waterfalls and hop around freshwater sinkholes. After working up an appetite, drive to the kiosks along Playa de Luquillo to wolf down fritters and laze on the beach, or visit a nearby hacienda for a taste of the simple life.

[image: ] 25 mins by car
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3 FAJARDO [image: ] 1 day

Fajardo is a choose-your-own-adventure center for aquatic activities. Hike along shaded mangrove trails to the beguiling shores near Seven Seas Beach, or charter a catamaran to Cayo Icacos, with its crystal-clear water and powdered-sugar sands. On moonless nights, kayak to Laguna Grande, one of Puerto Rico’s three bioluminescent bays and part of the 316-acre Las Cabezas de San Juan Nature Reserve.

[image: ] To Vieques: 30 mins by ferry

[image: ] To Culebra: 45 mins by ferry
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4 CULEBRA OR VIEQUES [image: ] 1 day

Sail away to Culebra or Vieques for a day far from San Juan’s urban sprawl. On Vieques, the larger of the two islands, you can venture out on horseback, dig your toes into a black-sand beach and unwind among La Esperanza’s ocean-facing restaurants.

Peaceful Culebra is for solitude seekers looking to share their afternoon with sea turtles and marine birds. Get your snorkel gear ready.
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ITINERARIES

West Coast Cruising

[image: jpg]

Allow: 7 days    Distance: 260 miles


Head west with the surfers, past northern karst country, to see why longboarders love Rincón. The road darts south through historic San Germán toward Guánica. Ponce’s architecture and Guavate’s pork route round out this loop.


[image: jpg]

1 Arecibo [image: ] 1 day

Leave San Juan to behold Arecibo’s coast of coral boulders, karst cliffs and caves. Sturdy shoes are needed to climb down the sharp rocks into Cueva del Indio, a sacred Taíno site covered in petroglyphs.

[image: ] Detour: Hike around the Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río Camuy, a limestone cave system home to the world’s third-largest underground river. [image: ] 25 mins

[image: ] 2 hrs by car

2 RINCóN [image: ] 1 day

Next stop is Rincón, home to a serious surfing crowd. Sign up for surf lessons, or walk the nose on big-time breaks at beaches such as Tres Palmas. In winter, you might spot humpback whales breaching in the distance, and there’s no better place to watch the sunset.

[image: ] Detour: Charter a boat to Isla de Mona. [image: ] 3½ hours

[image: ] 45 mins by car
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3 SAN GERMáN [image: ] 1 Day

Take a break from beach life to experience sleepy San Germán, the island’s second-oldest city. Over 100 historically significant buildings crowd the city’s streets, including a church that’s been standing since the 17th century. Cram in a lesson on San Germán’s legacy at the Museo de la Historia de San Germán, then see how many architectural styles you can name along the streets.

[image: ] 30 mins by car
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ISRAEL PABON/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 CABO ROJO & LA PARGUERA [image: ] 2 days

Head to Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo, Puerto Rico’s southernmost expanse, to spend a day wowing over pink salt flats and golden cliffs leading to the sun-bleached sands of La Playuela (also called Playa Sucia). On day two, drive 20 minutes east to La Parguera’s buzzy malecón for the bioluminescent bay’s nightly light show.

[image: ] 15 mins by car (from La Parguera)
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5 GUáNICA [image: ] 1 day

Lace up your hiking boots to traipse around Bosque Estatal de Guánica, where 30 miles of trails skip past patches of cacti and deciduous trees – a far cry from the island’s muddy jungles. After conquering the forest, cool off on mangrove-lined beaches at La Jungla or Gilligan’s Island.

[image: ] Detour: Snap photos of the 50-plus murals lining Yauco’s streets. [image: ] 15 minutes

[image: ] 35 mins by car
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6 PONCE [image: ] ½ Day

Start your morning by strolling around Ponce’s Plaza Las Delicias to eye the city’s criollo Ponceño architecture, which blends Spanish Creole and neoclassical styles. Then drive up to Cerro del Vigía and survey the city from the sea-facing balconies of Castillo Serrallés, a mansion formerly owned by Puerto Rican rum royalty – the founders of Don Q.

[image: ] 1 hr by car
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FELIX LIPOV/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

7 GUAVATE [image: ] ½ Day

Guavate’s Ruta del Lechón is the requisite halfway-there lunch stop between Ponce and San Juan. Join cars crawling along the infamous ’Pork Highway’ to feast on pernil (pork shoulder), morcilla (rice and pigs blood) and mountains of sweet plantains. If you only stop at one food stand, make it Lechonera Los Pinos – on weekends, a live band inspires diners to show off their fancy footwork.
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ITINERARIES

Essential Central Mountains

[image: jpg]

Allow: 8 days    Distance: 215 miles


This sweeping journey winds through Puerto Rico’s adventure-crammed core to see canyons, rivers and caves within the majestic Central Mountains. Along the way, you’ll visit archeological sites where Taíno communities once thrived, and spend time experiencing Ponce’s posh side. Like any worthwhile island trip, it all ends at the beach.


[image: jpg]
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Central Mountains | JAVIER_ART_PHOTOGRAPHY/GETTY IMAGES ©

1 AIBONITO [image: ] 2 DAYS

Climb to Aibonito, Puerto Rico’s highest town, to dive into Cañón de San Cristóbal, the island’s deepest canyon. After an arduous day of river rambling, soothe your sore muscles at the Baños de Coamo.

[image: ] Detour: On day two, head north to Toro Verde Adventure Park, where zip lines zoom above the forest canopy at lightning speeds. Clink beer steins at Casa Bavaria: you survived.

[image: ] 45mins by car

[image: ] 1 hr by car
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2 PONCE [image: ] 2 days

Ponce is replete with options: walk around pastel-dipped porches lining the historic district, try Don Q at the founder’s former mansion, or walk along an ancient burial ground at the Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes. There are swimmable rivers up north and in the Caribbean Sea. At night, Ponce’s restaurants exude a relaxed elegance.

[image: ] 30 mins by car
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3 ADJUNTAS [image: ] 1 day

The vertiginous roads wrapping around Adjuntas are wondrous for some and wicked for others, but the landscape is sublime. Road trip between swimming holes such as Charco el Ataúd and el Mangó, then swing by one of the region’s 1000-plus coffee haciendas. At Sandra Farms, tours of the coffee-and-cacao plantation end with fresh-made goodies.

[image: ] 45 mins by car
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4 JAYUYA [image: ] 1 day

Dedicate half a day to navigating part of the Ruta Panorámica as it tumbles toward Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro’s most rewarding hikes, then head for Jayuya, Puerto Rico’s indigenous epicenter, to see petroglyphs covering La Piedra Escrita.

[image: ] Detour: Stop by Ciales for classic ’mountain food’ at Casa Vieja.

[image: ] 45 mins

[image: ] 50 mins by car
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5 UTUADO [image: ] 1 day

Join a guided tour of the Río Tanamá, Utuado’s go-to for nature lovers. Nearby, you’ll find one of the island’s largest Taíno archaeological sites, Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana. Then, bop around the karst boulders of Cañón Blanco to search for petroglyphs, then hang out on ‘El Sofa’, a boulder shaped like a prehistoric loveseat.

[image: ] 45 mins by car
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6 MANATí & SAN JUAN [image: ] 1 day

You can’t leave Puerto Rico without dipping your toes in the ocean, so spend your last day at Playa Mar Chiquita in Manatí, where waves bash coral formations framing a half-moon cove. As the sun sets, head to Old San Juan for a farewell meal of classic cocina criolla (Creole cooking), then walk the streets to delight in La Isla’s oldest city.
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WHEN TO GO

Caribbean breezes might be most popular in winter, but Puerto Rico enchants year-round.


Puerto Rico’s tropical climate never quits. Sun, heat and humidity are par for the course around much of the island – as is rain, which, aside from the occasional downpour, provides a brief respite from burning midday rays.

Between December and April, United States snowbirds seek refuge from cold climes along Puerto Rico’s coast and seasonal festivals pack the social calendar. Crowds thin out between late April and June, making it easier to score popular restaurant reservations and find solitude on scenic beaches. In July, local families flock to coastal towns, eager to beat summer’s sizzling temperatures. June through November is technically the Caribbean’s hurricane season, but August, September and October are peak months for storms.

Accommodation Lowdown

Hotels fill up fast in winter, and while prices don’t fluctuate in spring, the slower season is a prime time to snag rooms at popular spots. Budget travelers can find steep hotel discounts in autumn, but it’s imperative to watch forecasts and purchase travel insurance in case of inclement weather.
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I LIVE HERE

Surf & SolitudE

Kiko Doitteau is president of La Parguera’s Paradise Scuba & Snorkeling Center. This long-time boat captain lives in Cabo Rojo, but he’s most at home on the open sea.

‘When we have days off in La Parguera, we hang out in Rincón — the coast is beautiful and there’s tons of great restaurants and bars. For surfers, the best time to visit is winter, when there are plenty of big waves. But I prefer summer, when the water is calm and the only people you find at the beach are locals.’




COOL PEAKS

Coastal temperatures are hot year-round, but winter in the Central Mountains can get downright chilly – at night, temperatures can drop below 50°F (10°C). In the town of Adjuntas, locals give the cool season a warm welcome during February’s Festival del Frío (Festival of the Cold).




ARID OASIS

Puerto Rico’s semi-arid southwest corner is home to a subtropical dry forest that gets roughly 30 inches of rainfall annually. The cacti-packed paradise is the result of a rain shadow caused by the Cordillera Central mountain range, which blocks northeast trade winds from reaching the region.

Festivals with Holy Flair


Puerto Rico’s Christmas is the world’s longest holiday season, running from late November to late January. Día de Los Reyes (Three Kings Day) is this time's holy-calendar highlight, with towns throwing parades and parties. Juana Díaz hosts one of the biggest. [image: ] January

Christmas ends with the Fiestas de la Calle San Sebastián, a raucous four-day celebration in Old San Juan where food stands and performances pop up on street corners.  [image: ] January

In the days preceding Lent, Carnaval Ponceño turns Ponce into a party palooza. Parades and other events take place throughout the week, with locals dressed as vejigantes (devilish folklore characters) taunting crowds behind flamboyant papier-mâché masks. [image: ] February

Slip on a bathing suit for Noche de San Juan, honoring the saint of Christian baptisms. At midnight, crowds in San Juan jump backwards into the ocean seven times for good luck. [image: ] June

Local Culture on the Calendar

Puerto Rico’s biggest coffee-harvest festival steams up one of its tiniest towns. Maricao’s pint-sized population swells to more than 100,000 for Fiesta del Acabe del Cafe, a java jamboree where the scent of fresh-ground coffee mixes with mountain air. [image: ] February

In Loiza, West African and Spanish cultures collide at the Festival de Santiago Apóstol. Bomba beats accompany costume parades with Christian saints, African gods and mischievous vejigantes step-touching in the street. [image: ] July

At Aibonito’s 10-day Festival de las Flores, visitors gorge on local delicacies and artisanal beer, while kaleidoscopic flower displays show off the island’s most beautiful buds.  [image: ] July

Puerto Rico’s indigenous roots are on full display during Jayuya's Festival Nacional Indígena, featuring three days of traditional ceremonies, food, music and a ‘Miss Taíno’ beauty pageant.   [image: ] November


I LIVE HERE

Beach Vacation

Samuel Oliveras Ortiz leads treks through Cañón de San Cristóbal with Go Hiking PR.

‘I love Fajardo in July because it’s less crowded than popular places like Ocean Park in San Juan and the beaches in Cabo Rojo. It’s great year-round – you can tour the bio bay, snorkel along Icacos and eat at one of my favorite restaurants, Pasion por el Fogón. But in October, sargassum (algae) makes the beach impossible to visit.’



[image: jpg]
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WET & WILD

On top of being the only tropical rainforest in the US National Forest System, El Yunque is also the wettest. Don’t be surprised by sudden showers: the park receives an average of 120 to 240 inches of water a year.



Weather Through the Year: San Juan


[image: gif]

JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 82ºF (28ºC)
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: gif]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 83ºF (28ºC)
Days of rainfall: 11

[image: gif]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 83ºF (28ºC)
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: gif]

APRIL

Avg daytime max: 85ºF (29ºC)
Days of rainfall: 9

[image: gif]

MAY

Avg daytime max: 86ºF (30ºC)
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: gif]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 88ºF (31ºC)
Days of rainfall: 10

[image: gif]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 87ºF (31ºC)
Days of rainfall: 13

[image: gif]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 88ºF (31ºC)
Days of rainfall: 15

[image: gif]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 88ºF (31ºC)
Days of rainfall: 12

[image: gif]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 87ºF (31ºC)
Days of rainfall: 14

[image: gif]

NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 85ºF (29ºC)
Days of rainfall: 15

[image: gif]

DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 83ºF (28ºC)
Days of rainfall: 14







GET PREPARED FOR PUERTO RICO

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

Puerto Rico is a US territory, not a state. Residents pay taxes but lack voting rights in Congress. Political discussions inspire heated debates.

Island life moves at a slower pace.  Some businesses don’t always operate during posted business hours. Go with the flow and always make a back-up plan.

Learn Spanish. Many people speak English, but Spanish is the dominant language. Offer a little español to show respect.



Clothes

Cool and casual: Shorts and T-shirts are common, particularly in beach towns. Long pants, collared shirts, and skirts are advisable for religious sites and upscale restaurants. Most businesses blast air conditioning, so carry an extra layer just in case.

Rainproof: Unless you’re in the southwest, expect rain. Raincoats or ponchos are handy, particularly if you’re hiking in El Yunque National Forest.

Shoes: Comfy walking shoes and flip-flops are all you need in major towns, but bring hiking boots or strong-soled water shoes if you plan on hitting mountain trails or exploring rocky shorelines.

Swimwear: Bring a bathing suit and towel no matter where you go – there’s always a scenic beach or swimming hole nearby.


READ

[image: jpg]

La Borinqueña (Edgardo Miranda; 2016) A girl-power graphic novel about a Puerto Rican superhero.

[image: jpg]

When I Was Puerto Rican (Esmeralda Santiago; 1993) Memoir about Santiago's Puerto Rican upbringing and migration to New York.

[image: jpg]

Fantasy Island (Ed Morales; 2019) An eye-opening historical account of Puerto Rico’s colonial relationship to the US.

[image: jpg]

Mundo Cruel (Luis Negrón; 2013) This short-story collection opens the closet door on San Juan’s LGBTIQ+ community in Santurce.




Words

hola (o-la) is how you say ‘hello’ in Puerto Rico.

buenos días (bway-nohs dee-ahs) means ‘good morning’ and is used as a formal greeting. After noon, switch to buenas tardes (bway-nahs tar-days), or 'good afternoon'. Buenas noches (bway-nahs no-chess) is ‘good evening’.

adios (a-dyos) is how you say ‘goodbye’.

gracias (gra-syas) means ‘thank you’.

por favor (por fa-vor) means ‘please’.

de nada (de na-da) is ‘you’re welcome’.

buen provecho (bwehn pro-bay-cho) is the Puerto Rican equivalent of bon appétit and is often used as an invitation to start eating.

¿Qué tal? (ke tal) is an informal way of asking ‘what’s up?’

bendito (ben-dee-toh) means ‘blessed,’ and is used as an emotional exclamation like ‘oh my god.’ The phrase ¡ay, bendito! expresses everything from happiness and sadness to surprise.

a fuego (ah fway-go) literally means ‘on fire,’ but a closer translation is the slang phrase ‘that’s lit.’ If it’s cool, it’s definitely a fuego.

wepa (weh-pa) is a slang word to express excitement, joy or congratulations, like ‘yay’ or ‘that’s awesome.’

¡salud! means ‘cheers’.

Boricua (boh-ree-kwah) refers to a person from Puerto Rico by birth or descent, and is imbued with a sense of local pride and cultural reclamation. The term comes from Borikén, the indigenous Taíno name for the island, which roughly translates to ‘land of the great lords.’




WATCH

[image: jpg]
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Lo que le pasó a Santiago (Jacobo Morales; 1989) Film about a widower and a mysterious woman in Old San Juan.

Mala Mala (Antonio Santini and Dan Sickles; 2014) Transgender activists, sex workers and drag performers star in this San Juan–based documentary.

The Rum Diary (Bruce Robinson; 2011, pictured) Johnny Depp plays a booze-hound journalist working at a failing Puerto Rico newspaper.

1950: La Insurrección Nacionalista (José Manuel Dávila Marichal; 2017) Looking at the 1950 Nationalist Insurrection to end US control of Puerto Rico.

After Maria (Nadia Hallgren; 2019) Puerto Rican women displaced by Hurricane Maria bond in NYC.




LISTEN

Un Verano Sin Ti (Bad Bunny; 2022) The fusion of electronic dance, reggaeton and indie pop earned Puerto Rico’s favorite son a 2023 Album of the Year Grammy nom.

Barrio Fino (Daddy Yankee; 2004) Long before joining forces on Luis Fonsi’s ‘Despacito’, Daddy Yankee gained international acclaim as reggaeton’s messiah with his hit 'Gasolina'.

Jubilee (La Sonora Poncena; 1985) Sultry salsa beats from this brassy band, established in Ponce and going strong since 1954, inspire fancy footwork.

Comedia (Héctor Lavoe; 1978) Lavoe’s buttery voice and innovative style defined salsa after he erupted on the scene in the 1960s. This album is his best.








TRIP PLANNER

FARM TO REVOLUTION

Food in Puerto Rico presents a curious paradox. Fly over the island, and all you see is green – a rain-rich landscape dripping in vegetation. But for all its natural bounty, the island is an agricultural desert. A whopping 85% of food in Puerto Rico gets imported from the mainland United States. That is, at least, for now.


The Roots of Colonization

BURIED TREASURE

Puerto Rico’s soil has a long history of exploitation. After exhausting the land of its gold resources in the 16th century, Spanish colonizers looked for another kind of buried treasure. Sugar and tobacco became the island’s first major exports, followed by coffee – black gold brewed from beans grown in the Central Mountains. By the late 19th century, Puerto Rico was the sixth-largest exporter of coffee worldwide, and everyone, including the pope, clamored for a cup.

When the US took control in 1898, coffee was out and sugar cane was in. Smokestacks sprang up along coastlines, supporting an industry that soon accounted for 60% of all Puerto Rican exports. But this sickeningly sweet wealth was short-lived. In 1947, the US government’s Operation Bootstrap transformed the agricultural economy into one dependent on industrialization.

Within several decades, smokestacks from sugar’s heyday stood empty – ghostly reminders of a failed mono-crop culture.

As people left fields for factories, farming lost its appeal. Instead of dining on earth-grown grub, Puerto Ricans scarfed down the American dream: shrink-wrapped, shipped from the mainland and shoved on a supermarket shelf.

In 1940, agriculture employed 45% of the workforce, but by 2020, it employed a little over 1%. In half a century, food became a foreigner.

VEGETABLE REBELLION

When Hurricane Maria tore across the island in 2017, it exposed Puerto Rico’s deathly dependence on the mainland for food. This frightening reality became a battle cry for change, and in the wake of the storm, the seeds of revolution began to grow.

The desire to build a reliable food system is now attracting younger generations back to farms. And for many, farming isn’t only about sustainability – it’s about breaking free from colonial roots.

‘Food is politics, food is economics, food is culture,’ says Crystal Diaz, owner of the culinary-farm lodge El Pretexto, which she opened in Cayey in 2018.

‘When you grow your own food, you’re directly telling the system what’s wrong with it. In Puerto Rico, growing our own food feels empowering. Here, growing food is a rebellious act.’

[image: jpg]

Mountainside coffee trees and plantain trees | HOLLY MAZOUR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


MEET THE FARMER

Goats, chickens, gardens and a cornucopia of veggies for sale: call in advance to see the grounds of the Edenic Frutos del Guacabo in Manatí.

Learn about the bean-to-bag coffee-making process before sampling a perfectly pulled espresso at Hacienda Tres Ángeles, a coffee farm nestled in the mountains of Adjuntas.

Taste cacao fruit and nibble on chocolate while walking around Hacienda Chocolat PR, a chocolate farm stretching along El Yunque’s foothills.

Book an agro tour at Hacienda Agroecológica Recaos Ortíz to connect with the farmers nursing San Lorenzo’s landscape with medicinal plants. A taste of the house-made cilantro dip will cure any hunger pangs.





RADICAL TASTES

New Ways of Farming

Unlike cash-crop fields from centuries past, Puerto Rico’s new farmers practice agroecology, a type of farming rooted in indigenous principles, mimicking how nature grows food organically. There's a reduced dependence on chemicals; rainwater gets collected for irrigation; multiple crops grow in the same plot – the results are delicious.

Restaurants and chefs across Puerto Rico have partnered with these farms to bring the taste of revolution to their dining rooms. This includes big-name kitchen kings such as Juan José Cueva, the Michelin-star chef behind San Juan’s 1919 Restaurant, and Peter Schintler, executive chef for super-stylish Marmalade.

But even the embrace of well-heeled Puerto Ricans doesn’t make farming all sunshine and daisies. Agroecology is labor-intensive and time-consuming. And because food from the mainland gets sold at lower prices, many farmers can only afford to work the land part-time.

For budding revolutionaries hungry for change, joining the food-sovereignty fight is simple: eat. Since Hurricane Maria, agritourism has blossomed around the island, making its way into kitchens from Cabo Rojo to Culebra. Dozens of farms welcome visitors with tours; some even double as hotels.

Sip espresso from a coffee hacienda in Jayuya. Make artisanal cheese at a dairy factory in Hatillo. Who knew being radical could taste this good?
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Post-hurricane coffee farm | HOLLY MAZOUR/SHUTTERSTOCK ©







THE FOOD SCENE

Puerto Rican cuisine tells the tales of its people through roadside food stands and world-class kitchens.


[image: jpg]
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Order a plate of classic cocina criolla (Puerto Rico’s ’Creole cooking’) and you’ll get a bite-size lesson in local history.

Each forkful is packed with indigenous Taíno roots, flavors infused by Spanish colonizers and cooking practices from enslaved West Africans who were brought to the island by force. Pain and loss might be baked into its beginnings, but today Puerto Rican cuisine is a lesson in survival and a symbol of pride.

Luckily, this spoon-fed lesson doesn’t have to break the bank: some of Puerto Rico’s best meals come from chinchorros, also called kioskos – informal fast-food stalls sprinkled around the island as generously as adobo, the beloved seasoning for home-cooked meals. The act of chinchorro hopping, where folks eat and imbibe at multiple kiosks in a day, is so popular it has its own name: chinchorrear.

Still, there are plenty of reasons to splurge. San Juan’s top-tier tasting menus tempt with locally sourced ingredients elegantly prepared by visionary chefs.

Soul of the Meal

Puerto Rican food is flavorful, but not spicy, similar to cooking in other parts of the Caribbean.

What distinguishes the cuisine from neighboring islands is sofrito, a sauce that serves as a foundation for stews, braised meats and side dishes such as arroz con habichuelas (rice and beans). Ingredients include garlic, onions, peppers and culantro (cilantro’s earthy alternative), though every family has a unique recipe passed down through generations.

Time for a Drink

Jumpstart your morning with a pocillo (espresso), cortadito (espresso with a touch of steamed milk), or café con leche (coffee with milk).

After the Spanish introduced coffee in the 18th century, it quickly became an island staple – and was even endorsed by the Vatican.

Today, small-scale coffee haciendas produce beans famous for their nut-and-fruit flavor.

Cool off in the afternoon with Malta, a refreshing non-alcoholic beverage brewed with barley and hops.

Prefer something with a higher ABV? Medalla Light goes down like water, but for complex brews, try artisanal beer from local companies such as Ocean Lab Brewing Co and R.E.B.L.

When the sun goes down, Don Q comes out. Puerto Rico is the world’s largest rum producer, and this smooth sipper is top-shelf. Enjoy it solo or in sweet-tooth cocktails such as the piña colada (invented in San Juan in the 1950s) or coquito (an eggnog-style treat made with coconut cream).

Vegans & Vegetarians

Puerto Rico isn’t a veggie or vegan Valhalla. Guavas, pineapples and avocados might be plentiful, but meat, cheese and fish dominate most menus.

There’s a smattering of veggie-friendly restaurants, particularly in San Juan, and chefs can accommodate alternative diets.

Classics such as rice and beans are common, and it’s easy to find vegan versions of mofongo (fried plantains mashed with ingredients such as meat or seafood), relleno de papa (potato croquettes) and more.

For an entirely meat-free experience, book a stay at the Dreamcatcher in San Juan or Finca Victoria in Vieques. Both hotels run vegan kitchens with exceptional earth-grown grub.

[image: jpg]
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FESTIVALS FOR FOODIES

Taste of Rum (March) The Caribbean’s largest rum festival turns Old San Juan into a boozy bonanza with liquor tastings, masterclasses, food and live music.

Festival de la China Dulce (March) The tiny western town of Las Marias commemorates its abundance of orange crops with this sweet citrus celebration.

Saborea (April) San Juan’s hottest chefs gather at the seaside for this gastro extravaganza with food-and-drink tastings.

Festival de la Piña Paradisíaca (June) Whether it’s running a 5km along La Parguera’s mangrove coves, or sipping piña coladas from hollowed-out pineapples, remember to pace yourself at this fruity festival.

Vegfest (often November) Royal Isabela becomes a vegan Valhalla as local farmers and artisans celebrate dirt candy at this plant-based day party.




Best Puerto Rican dishes

ARROZ CON GANDULES

Sofrito-seasoned rice and pigeon peas, often with pork: the national dish.

MOFONGO

Fried plantains mashed with seasoning then garnished with a meat, fish or veggie stew.

PASTELE

Green-banana masa stuffed with meat, wrapped in a banana leaf and boiled.

CARNE GUISADA

Aromatic stew with tomato-and-sofrito braised beef.

LECHÓN ASADO

Suckling pig with crispy skin and tender meat, slowly roasted over hot coals.

PASTELÓN

Plantain-and-beef casserole – Puerto Rico’s version of lasagna.

EnSALADA DE PULPO

Octopus salad with chopped vegetables and a tart dressing.

CHILLO FRITO

Fried red snapper, crispy head and all. Best eaten with your fingers.




MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Santaella Chef José Santaella gives classic Puerto Rican cuisine a contemporary twist at this fine diner in San Juan’s La Placita marketplace.

Diverso Expert mixology, inventive cooking and seriously tasty chocolate – after dining at this hip spot in Ponce, you’ll wonder if there’s anything the restaurant can’t do.

Lechonera Los Amigos Picnic tables act as front-row seats to the pig-carving spectacle at this Guavate pork palace on the Ruta del Lechón.

Casa Vieja The antique-core interior matches the abuelita-style ’mountain food’ at this rustic roadside restaurant.

Kasalta Soups, salads and sandwiches, sure – but the stars are the sweets, presented like precious gems in glass cases.





Local Specialities in Puerto Rico


Sweet and savory dishes to tempt your tastebuds

Fantastic Frituras

Dip these fried treats in mayo-ketchup and wash them down with a Malta or Medalla Light.

Empanadilla: Flaky half-moon pastry filled with meat, cheese or veggies.

Alcapurria: Cylindrical fritter of shredded root veggies with meat at the core.

Tostones: Crispy wheels of green plantains marinated in garlic and deep-fried twice.

Bacalaitos: Salted cod chunks battered with flour and fried into giant pancakes.

Sweet Treats

Flan: Spain’s silky egg-custard classic comes in flavors such as caramel, coconut and cheese.

Tembleque: Vegan coconut-and-cinnamon pudding that jiggles like jello.

Quesito: Puff pastry stuffed with sweet cream cheese and drizzled with honey glaze.

Pastelillos de Guayaba: Sticky guava paste housed in a flaky pastry shell sprinkled with powdered sugar.

Piragüa: Pyramid-shaped snow cones doused with fruit-flavored syrup, often sold from pushcarts in town squares.

Mallorca: Sweet, plump buns dusted with powdered sugar, also used as a sandwich roll.

Arroz con dulce: Creamy rice pudding with coconut, raisins and spices such as cinnamon, vanilla and nutmeg.
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Save Some Room

Tripleta sandwich: The ultimate cure-all for a debauched, rum-drenched night? The tripleta sandwich: chicken, beef and ham (or pork shoulder) slapped on French bread with lettuce, tomato, onion and crispy fries, then smothered with mayonnaise, ketchup and maybe mustard. Add Swiss cheese for melted magic. Buen provecho.


THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

From April through August, fresh fruit is ripe for the picking. Stop by fincas (farms) to load up on organic mangoes, guavas and slightly tangy soursops. In the west, oranges (called chinas) fill up local markets.
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SUMMER

July is when locals lounge at the beach and indulge in treats from seaside kiosks. Fried favorites are salted-cod bacalaitos and cheese-stuffed empanadillas. An icy piragüa, flavored with fruit syrup, is most refreshing.
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AUTUMN

Red snapper is available at seafood restaurants year-round, but fishers start catching loads of mahi mahi off the coast in November. Savor the season’s rewards with a citrus-soaked bowl of ceviche.
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WINTER

Christmas traditions dictate winter’s menu: plates piled high with arroz con gandules and slabs of pernil (pork shoulder). A creamy glass of coquito is the boozy dessert, knocked back with a shot of pitorro (moonshine rum).
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Fanfo/SHUTTERSTOCK ©



[image: jpg]

Old San Juan | Wendy Gunderson/GETTY IMAGES ©





THE OUTDOORS

Puerto Rico’s diverse landscape is a dynamic playground for adventure, covering everything from sandy floors of turquoise bays to fern-filled mountain peaks.
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Start your day cresting a jungle-clad cordillera or crawling inside a karst cave. By afternoon, you could be diving along the continental shelf or dipping into a hidden swimming hole. Maybe you’d rather surf at sunset, kayak across glittering bays at night, or spend all day splashing around a mangrove-protected bay. Puerto Rico packs a tireless list of heart-pumping escapades into 3515 sq miles. The only limit is your appetite for adventure.

Diving, Snorkeling & Swimming

Whether you’re into coral-reef deep dives or shallow-water snorkeling, there’s a stretch of sea for you. Tour operators in La Parguera, Fajardo and Rincón lead day trips to offshore sites packed with marine life, while island shores near Vieques and Culebra are so clear it’s possible to snorkel beachside.

For stunning freshwater features, splash around swimming holes dotting the interior’s 224 rivers. Cañón Blanco’s karst-walled grotto and Charco el Ataúd’s Olympic-sized plunge pit are exceptional places to get a sense of what’s available. Be warned: the options are immense, but finding them can be tricky. Most spots are unregulated, unmarked and located along hiking trails or rural back roads. Your best bet is to ask locals for suggestions and directions.

Use caution before getting in the water – heavy rains can cause flash floods that turn dazzling pools into danger zones.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Kayak to the bioluminescent bays near Fajardo and Vieques where glow-in-the-dark plankton lights up the night water like fireflies.

Hike the well-marked paths in El Yunque National Forest and dare to plunge into chilly pools fed by rushing waterfalls.

Spot iguanas on the waterfront promenade bordering Castillo San Felipe del Morro before flying kites on the fields outside this commanding Spanish fort.

Swim or snorkel along the Culebra beaches, where the reef-protected waters are clear and filled with fish.

Navigate around rocks along the Río Saliente to see Taíno petroglyphs on La Piedra Escrita, and then dip your toes in the water below.

Find your balance on a surfboard or boogie board with the help of an expert instructor at Ocean Park.




Hiking

With miles of majestic mountains and cave systems, you might assume Puerto Rico would be hiking heaven, but outside of El Yunque, the island’s protected parks often lack staffing, up-to-date maps and signage along trails. This doesn’t mean other parks aren’t worth a visit. You might find the craggy summits of Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro and the bone-dry forests of Guánica offer more thrills than a trip to El Yunque – they just lack the same fastidious maintenance.

Puerto Ricans aren’t generally known to be mountain mavericks, but those who venture into the wilderness take immense pride in their homeland. Hiring a guide or joining a tour group is often the safest way to explore. You can strike out on your own, too, but be prepared for the occasional hiccup, be it a blocked path or a washed-out route.

Mountain trails tend toward the muddy side and are easiest to navigate during winter’s dry season. If you’re serious about hiking, bring an equally serious pair of hiking boots.
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Surfing

Puerto Rico’s west coast became the undisputed queen of the Caribbean surf scene in 1968, when the World Surfing Championships splashed on Rincón’s shores. Although consistent surf breaks attract wave riders year-round, swells peak between November and April. In midwinter, experts paddle far out at Tres Palmas to hitch a ride on the occasional 20ft bomb.

Surf sites at neighboring Aguadilla and Isabela are equally renowned, serving wave sets for board pros and beginners alike. For those who can’t escape San Juan, paddle out near Balneario El Escambrón, a longboarder haunt with a consistently decent reef break.


Adrenaline Sports

CANYONING

Jump into the Río Usabón from dizzying heights while trekking through Cañón de San Cristóbal.

ZIPLINING

Fly over the forest Superman-style while reaching speeds of up to 95mph at Toro Verde Adventure Park.

RAPPELLING

Double-check your carabiners before descending 250ft into the Río Tanamá in Utuado.

CAVING

Flash your headlamp at shimmering stalagmites while spelunking at the Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río Camuy.

MOUNTAIN BIKING

Roll across petrified coral cliffs speckled with cacti on trails that twist through Bosque Estatal de Guánica.

KITE SURFING

Glide across crystalline waters near Ocean Park’s shores, powered by robust North Atlantic winds.

HORSEBACK RIDING

Trot through open meadows, across river beds and along sandy shores in Vieques.





ACTION AREAS

Where to find Puerto Rico’s best outdoor activities.
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PUERTO RICO

THE GUIDE

Chapters in this section are organized 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]

CALLE DE LA FORTALEZA, OLD SAN JUAN | Wirestock/GETTY IMAGES ©





SAN JUAN
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VIBRANT CITY REINVENTING ITSELF

Stunning views, salty air, amazing architecture and blood-orange beach sunsets make Puerto Rico’s capital city a sight to behold.
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San Juan is a city steeped in more than 500 years of history – first colonized by Spain in the 16th century and ceded by the Spanish to the United States during the Spanish-American War in 1898. The city, and the rest of Puerto Rico, was in a coveted military position during the colonial race, being the first Major Antilles island reachable by ships coming from Europe and Africa. In fact, San Juan suffered five major attacks by pirates in the service of the English, French and Dutch crowns that left the walled city in rubble. It has kept rising from the ashes ever since, in the most peculiar of fashions.

Rapid industrialization from the 1920s to the late 1950s – the years before and after the creation of Puerto Rico’s current Estado Libre Asociado government – made the city a focus of internal migration, with poor Puerto Ricans displaced from agricultural fields coming to San Juan to find work in the new factories.

Immigration from neighboring islands, such as the Dominican Republic and Cuba, also changed the landscape with the culture and dialects they brought with them. This shaped the capital’s architecture and size, with the islet of Old San Juan sprouting bridges and roads like tentacles into new neighborhoods with their own histories and idiosyncrasies, such as Santurce and Calle Loíza.

This milieu gives San Juan its cosmopolitan character – a tropical city where reinvention is key to its survival.

Derelict buildings have become canvases for new generations of Puerto Rican muralists cutting their teeth on the city walls. Old workshops and factories have become nightclubs, ateliers, cake shops and restaurants, giving some parts of the city a cool, salvaged look.

Like much of the island, this is a city also now stuck in a cyclical and relentless recession that has contributed to a high turnover of residents, but its people are fearless and continue to make San Juan one of the Caribbean’s most interesting cities, with an insane live-music scene – you can catch anything from reggaeton and salsa to punk rock – a multicultural population and one of the sunniest, sandiest coastlines on the island
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THE MAIN AREAS

OLD SAN JUAN

The 500-year-old citadel.

SANTURCE

Street art, theatre and music history.

CONDADO & MIRAMAR

Seaside cosmopolitan chic.

OCEAN PARK

Yellow-sand beaches and good eats.

ISLA VERDE & PIÑONES

Artisanal heritage by the sea.





Find Your Way

At 77 sq miles, San Juan looks like a tiny city, but don’t be fooled by its size – getting around requires a combination of walking, taxis and talking to city dwellers. Don’t be shy; if you get lost, someone will show you the way and tell you a good story.
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Plan Your Days

A leisurely breakfast of mallorca con jamón y queso (powdered sweet bread with ham and cheese) and artisanal Puerto Rican coffee provides fuel for a day of walking through the cobblestone streets and colorful architecture.
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Day 1

Morning

• Start by grabbing some coffee and making your way to Castillo San Felipe del Morro. Walk along the wall towards Castillo San Cristóbal for a dose of history.

Afternoon

• Walk beside the city walls and follow signs to La Perla’s malecón (sea wall), enjoying a mojito at Pasito a Pasito. Walk through Calle San Sebastián towards Museo Casa Blanca, Juan Ponce de Leon’s former residence.

Evening

• Head towards the Catedral de San Juan Bautista to watch the sunset and inspiring ocean views from the rooftop bar La Catedral. Walk down to Paseo de la Princesa for artisanal rum and local goodies.




Day 2

Morning

• Head to Miramar and make your way to Calle Loíza to experience San Juan’s eccentric side. This street is full of boutiques, tattoo shops and international fare. Walk to Ocean Park for some beach time.

Afternoon

• Take a short ride to Santurce to walk through Calle Cerra, marveling at murals from local and international street artists.

Evening

• A car ride to La Placita will reveal the neighborhood’s wild side, with clubs and bars aplenty and the most folkloric hangout experience in San Juan.




Day 3

Morning

• Wake up early, stop by a supermarket to get some refreshments and hit El Alambique beach in Isla Verde.

Afternoon

• Take the scenic road 187 and bask in the Atlantic breeze to get to Piñones. Take the time to stop in at the kiosks along this narrow, winding road that’s below sea level. El Boricua is especially beloved.

Evening

• Double back to Vivo Beach Club, where you can try beer from one of the island’s most famous craft brewers, Ocean Lab, and watch the sunset from the deck.



You’ll Also Want to…

Out-of-the-ordinary experiences are not far from reach, from paddleboarding at Condado Lagoon to record shopping for local music.

STROLL THROUGH CONDADO

Walking along Ashford Ave and people-watching with ice cream in hand is a quintessential Puerto Rican experience.
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GO TO A PARTY

It wouldn’t be a San Juan night without a party. La Respuesta throws some great ones, often with special guests.
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TRY SOME LOCAL PASTRIES

Quesitos (sweet, baked cheese pastry) and pastelillos de guayaba (guava turnovers) are favorites Puerto Ricans can’t live without.
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PADDLE ON CONDADO LAGOON

Companies around Ocean Park and Con-dado rent paddle-boards. You may see manatees heading out to sea.
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TRY HELADO DEL PAÍS

This treat is sold out of pushcarts on beaches, parks and tourist areas. Try the passionfruit and acerola (Caribbean cherry) flavors.
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LISTEN TO BOMBA

Bomba is a traditional part of Puerto Rico’s African heritage. Hear it live at El Refugio in Rio Piedras.
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EAT AT A FOOD TRUCK

San Juan has a strong food-truck culture. Visit Lote 23, an open-air food-truck park with many events alongside its cuisine.
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OLD SAN JUAN


THE 500-YEAR-OLD CITADEL

The islet of San Juan has been shaped by conquerors, pirates and travelers throughout the centuries. Spanish conquerors, keenly aware of the city’s advantageous position as the ‘door to the Americas,’ fortified it with a system of castles, tunnels and moats made out of a mixture of gravel, sand and limestone. It was meant to keep people out, but it didn’t for long.

Get lost in Old San Juan’s maze of cobblestone streets and alleyways to see the neighborhood’s transformation from a Spanish military outpost during the 16th and 17th centuries, to the lawless days of the 1960s and 1970s – immortalized in Willie Colón’s salsa ’Calle Luna Calle Sol’ – to now be a haven for artists, troubadours and wanderers. Don’t forget to look up to catch intricate mosaics adorning the buildings, relics of the city’s religious past. Old San Juan’s allure is almost impossible to resist.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Capilla del Cristo

2 Castillo San Felipe del Morro

3 Catedral de San Juan Bautista

4 Museo Casa Blanca

SIGHTS

5 Castillo San Cristóbal

6 Cuartel de Ballajá

7 La Perla

8 Palacio de Santa Catalina

9 Prisión de la Princesa

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10 Paseo de la Princesa

EATING

11 Chocobar Cortés

ENTERTAINMENT

12 eatro en 15

SHOPPING

13 Quimera Holistic Boutique




TOP TIP

Old San Juan is a popular hangout for Puerto Ricans. Political events can cause protests and unrest, specifically on Calle de la Fortaleza, where the governor’s mansion is located. Check the news, arrive early to secure a parking spot and be ready for lots of walking.
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Paseo de la Princesa

SEASIDE PROMENADE

Constructed between 1852 and 1854 under the order of Spanish governor Fernando Escudero de Norzagaray, this seaside promenade is a beautiful stroll around the walls leading up to the Puerta de San Juan, the official door to the city. Walking the 3-mile addition that takes you around El Morro is the best way to experience the bright-orange San Juan sunset.

This area also houses the Prisión de la Princesa, now the Department of Tourism, where you can learn about the history of the jailhouse.
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Castillo San Felipe del Morro

WORLD HERITAGE–LISTED FORTRESS

This six-level fortress is an impressive feat of military engineering. It guarded the city from pirates and other conquerors, its angled bastions making it difficult for attackers from the sea to shoot cannons at close range. El Morro took 250 years to complete, and long after Spain had lost control of the island to the United States in 1898, El Morro (renamed Fort Brooke) continued to be used as a military base during WWI and WWII.

Walk down the steep ramp to enter the vast castle, and wander through spiral staircases, dungeons, artillery tunnels and portholes to get a sense of how colonial soldiers patrolled the turbulent waters.
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Castillo San Cristóbal

WHERE SPOOKY LEGENDS LIVE

Castillo San Cristóbal, constructed between 1634 and 1765 at the entrance of the islet, kept out intruders coming from land.

Dry moats, bunkers, artillery tunnels and bombproof rooms designed for cannons added an interesting perspective to the island’s protection methods during Spanish colonial times.

According to the National Park Service, the fort follows the French ’Vauban-style fortress’ technique, which explains its irregular shape.

The castle is home to the supposedly haunted Garita del Diablo, a sentry box where a Spanish Crown soldier disappeared in the 17th century.

The sentinel was never found. Whether he ran away from a forbidden love or was taken by an unknown force remains a mystery.

Museo Casa Blanca

THE OFFICIAL RESIDENCE

The first official building erected in San Juan in 1521, Casa Blanca was meant to serve as the residence for Puerto Rico’s first commander, Juan Ponce de León. He never got to live there, but generations of his family did until the 18th century.

It’s now a museum with 16th- and 17th-century antiques, paintings and furniture, and you can take in the warm air in the Andalusian-style interior garden. A look through the 2nd-floor window reveals one of the best views of the Bay of San Juan.
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Palacio de Santa Catalina

LA FORTALEZA’S ARCHITECTURAL GRANDEUR

Referred to as La Fortaleza, this palace, perched strategically on the city walls, has seen it all. Since its construction roughly 482 years ago, it’s been used by various empires as a fortress, an arsenal and a prison. Today, it’s the oldest gubernatorial residence in continuous use in the western hemisphere.

The palace is an architectural marvel, with Italian Renaissance, baroque and French enlightenment styles adapted to a tropical climate to great effect.

Guided tours are offered free of charge Monday through Friday from 8am to 5pm. Walking through the interior gardens and sitting in the terrace perched on the city walls will tell you why Puerto Ricans treasure the sounds and views of Old San Juan.
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Cuartel de Ballajá

A MILITARY STRUCTURE REBORN

Flanked by Morovis, Beneficencia and Norzagaray streets, Cuartel de Ballajá is thought to be the last monumental military structure built by the Spanish Crown in the Americas.

Constructed between 1854 and 1864, it was used by both Spain and the US Army to house soldiers and their families. It was acquired by the Puerto Rican government in 1986, when its vast courtyard and Gothic vaulted ceilings were restored to their original luster.

Cuartel de Ballajá is now a cultural center, housing one of the most important historical museums in Puerto Rico, Museo de las Américas.


BAR HOPPING ON CALLE SAN SEBASTIáN

La Factoría

For colorful cocktails made with local fruit by world-class mixologists, this bar has hidden passageways and plenty of good music and style.

Taberna El Lúpulo

A good stop for local and international artisanal brews, a great playlist and creative bar fare, such as fried farmer’s cheese with guava IPA sauce.

La Sombrilla Rosa

With cheap beers and lots of reggaeton dancing, this bar is an all-night party that spills onto Calle San Sebastián – the crowd skews young and weekends get rowdy.



MORE IN OLD SAN JUAN

Teatro en 15 at La Casa Cultural

FUN 15-MINUTE PLAYS

When Hurricane Maria made landfall on the island in 2017, La Casa Cultural, a historic building on the famous Calle San Sebastián, was nearly destroyed.

Plenty of restoration work has been done to the building, which has its original criollo (Creole) tiles and architecture, in order to house what is one of the most innovative ways to consume local theater at a glance and on a budget.

Open from Thursday to Sunday, Teatro en 15 performs a series of 15-minute plays in Spanish (and sometimes English) that touch upon different subjects, such as historical events, LGBTQI+ rights, political struggles and fiction. You can also catch classics with a uniquely Puerto Rican spin, such as Hansel & Gretel. Written, directed, and starring a mixture of established and young talent, the Teatro en 15 rendition of this classic German tale updated the story with references to Puerto Rican and Latin American pop culture for great comedic effect.

Each season, six plays are chosen by proposal, and they are encouraged to be as current and creative as the budget allows. Admission is $5, and the plays run every one or two hours, depending on the day’s schedule. There is no assigned seating, but ushers will make sure you don’t miss your call time and that you find a good seat. For $30, you can catch all six plays, and lounge in the breezy interior patio as you wait.
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Artisans at Cuartel de Ballajá

Weekends and festivities such as the annual Fiestas de la Calle San Sebastián are a great way to meet artisanal makers and get everything from hand-rolled tobacco to woven hammocks. Cuartel de Ballajá is a good place to start.



WHERE TO EAT IN OLD SAN JUAN

La Vergüenza

This rooftop bar has everything from mojitos to arroz mamposteao (rice with beans). $$

La Catedral, Decanter Hotel

Scrumptious Spanish tapas menu designed by James Beard Award–winning chef, María Grubb. $$$

El Champi

Cozy indoor patio with some of the best ham croquettes and patatas bravas you’ll find in San Juan. $$


A SELF-GUIDED TOUR
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Jeishaly Villamar, owner at Hippietonga Boutique, recommends the following stroll to hit La Perla’s best spots.

The best places in La Perla are the ones with a view, and this neighborhood has some unique ones. Follow the signs to El Malecón and you’ll run into El Bowl, which gets filled on hot days and used as a pool. La Garita is a restaurant with a terrace that has one of the best views of La Perla’s colorful houses. There’s no better way to watch the sun set than sitting in El Malecón with an ice-cold beer.



See Another Side of the Walls at La Perla

THE CITY BEHIND THE WALLS

The world first met La Perla when its beautiful boardwalk, precariously close to the treacherous Atlantic tide, was immortalized by pop star Luis Fonsi and reggaeton superstar Daddy Yankee in their song ’Despacito.’ The colorful houses, snake-like alleyways and the warm familiarity of the community that has lived there for more than a century make for a perfect afternoon hang. But it wasn’t always this way.

La Perla was established in the 19th century outside the citadel’s walls by enslaved people and servants forbidden to live inside San Juan. Different waves of migration during the rough period of industrialization brought by the US government under Operation Bootstrap, discriminatory socio-economic policies and government neglect have kept the community steeped in poverty for generations.

The resilience of the community is undeniable. Taking advantage of the boom in tourism thanks to its starring role in ’Despacito,’ La Perla boasts one of the coolest public-art projects on the island.

Decorating bars, houses, derelict buildings and plazas are murals from local and international artists celebrating the history of salsa and important figures to La Perla’s survival. The most famous murals are those honoring musical heroes. The distinctive grayscale artworks are the work of Peruvian muralist Alexis Abel Villanueva Puente (@elsalsadklle). You can follow the story of each mural on Instagram (@lascarasdelaperlapr).

On weekends, the malecón (where you can take a picture with the ‘I Love La Perla’ sign) comes alive with bomba music and dancing, and you might even catch El Bowl full of water and open for swimming. Take in a different sight of El Morro by winding down with a coconut mojito at Pasito a Pasito.

La Perla has a reputation as a crime-ridden neighborhood, but the area has been safe for years. Remember, however, that people live here and they might not take kindly to strangers taking pictures or recordings of their homes.

WHERE TO STAY IN OLD SAN JUAN

Hotel El Convento

Built in 1646, this Carmelite monastery turned luxury hotel is a historic landmark with iconic criollo tiles. $$$

Decanter Hotel

Wine-themed hotel with an excellent rooftop for afternoon hangs. It’s pet friendly, if you’re traveling with furry friends. $$$

Villa Herencia Hotel

Located in Caleta de las Monjas, this eight-room property is a former convent in a residential neighborhood. $$$


CAPILLA DEL CRISTO: A UNIQUE DEAD END

Old San Juan’s peculiar, 16th-century urban plan means that most streets end in either a cliff or a wall…except Calle del Cristo, which ends in a masonry-style brick-and-stone chapel, Capilla del Cristo.

Only open on Tuesday, the chapel has a silver and gold altar and objects dating from 1753, along with a painting by José Campeche, Puerto Rico’s first internationally renowned painter and one of the best rococo artists in the Americas.

Attached to the chapel is the Parque de las Palomas (Pigeon Park), where hundreds of pigeons live and are fed daily by visitors who buy dried corn from vendors. Visiting this park is a rite of passage for all Puerto Rican children.



Explore the Cobblestone Streets

GET LOST IN THE OLD CITY

One of the coolest activities in Old San Juan is to get lost among its narrow alleyways and steep hills, and to bask in its colorful architecture, distinct murals and bright sunshine. You can start at the tree-lined Paseo de la Princesa, get some dulces típicos (artisanal candy) and stroll through the promenade to the Puerta de San Juan – the remaining door of the seven that led to the citadel’s square – and walk through to reach the cathedral and other landmarks.

Feeling adventurous? Take the side streets to explore hidden stairs, quirky shops – Quimera Holistic Boutique is outstanding – and Instagram-worthy murals. Don’t forget to look up for the mosaics.

Visit the Second-oldest Cathedral

JUAN PONCE DE LEÓN’S FINAL RESTING PLACE

Originally built in 1521, destroyed by a hurricane and rebuilt in 1529, the Catedrál de San Juan Bautista is the second-oldest cathedral in the Americas and has one of the most peculiar constructions of the era.

At least five chapels are inside the cathedral, with paintings of Catholic saints, religious relics from the Spanish conquest, and the mausoleum of the seeker of the fountain of youth, the conqueror Juan Ponce de León. You might get lucky and catch a wedding or two while walking by.

Indulge in Brunch at Chocobar Cortés

PUERTO RICAN CHOCOLATE GALORE

Chocobar Cortés is a haven for cacao lovers and the place to try expertly concocted dishes with the most surprising chocolate twists. The Cortés family are fourth-generation chocolatiers who started bean-to-bar production in the Dominican Republic in 1929. They moved the Cortés factory back to their native Puerto Rico in 1937 and have been an integral part of the culture ever since. If you’re into brunch, the chocobar pancakes, with homemade strawberry jam and caramelized salted almonds, are to die for.

Taste 140 years of Small-batch Rum

A DRINK WITH A VIEW

When Puerto Ricans are asked to pull out the special rum from their cabinet, most would make it a bottle of Ron Barrilito. The rum’s particular color and flavor come from its ageing process in cognac barrels brought directly from France to Hacienda Santa Ana, where the rum is produced.

Located in Bayamón, a 20- to 25-minute drive from Old San Juan, Hacienda Santa Ana, home of Ron del Barrilito Distillery, offers one of the best tours for learning about small-batch rum production, from barrel to bottle. The hacienda features the original house belonging to the Fernández family, which contains antique furniture, tiles and memorabilia. The bartenders at Bar del Barrilito will prepare excellent rum cocktails, such as a dreamy piña colada and the Bayamón Mule.

[image: jpg]

Catedrál de San Juan Bautista | WANGKUN JIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

WHERE TO HEAR LIVE MUSIC IN OLD SAN JUAN

Pasito a Pasito

Salsa and bomba dancing out on the malecón, mojito in hand.

Patio de la Princesa

Seaside outdoor patio where bomba gatherings happen on the weekends.

La Plaza del Negro

Bomba dancers and plena enthusiasts gather here to play on the weekends.


OLD SAN JUAN ON FOOT

Old San Juan is a completely walkable neighborhood.

The city’s age and design features lots of stairways and narrow sidewalks, so it is advised to wear sneakers. These will help with traction on the slippery cobblestones in case it rains.

There are Segway rentals that you can use, but honestly, they can be more of a hassle on the steep hills leading up to El Morro. Use ridesharing apps or taxis to reach other parts of San Juan.



Tour the Bacardi Distillery

LEARN ABOUT THE WORLD-FAMOUS RUM

Right by the ocean, 10.3 miles west of Old San Juan in Cataño, is the world’s largest premium rum distillery, Casa Bacardi. Founded by Facundo Bacardí Massó in Santiago de Cuba in 1862, the distillery was confiscated by the revolutionary government forces in Cuba in 1960. Puerto Rico’s distillery is the biggest in operation and offers the chance to get a sneak peek into the distilling process, the history of the Bacardi family, and the creation of the brand’s signature drinks: the Cuba libre, the daiquiri and the classic mojito.

The distillery runs several experience tours, with the basic package providing a trolley ride around the enormous distillery and a taste of the Casa Bacardi Special Reserve rum.

WHERE TO EAT AND DRINK IN BAYAMÓN

El Nido

Hefty burgers and locally made brews await in this restaurant, bar and fashion brand. $$

Beer Me Home

This bar serves local and international craft beers and Spanish-style tapas. $$

La Esquinita Jardín Cervecero

American bar food, such as chili cheese fries, lives alongside favorites like fried plantain stuffed with shrimp. $$





SANTURCE


A VIBRANT MULTICULTURAL COMMUNITY

Santurce has the distinction of being the only settlement in Puerto Rico founded by formerly enslaved people. Across from the islet of San Juan, the neighborhood was previously known as Cangrejos (crabs), supposedly because its swampy conditions made an excellent home to an abundance of crabs. To this day, people from the neighborhood proudly call themselves cangrejeros (crabbers) and will declare their loyalty to the neighborhood’s baseball and basketball teams, both named ’the crabbers.’ As you can probably tell, Santurcinos are cut from a different cloth.

The community is as vibrant now as the famous characters who have walked its streets: reggaeton star and Afro-Boricua activist Tego Calderón, salsa great Ismael ’Maelo’ Rivera and former New York Yankees catcher Jorge Posada, to name a few. Santurce has everything you could want from a city center – a killer music and arts scene, trendy shopping, history on every corner and access to a perfect beach.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Lote 23

2 Museo de Arte Contemporáneo

3 Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4 Club Vibra

5 Garabatos

EATING

6 San Juan Smokehouse

7 Santaella

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 El Coco de Luis

9 Esquina Watusi

10 La Penúltima

11 Taberna Los Vázquez

ENTERTAINMENT

12 La Respuesta

SHOPPING

13 La Placita

14 Santurce Pop




TOP TIP

Santurcinos swear by Sullivan’s BBQ’s roast chicken, French fries and rice and beans. This unassuming restaurant is such a classic lunch staple that reggaeton star Arcángel brought his grandpa in from the Dominican Republic to sit and eat at the shop in his ’Porto Bello’ music video. The seasoning is impeccable.
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BEST BARS IN CALLE CERRA

Machete

Chill ambience, top-notch cocktails and famous octopus fries. The Jíbaro All Star will perk your senses.

La Disquera

Japanese-style speakeasy and whiskey bar with vinyl DJs, low-hanging seats and hip people.



The Art of the Food-truck Park

INTERNATIONAL FOOD IN THE MIDDLE OF SANTURCE

Puerto Rico is more than rice and beans and the delectable pernil (roast pork shoulder). New and established chefs have set up shop in Lote 23, a food-truck park and outdoor-events venue tucked away between buildings in the middle of Santurce. The wooden shacks have everything from Mexican food at La Neta Urban Tacos, creative vegan fare at Malanga, and the fried-chicken heaven that is the Hen House. Watch for special and live-music events at the park. Summer nights can get a little hot, so wear comfortable clothing.

Shop Local at Santurce Pop

GET YOUR HANDS ON LOCALLY MADE GOODS

Think of Santurce Pop as a quirky mall where you can find artisan-made goods, creative coffee drinks, books, music and thrifted clothes and furniture, to name just a few of its many permanent and pop-up shops. Conceptualized as a way to create temporary or permanent spaces for artisans and businesses, the center has grown to house the likes of Encendía, a women-owned, modern lamp store and fashion brand; Mü, a vegan ice-cream shop; and Oye Records, a well-stocked new and vintage vinyl store.

If you speak Spanish, the 787 Libros bookstore is the perfect spot to get classic and contemporary literature from Puerto Rican authors, such as Luis Negrón, author of the LGBTIQ+ short-story collection Mundo Cruel.
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See Live Music at La Respuesta

SAN JUAN’S PREMIER INDIE-MUSIC VENUE

This mid-size venue has been home to many projects by San Juan’s arts community. Filling a void as a place with a good sound system where independent musicians could put on shows without paying hefty rental fees, La Respuesta has become the premier place for local bands like Alegría Rampante and Campo-Formio to perform, as well as international acts such as Amanda Palmer and hip-hop star Talib Kweli. DJs also play everything from hip-hop to electronic music and punk.
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Santurce’s Open-air Museum

TAKE A SELF-GUIDED STREET-ART TOUR

El Gandul and Trastalleres neighborhoods are a historic part of Santurce little known to tourists. While many famous residents come from the area, including folk singer Andy Montañéz and former-professional baseball player Orlando Cepeda, the barrio (neighborhood) was left to decay once the agriculture and railway industries died in the area.

When the area became a popular place for young people to live and play, artists started to ’fix’ the derelict buildings, transforming them into a public history and art project – giant canvases on which to tell the story of the neighborhood. Begin at Calle Cerra – the street where muralism festival Santurce es Ley begins – and walk around to see colorful artworks from world-renowned muralists such as Alexis Bousquet, Pun18, Vero Rivera and the hyperrealistic chrome murals that are Bikismo’s signature.

One of the pillars of the neighborhood, and where you’ll get the most authentic Puerto Rican chinchorro (a low-key, neighborhood bar) experience, is Esquina Watusi. Head there for an afternoon Medalla and some shade, or stay until night and enjoy a lively venue with live bomba, plena and salsa on the weekends. Book an Art Walk guided tour to learn the history of the area and the artworks that adorn its buildings.

MORE IN SANTURCE

Art & History in Cangrejos

ART IN A CONVERTED SCHOOLHOUSE

Santurce is home to world-class contemporary and classical art museums, and one of the most innovative ones is Museo de Arte Contemporáneo, which provides a space for installations and exhibits focused on Puerto Rican popular art. The structure is historic, having been built in 1916 in the Georgian Renaissance style by the US government as a part of its Americanization program. This explains why it’s one of the only brick constructions in the area.

Later renamed Rafael M Labra, the building became a high school and closed in the mid 2000s. A renewal project turned it into a museum that now houses art and photographic installations from contemporary and experimental Puerto Rican artists, as well as a home for performance art. The museum consistently chooses works focused on the future of Puerto Rico, sustainability, climate resilience and political struggles.
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WHY I LOVE SANTURCE
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Amaya García, writer

I was born in Santurce – a crabber at heart. Sadly, I didn’t grow up here, but my father did. He was raised in Villa Palmera by parents who had been displaced from agricultural lands. I’ve always heard his stories about meeting Tito Puente and other Fania stars and I’ve always identified with the barrio’s scrappiness and tough demeanor. Because these communities have survived a pulmón (by the skin of their teeth), Santurcinos are passionate about preserving the history and the character of their streets, and it’s a joy to see a community that fights and rises together. Santurce is also just impossibly cool, a place where you can hear the best live music and spend the night partying.



WHERE TO EAT CRIOLLO

Ruben’s Café

A neighborhood pillar, this Dominican restaurant has all the mangú (mashed plantain) and carne frita you need. $$

La Alcapurria Quemá

The namesake yucca root and plantain fritter is the star, but local staples like mofongo and salted cod are superb. $$

Asere Cubano Kitchen & Bar

With a terrace overlooking the Placita de Santurce, this place will make you feel like you’re in Havana. $$$


BEST PLACES TO DANCE IN LA PLACITA

There’s no shortage of dance spots in La Placita, one of the few places in San Juan to truly bar-crawl. Start at Garabatos, a great place to shake your body to the latest hip-hop and Latin hip-hop beats. It has bottle service so you can splurge, if that’s your thing.

Club Vibra calls itself the ’house of perreo’ and you’ll find exactly that – all-night parties with a heart-thumping reggaeton soundtrack. It doubles as a hookah lounge, so you’ll be able to chill once you tire of dancing.

Don’t leave before stopping by El Coco de Luis for the best mojitos.



Puerto Rican Art at its Finest

CENTURIES OF BORICUA ART HISTORY

The Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico (MAPPR) is in the restored San Juan Municipal Hospital. The building, in the heart of Santurce, is grand, with marble staircases and neoclassical architecture, and the MAPPR is monumental, with 21 art galleries, an interior garden and a theater. Stroll through the atrium so you can admire Puerto Rican artist Eric Tabales’ three-story-high stained-glass pane Sol Naciente Taíno, created in honor of the Taíno indigenous people and their deities. The museum’s permanent exhibitions contain artworks from the 17th century to the present, including Puerto Rican artist and social worker Pepón Osorio’s En La Barbería No Se Llora, a criollo baroque installation examining barber-shop culture.
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Fresh Finds at La Placita del Mercado

A GIANT BLOCK PARTY

La Placita is the kind of place that rallies everyone in the city. No matter where you come from, or what you’re looking for, something here will spark your interest and your senses. More than a century old, this marketplace was constructed on farmland ceded to the government around 1910 to satisfy Saturcinos’ demand for a place to buy fresh fruit, vegetables and meats.

Sandwiched between Calle Canals and Calle Dos Hermanos, the structure and its surroundings became the perfect spot to shop and see your neighbors. Population changes and shopping malls replaced La Placita for many years, leaving it to decay. An urban-renewal project in the 1990s paved the way for bars, restaurants and clubs. The market was remodeled and adorned with the iconic avocado statues, and the rest is history. During the day, you can still buy fresh produce, fish and beef – most of the restaurants nearby use ingredients bought directly from these stalls.

After 6pm, the square comes alive with sound systems blasting salsa and reggaeton. The Medallas and the tropical cocktails come out as the crowds move from restaurant to bar to plaza in a giant block party. Start your crawl at La Penúltima for a low-key hang with craft beers and cocktails. Really hungry? Head to San Juan Smokehouse for American-style BBQ with a boricua twist. Feeling fancy? Santaella has world-class mixologists and an award-winning chef to boot. Want to dance some salsa? Taberna Los Vázquez is your place.

WHERE TO FIND HIGH-END EATS IN SANTURCE

Santaella

At this fine-dining restaurant, chef José Santaella serves fresh fish, steak and cocktails with an international flare. $$$

Jacinta

A creole fusion restaurant with dishes from vegetarian risotto to Afro-Caribbean staples like curry coconut chicken. $$$

Casa Pimentón

A Neapolitan-style pizza joint and wine cellar with all the favorites – meatballs, burrata, prosciutto and wine. $$


SAFETY IN RíO PIEDRAS

Río Piedras has been a town in turmoil for decades, which is surprising considering one of the main higher-education institutions on the island calls it home.

A gas explosion in the early 1990s destroyed most of the Paseo de Diego (it has been rebuilt) and years of government neglect has steeped the community in poverty.

A recent wave of gentrification has also eroded the community’s trust in outsiders. If you’re here after 4pm, make sure to not stray into Paseo de Diego or the Capetillo community (the tail end of Av Ponce de León) as these streets are empty at night and don’t have proper public lighting or police presence.

For safety, it’s best to stay where the throngs of people are.



Discover Taíno Way of Life

VISIT THE ISLAND’S FIRST UNIVERSITY

A 10- to 15-minute drive along the length of Av Luis Muñóz Rivera and you’ll run into the University of Puerto Rico, the first formal higher-education institution on the island, established in 1902. Architecture buffs will be intrigued by the mix of styles found in the university buildings, and in the whole town of Río Piedras. The Museo de Historia, Antropología y Arte was designed by German architect Henry Klumb and it contains one of the most robust collections of Puerto Rican art and indigenous artifacts, providing a window into the Taíno way of life. The museum also has the majestic ‘El Velorio’ – impressionist painter Francisco Oller’s intricate work depicting a baquiné, an Afro–Puerto Rican traditional burial for infants. Oller was one of the pioneers of impressionist art in the Americas, and the painting is a significant part of Puerto Rican art history and anthropology.

Urban Respite at the Jardín Botánico

SURROUND YOURSELF WITH NATURE

The Jardín Botánico, part of the University of Puerto Rico, is a 200-plus-acre natural haven in the middle of busy San Juan. With more than 30,000 tropical plant species, waterfalls, a sculpture garden, lakes, trails and endangered plant species, this garden is an excellent way to get to know the island’s peculiar flora and the conservation and research efforts that are preserving Puerto Rico’s natural resources. Take a picnic blanket and spend the afternoon surrounded by nature.

WHERE TO HANG OUT IN RÍO PIEDRAS

El Refugio

This quaint bar is where you go for cheap drinks and live bomba and plena music.

El Boricua

A bohemian, open-air bar where salsa, live jazz and bomba reign supreme.

Club 77

Live rock bands, DJs and quick cocktails are found here every night.





CONDADO & MIRAMAR


ALTERNATIVE AND MULTICULTURAL

Condado and Miramar share borders and bridges with Old San Juan, but they are worlds apart from the 16th- and 17th-century Spanish architecture dominating Old San Juan. In Miramar, for example, you’ll find the neo-Gothic Nuestra Señora de Lourdes chapel. Designed by Czech architect Antonin Nechodoma, the church’s features – gargoyles and a square bell tower – look out of place in the tropics, but that’s part of the charm.

Condado was developed by the Behn Brothers – founders of the Porto Rico Telephone Company – as an urban playground for the affluent. The area became synonymous with high-end tourism and wealth. Stroll along the palm-tree-lined avenue and you’ll find stores such as Cartier and Louis Vuitton, and one of the coolest streets sandwiched between the three neighborhoods of Condado, Miramar and Ocean Park.
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EATING

1 Azucena

2 Casita Miramar

3 La Casita Blanca

4 Lucía Patisserie

5 Lulo’s

6 Mr Kukis

7 Panuchos

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8 ARYA Rooftop

9 Bar.C.Lona

10 Bottega

11 Café Tresbé

12 El Tap

13 Eter Rooftop Lounge

14 Jamón Jamón

15 Piso Viejo

16 Raíces Urbano

SHOPPING

17 Electroshock

18 Mala Mía

19 Moni & Coli

20 Ojo de Tigre

21 Playero Surf Shop

22 Salgado Art Studio

23 Sixne




TOP TIP

Apps such as Skootel and Kick, and other Segway rental services, are widely available around Old San Juan, Condado, Miramar and Ocean Park. These can be a low-cost way to travel between the neighborhoods, but be advised that sidewalks are narrow, so you might end up riding on a busy street.
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Swim in El Escambrón

ATLANTIC BEACH PARK

While it is technically in Old San Juan, El Escambrón beach park is the first swimmable beach you’ll run into in San Juan, with plenty of parking spaces, gazebos and places to lay your blanket to take in the bright Caribbean sun.

Since this is a state-run park, it opens from 8:30am to 5pm. A heads-up – this beach is known to have rip currents, so make sure to check weather and government advisories regarding tide conditions. There are no lifeguards on duty, so if you see an empty ocean, it’s usually not safe for swimming.
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From the Beach to Tresbé

AN ALL-IN-ONE EATERY

The bright-green containers on Calle Loíza hold several international street-food experiences. From 10am to noon, Café Tresbé is a premier breakfast eatery, with French toast, eggs and croissants. After noon, the place opens up for lunch and dinner, and you can order anything from decadent fish tacos to smoothies and craft beers.

The containers also hide other secrets, such as Azucena, where a reservation will let you into a contemporary Caribbean eatery with refined versions of Puerto Rican staples, such as fried swordfish, mofongo baskets and octopus.
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Hang Out at Calle Loíza

INTERNATIONAL BAR CRAWL

This bar crawl is a bit more high end than La Placita, so budget accordingly. For salsa lovers, Raíces Urbano is a restaurant and sports bar where you can dance and watch the latest sports games. Piso Viejo has more of a bar atmosphere and live music.

Wine bar Bottega is a good place to unwind in a chill atmosphere, with a great selection of wines from all over the world.

For Mexican food and the best margaritas, head to Panuchos. This Día de los Muertos–themed restaurant has food and drink specials daily and is beloved by locals.

El Tap is highly recommended for beer and craft-brew lovers, with local and international craft beers always on tap.


FANCY GETTING A TATTOO?

Some of the most well-regarded tattoo artists on the island have studios in or around Condado and Calle Loíza. Salgado Art Studio is owned by the world-famous multimedia artist, Juan Salgado. Mala Mía is a new studio focusing on colorful, contemporary tattoo styles.



MORE IN CONDADO & MIRAMAR

Eat Something Sweet

A WORLD OF CREATIVE PASTRIES

Bakeries are in Puerto Rico’s lifeblood, and young chefs and entrepreneurs have been building Condado, Miramar and Santurce into one of the best places to find creative pastry chefs and Caribbean takes on European baking traditions.

Plan ahead and order from Lucía Patisserie (luciapatisserie.com) for some of the best croissants on the island. The menu changes weekly. Cookie lovers will find a home in Mr Kukis’ thick, chocolate-filled treats. Lulo’s is a small baking studio closer to Calle Cerra where you can take a slice of crème brûlée cake to go.

Record Shopping at Ojo de Tigre

ART GALLERY AND VINYL SHOP

Orquesta El Macabeo’s José Ibáñez and his partner, artist Karla Cruz Bonilla, created Ojo de Tigre, which serves as an art gallery, meeting and event space, and independent-brands shop. This is the place to look for music from Puerto Rico’s punk scene, and it has a great selection of classics and rare Latin American and Spanish albums on vinyl.

The owners and shop attendants are super knowledgeable about the different music scenes on the island, so striking up a conversation with them will certainly get you some good listening recommendations and tips on which bands to watch out for.

Fashion in Calle Loíza

CARIBBEAN STYLE BOUTIQUES

There’s a world of bespoke and ready-to-wear fashion boutiques between Santurce, Condado, Miramar and Ocean Park. These stores carry more bohemian options than fancy dresses. A favorite is Moni & Coli, a boutique owned by two sisters that carries different independent fashion brands. Playero Surf Shop and Sixne are lifestyle brands catering to those into streetwear and beach-ready outfits. Electroshock is a vintage clothing and record store with quirky finds.
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BEST COFFEE SHOPS IN MIRAMAR & CONDADO

Dosis Café & Barra

Delicious coffee and drinks made with locally sourced beans. Its guava loaf is delicious.

Hacienda San Pedro

This is an outpost of the fourth-generation coffee roasters. Puerto Rican coffee at its finest.

Tostado

Hands down the best brunch and sandwiches in the Condado area.


NOTICE THE DRESS CODE

Puerto Ricans can be relaxed about life, but one thing they take seriously is getting dressed up and going out on the town. It’s why you’ll rarely see anyone walking in a bathing suit and flip-flops outside of beach areas. Note that the ritzier the place, the stricter the clothing policy will be.

Club 7eight7, for example, only allows open-toed shoes for women and women-identifying folk. It sounds strict, but people look at it as an occasion to pull out their best wares and rock them until dawn.



Paddleboard the Condado Lagoon

ENJOY THE TRANQUIL WATERS

There are several entry points for launching a kayak or paddleboard on the Condado Lagoon, but the easiest and most convenient is Parque Benítez, where you’ll find several paddleboard and kayak rental companies. Hire starts from $30 for two hours, and guided tours are available (but not necessary).

The lagoon is a tranquil place where, if you’re lucky, you might see manatees and sea turtles. If you’re heading out alone, be mindful of weather conditions and use extreme caution.

Upscale Bar Culture in Miramar

HIGH-END CARIBBEAN

Miramar shares a border with mural-lined Calle Cerra, so eventually there’s some crossover between experiences. However, if you’re looking for upscale bar and dining options, Miramar has classics such as the 30-year-old criollo restaurant, La Casita Blanca. This restaurant is where stars like musician Pedro Capó go when they’re back home.

Casita Miramar, closer to Ponce de León Av, has upscale Puerto Rican dining options in an old-style home. Jamón Jamón is a cozy wine bar worth a visit.

People Watch on Avenida Ashford

A LUXURIOUS WALK

Strolling along palm-tree-lined Av Ashford is one of the best ways to get a sense of what Condado is all about. Take a detour to Av Magdalena and grab a coffee at Barista Squared, then walk along the avenue towards Ocean Park to see historic hotels such as the Condado Vanderbilt. Take a breather at Ventana del Mar, where yoga and meditation classes are held. Hop between bar and hotel lounges for top-notch cocktails.

Enjoy Some Rooftop Cocktails

TOAST THE SUNSET

Year-round warm weather is perfect for rooftop and terrace hangs, and both Miramar and Condado have some of the prettiest sights.

Eter Rooftop Lounge, on top of the Ciqala Luxury Suites in Miramar, has a gorgeous 360-degree cocktail-in-hand view of the sunset. ARYA Rooftop is located at the exclusive O:LV Fifty Five hotel in Condado and is famous for its vintage decorations and chic vibe.

Bar.C.Lona, at the AC Hotel, is a Spanish Mediterranean-style haunt with tapas and wine.
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BARS & SPEAKEASIES IN CONDADO AND MIRAMAR

Bar La Unidad

Look for the red-lit door and knock to be let into this rustic bar with craft cocktails and good music.

Comedor

Indulge in cocktails such as the Coffee with a Kick, made with rum, Fernet Branca liquor and a shot of espresso.

El Bar Bero

A converted barber shop, this bar is great for a nightcap and a low-key hang.


ON FOOT OR BIKE

Condado and Miramar are both walkable districts with plenty of sidewalks on which to explore the area safely. The area is mostly flat, but some sidewalks are damaged.

A popular alternative is to bike around the area and along the backroads and beachside promenades to take in the views of Ocean Park and the Bay of San Juan.

There are lots of bike rentals in the area, and electric bikes, Segways and scooters are also available. If you’re using the roads, be advised that it is illegal and dangerous to go on or cross the expressway with these vehicles.



San Juan's Answer to Fifth Avenue

LOCAL AND INTERNATIONAL FASHION

Luxury can be found anywhere in this city, but Miramar and Condado are particularly known for their stores from some of the world’s most important fashion houses – Salvatore Ferragamo, Cartier and Louis Vuitton all have a presence here. If you’re looking to go into these stores, make sure you’re not in beach wear, as dress codes are observed.

You can also find Puerto Rican designers such as Lisa Thon, Nono Maldonado and Eclíptica, which all have rotating collections on display. For beach wear, you can find the popular surf shop Tres Palmas on McLeary St, which also functions as a surfboard rental place.

Other Puerto Rican brands, such as Valija, an offshoot of the bohemian wear brand Valija Gitana, and Trends, can give you a sense of what the island’s trendiest people are wearing and where you can get it. For trendy tropical wear, try Charmé, Otto Style for Men and Nativa.

WHERE TO STAY IN CONDADO

Condado Vanderbilt Hotel

This historic hotel is a luxury experience that will transport you to the early 20th century. $$$

O:live Boutique Hotel

This adults-only hotel has a swanky rooftop bar and terrace overlooking the Condado Lagoon. $$$

La Concha Renaissance Hotel

This hotel boasts a party atmosphere with outdoor pools, nightclubs and restaurants. $$$





OCEAN PARK


THE BEACH LIFE

This sub-barrio, located between the Condado and Isla Verde beaches, is where you get some of the best coastal views and swimming holes in San Juan. It’s mostly a residential area, with beach access through the Ocean Park subdivision on McLeary St. As a neighborhood, it’s one of the newest developments in San Juan’s history, with houses and structures dating back to the 1930s and 1950s. You can find lots of boutique bed-and-breakfasts in this area, plenty of beach eats and more than 2 miles of yellow-sand beaches. People tend to stay here the whole day and linger into the night at one of the outdoor terraces.

This area is also a haven for water-sports enthusiasts. You can find kitesurfing, snorkeling, banana boats, jet ski and surfing lessons, with companies also offering rentals and boat trips.
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TOP TIP

Beaches in the metropolitan area are deep and can have strong rip currents and big waves. They’re perfect for surfers, but swimming can get tricky. Pay attention to the flag system on the beach, listen to weather advisories and do not enter the water if the sea is choppy.
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PERFECT DAY IN OCEAN PARK

Normaliz Rodríguez, writer and former Ocean Park resident, shares her perfect day.

I love Ocean Park because it’s a quiet place to forget about the city for a while. For the perfect day, I recommend getting there early to find parking space. Walk around the beach, take in the sights and do a yoga class in the shade with teacher Taína Cuevas (@mindfultaina). It’s beginner friendly and she works by donation. Go for breakfast at Numero Uno or Kasalta, which has a delicious caldo gallego (Galician stew).



Water Sports on the Beach

BANANA BOATS AND KITE SURFING

Wading in the Puerto Rican water is a perfect way to spend the day, and the adventurous will find one of the finest sea playgrounds in Ocean Park. There are several rental companies and schools stationed in the area with everything from kayak to jet-ski rentals. There are surfing and kitesurfing lessons available as well. If you’re looking to have some wild fun, the banana boats are always a blast. It’s recommended to book ahead.

Pirilo for Pizza Perfection

PIZZA WITH A PUERTO RICAN TWIST

Pirilo is a beloved institution in San Juan’s restaurant scene, featuring Italian and Caribbean fusion plates made to share.

Its rustic, wooden decorations, creative dishes and laid-back atmosphere make for a great place to hang out after the beach, or to have a few drinks and a great dinner before a night out on the town. A favorite dish is the croquetas de mamposteao, filled with stewed rice and beans – a Puerto Rican comfort food if there ever was one. The Pirilo pizza, with ground beef and sweet plantain, showcases one of the quintessential combinations of boricua cuisine. This place is very popular, so make a reservation.

Rooftop dining

VEGETARIAN HOTEL

Boutique hotel Dream-catcher by DW has a rooftop terrace with several dining experiences. It touts itself as San Juan’s only vegetarian hotel and, partnered with chef Jerome and his concept AOVARA, the hotel has a prix fixe, four-course menu focused on vegetarian and vegan versions of Caribbean, Mexican and Italian staples. The menu is only available on Fridays; reservation required.





ISLA VERDE & PIÑONES


A GATEWAY TO EAST-COAST CULTURE

Isla Verde takes its name because of a small island of the same name located off the coast of the Puerto Rican municipality of Carolina that, at some point, was attached to the land. The area, originally named Cangrejo Arriba (Upper Cangrejos), is now a premier tourist destination, with a strip of large chain and boutique hotels, and several beaches, such as Pinegrove and Balneario de Isla Verde. The area has always been a great destination for dancing – clubs and hotel lounges with live salsa bands abound on weekends.

Piñones is the gateway to Puerto Rico’s east coast and an important part of the island’s history. More than 220 years ago, Black and criollo soldiers united to defeat Ralph Abercromby’s troops and prevent a British invasion. Because of this history, a lot of foods and artisanal crafts particular to Afro-Puerto Rican and indigenous culture can be found here.
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SIGHTS

1 Balneario de Carolina

2 El Alambique

3 Pine Grove

ACTIVITIES

4 La Pocita

EATING

5 Donde Olga

6 Los Barriles

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7 Brava

8 Jukiao’s Mojito Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

9 Drift

10 La Casita Amarilla

11 Vivo Beach Club




TOP TIP

Renting a car is the best way to reach Piñones and enjoy the beaches and sightseeing at your leisure. While there aren’t many parking spots, you can carefully park along the road to reach the kiosks. Public transportation is not an option and rideshares can be hard to come by after hours.
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Many Beaches of Isla Verde & Piñones

FIND A FAVORITE

The number of beaches shared between these two neighborhoods is amazing – you could ride a bike along the coast from Ocean Park and take in the sights of Condado and end in Vacía Talega, a quiet beach closer to Loíza. There are, however, tips and tricks for the perfect beach day in Isla Verde and Piñones, as not all of the beaches are safe for swimming. Fifteen minutes outside of San Juan, the Balneario de Carolina (Carolina Public Beach) is a great option if you’re traveling with children as it has facilities such as bathrooms, showers and gazebos.

El Alambique is the beach closest to San Juan. Some of the entrances are blocked by residential buildings and hotels, but there are public passages – such as the one on Calle José Tartak – that will get you right onto the white sand. Pine Grove is a quiet but rocky beach, and you can find street parking on Calle Violeta.

In Piñones, La Pocita is a cool wading pool made by a seawall. You can park across the street and set up some chairs on this small slice of coast. This beach is a favorite for families, so cookouts on the weekends are really common. Piñones is set below sea level, so climbing one of the sand dunes along the side of the road will get you a great view, but the area is not safe for swimming or after dark.


BEACH DAY TIPS

Puerto Ricans are experts at beach days. For the best experience, pack a lot of sunscreen or a rashguard as the Caribbean sun is fierce from 10am to 4pm. Some beaches will have chairs and umbrellas for rent, but if you’re going to a beach outside of the parks system, these won’t be available, so plan accordingly.

A small, portable cooler with water and drinks might help save you from heatstroke.



Cycle the Piñones Trail

SEE MANGROVES AND RUINS

On the shore of Laguna la Torrecilla, after the Boca de Cangrejos bridge on PR-187, the Centro Cultural Ecoturístico de Piñones is the place to start to cycle this trail along the mangroves and coastline of Piñones. You can rent a kayak there or check for bike rentals. Even though parts of the wooden trail have yet to be fixed from hurricane damage, you can still take advantage of the many lookout points, ruins and the presence of wildlife such as leatherback turtles. If you’re biking along the road, be cautious, as this is a narrow, two-way street.
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Wildlife at Corredor Ecológico del Noreste

WHERE THE LEATHERBACKS NEST

Stop by Vacía Talega beach for a swim and make your way, preferably by car, to one of the biggest conservation initiatives on the island. From here, you’ll be able to make your way to Loíza, a 16th-century settlement where the history of bomba and other Afro–Puerto Rican traditions comes alive.

You’ll be able to see the area’s famed leatherback turtles, coral reefs, the endangered Antillean manatee, the Puerto Rican boa, fruit bats, some of the 123 species of birds and at least 34 endemic species of butterflies.
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Dancing in Isla Verde & Piñones

SHAKE YOUR BODY IN STYLE

Isla Verde and Piñones are known by salsa and electronic music lovers as among the best spots to dance the night away with infectious tropical rhythms – try Red Coral Lounge, inside the San Juan Marriott Resort, and Drift, where you can hear live bands and move your feet to the latest sounds with top-notch DJs.

There are other more informal bars where you can find people dancing as well, such as La Casita Amarilla, which has a terrace overlooking the bay. It has a full menu so you can order food and cocktails, or just hang around for the good music.

A high-end club experience can be found at Brava, a legendary club on the Isla Verde strip where you can run into celebrities and dance to everything electronic.

MORE IN ISLA VERDE & PIñONES

Spend a Day at Vivo Beach Club

WATCH A BEACH SUNSET

Just a few years old, Vivo Beach Club is a first of its kind in Isla Verde. Not quite a resort, it offers day passes ranging from $80 to $120, giving you access to its pools, facilities and bars. This venue is also popular with reggaeton and pop artists, with concerts held on weekends by the likes of reggaeton star Brray. One of the most interesting parts of the beach club is Ocean Lab Brewery, which is currently one of the best-regarded craft brewers on the island. At the restaurant, you can try all of its beers on tap, including the smooth SJU Lager, the passionfruit wheat beer Mambo (a favorite among young Puerto Ricans), the Puerto Rican lager Mayawest and others. Stay for the sunset on the multi-tiered balcony.
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Taste Your Way Through Kiosk Row

ALCAPURRIAS AND EMPANADILLAS MADE TO ORDER

You’ll never go hungry along PR-187, as kiosks with delicious fresh fish, fried plantain and tropical drinks are only a few steps from each other. It can be hard choosing a kiosk, but a good place to start is Donde Olga, one of the first restaurants on the Isla Verde inlet – trying the octopus salad and the alcapurrias (fritters). It doesn’t have beach access, but the balcony does provide a good sunset view. Stop at Jukiao’s Mojito Bar for cocktails to go – it has all types of flavors of mojitos, from coconut to passionfruit. For a sit-down feed, Los Barriles has a reputation for good criollo food and it’s close to the Instagram-worthy giant chairs.


TRAVELING AROUND ISLA VERDE & PIñONES

Isla Verde is a major tourist area, so there are ample sidewalks and crosswalks. Piñones is best seen by car, as the PR-187 road is narrow, vehicles tend to speed and it’s not safe to walk alongside the road. When stopping at kiosks, make sure to find parking in the dunes or roadside, but make certain you’re not blocking traffic.



WHERE TO EAT IN PIÑONES

Donde Olga

Amazing octopus salad, alcapurria fritters and drinks overlooking the bay. $

El Boricua

Arrive early as lines can be long for El Boricua’s hand-made empanadillas and fritters, fresh to order. $

Kiosko La Comay

This restaurant’s arroz con jueyes (rice and crab) is heavenly, as are its traditional fritters. $







VIEQUES & CULEBRA

[image: ]

HIDDEN NATURAL WONDERS AWAIT

These islands are full of adventure, beaches like you’ve never seen and a history worth exploring.
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Vieques and Culebra, 6 to 8 miles off the eastern tip of Puerto Rico’s main island, are two of the most ecologically diverse and culturally unique municipalities in Puerto Rico. Their relative isolation have made them, over time, a haven for indigenous populations, pirates, tourists and the US Navy.

The name Vieques comes from the TaÍno indigenous name Bieké, which means small island, and Puerto Ricans call it La Isla Nena (Little Girl Island). What Vieques lacks in size, it makes up for in the beauty of its beaches, the spectacle of its natural wonders and a history of resilience. Drive around the winding roads to see horses roaming through the idyllic setting.

Culebra is slightly smaller, but its canals and cays will charm you with their turquoise waters, white sands and snorkel-worthy sea life. Quaint restaurants and bed and breakfasts give you an excellent excuse to stay.

A little bit of history goes a long way during your stay. When the United States took over Puerto Rico in 1898, both Vieques and Culebra were designated as naval bases, with thousands of residents expropriated or not properly compensated for their land. From 1901 to 2001, the US Navy occupied large swathes of both islands, until years-long protests ended military exercises. These lands are now part of the US national wildlife refuge system.
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THE MAIN AREAS

VIEQUES

Water sports, crystal-clear waters and enchanting sunsets.

LA ESPERANZA

Beaches and restaurants.

CULEBRA

Quaint restaurants and great snorkeling.





Find Your Way

Getting to Vieques and Culebra requires a combination of car rides and ferry or plane trips. Once on the islands, rent a scooter or utility vehicle (UTV) and hop your way through the beaches and hang-out spots.
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Plan Your Time

Don’t underestimate the size of these islands – Culebra and Vieques have enough beaches, nature hikes, snorkeling, eateries and historic sightseeing to quickly fill even the loosest of itineraries.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• This is not a drill – go to the beach. For a laid-back experience, head to Playa Flamenco in Culebra. This crescent-shaped strand boasts some of Puerto Rico’s clearest and calmest waters, and its vast area lets you choose whether to hang with the crowd or find a quieter spot. This is also a great spot for photography enthusiasts, as you can get panoramic views of the bay and of the old, rusted WWII artillery tanks left by the US Navy.

• Looking to pack in more beach time? Head to Vieques and take a tour of the beaches inside the Vieques National Wildlife Refuge.




Three Days to Travel Around

• Make Ceiba your starting point for the weekend, getting ferry tickets for the earliest departure to Vieques. Plan to stay the night so you can leisurely head to the beaches and restaurants during the day. Book an evening kayak tour of Bahía Mosquito, Vieques’ bioluminescent waters – glass-bottom kayaks make for a sublime experience. Head back to Ceiba on the 5pm ferry and rest up.

• Take an early ferry the next morning to Culebra to explore its many beaches and cays. Keep an eye on the time as boat departures are non-negotiable and can be changed without notice, depending on weather conditions.




More Than One Week

• A week is enough to see both islands in detail, if you plan your trips right. Start a four-day stay on Vieques at El Bilí with one of its famous guava muffins and then visit the beaches. Enjoy a fancy night out at El Blok Hotel’s cocktail bar or dance the night away at La Nasa.

• From Vieques, head to Culebra, hanging out for three days, basking in the sun on the beaches. Snorkel the reefs at Dátiles where, if you’re lucky, you might see leatherback turtles.



Seasonal Highlights

Whether beach-hopping or historical sightseeing, there’s something to do during every season of the year. The beautiful swimming spots are also accessible at any time.

JANUARY

Holiday festivities are in full swing in every town. The most significant celebration is Fiesta de Reyes, or Three Kings Day, on January 6.
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MARCH

Marks the start of the rainy season. With 86°F (30°C) temperatures, it’s a great time to see the verdant forests in full bloom.
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APRIL

Vieques and Culebra are nesting grounds for the leatherback turtles, so you may spot nests and watch the majestic turtles lay their eggs.
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JULY

For five days, Vieques celebrates its Fiestas Patronales de la Virgen del Carmen, with music, parades and the traditional bilí drink.
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SEPTEMBER

On these islands, fall is hot and humid, so this is a great time to park yourself at the nearest beach or try water sports.
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OCTOBER

Vieques’ town center holds the Festival de la Arepa celebrating the traditional Puerto Rican dish with music, dancing and food.
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DECEMBER

The waters get colder this time of year, so beaches tend to be a bit emptier – a good time to beachcomb and lounge on the shore.

[image: jpg]

Bo Shen/SHUTTERSTOCK ©





VIEQUES
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Isabel II (pronounced ’Isabel Segunda’) is the first sight you get of Vieques when you arrive on the ferry. It’s a quaint and colorful town center that serves as the capital of the island. Walk around and you’ll find everything you need here, from places to shop for groceries and bakeries where you can buy fresh bread, to bars and restaurants to satisfy all cravings.

However, there are more landmarks to visit, with the Punta Mulas Lighthouse looming just over the bay and, further inland, the ruins of the Conde de Miraflores Fortress, which have been transformed into a museum to showcase artifacts related to Vieques’ history.

There are plenty of guesthouses of varying prices so staying the night is always recommended to get a full view of the island. Don’t be alarmed by all the horses and roosters you see roaming around – they are part of Vieques’ daily life.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Bahía Mosquito

2 Fortín Conde de Mirasol

SIGHTS

3 Hombre de Puerto Ferro Archaeological Site

4 Puerto Ferro Lighthouse

5 Punta Mulas Lighthouse

ACTIVITIES

6 La Chiva

7 Playa Caracas

EATING

8 Biekes Bistro

9 El Yate

SHOPPING

10 Luna Loca

11 Oro at Playa Negra

12 Siddhia Hutchinson Fine Art Gallery




TOP TIP

Hailing a ride from the ferry dock is easy, as there will be taxis and buses waiting at arrival and departure times. For a smooth experience, book rides ahead of time and don’t depend on rideshare apps.




RESTRICTED AREAS: WHY?

The US Navy and the Naval Training Range occupied most of the habitable land in Vieques for almost a century.

Since 2001, these lands, which comprise the eastern and western ends of the island, have been part of the Vieques National Wildlife Reserve.

While some areas have been cleaned and opened, other areas remain closed due to dangerous landmines, unexploded rockets and bombs. Some areas are also contaminated with heavy metals such as mercury and depleted uranium, and are still undergoing a clean-up process.

While there are guided tours to areas such as Bahía Mosquito, it is prohibited to enter any closed sections.



Visit Fortín Conde de Mirasol

THE LAST LINE OF DEFENSE

The construction of Fortín Conde de Mirasol was controversial, even back in 1845, when the Spanish monarchs were fighting with other empires in Europe for control over the island. The fortification – with walls planned in a similar fashion as the San Juan forts – was never finished and was later abandoned to the elements. The structure has had many uses over the years, including being a prison, a seismic observatory from the US Geological Survey and now a museum that has an interesting collection of folkloric art, archival photographs and other artifacts telling the history of Vieques.
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See the Ancient Puerto Ferro Man

A MYSTERIOUS 4000-YEAR-OLD TOMB

The Hombre de Puerto Ferro Archaeological Site was found in 1991 and is where researchers exhumed the skeleton of a 4000-year-old man believed to be one of the earliest inhabitants of Vieques in the pre-Arawak stone age. On your way to Sun Bay beach, you’ll pass the signpost for the site. Follow a dirt road and you’ll arrive at a giant formation of boulders – no one knows if they are natural or made by humans – that encircled the Puerto Ferro man’s remains.
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WHERE TO EAT BREAKFAST ON VIEQUES

Panadería La Viequense

You can’t go wrong with a classic pan sobao (Puerto Rican bread) roast pork sandwich. $

Rising Roost

Close to the ferry dock, this colorful restaurant has light fare like omelets and avocado toast. $$

La Cremosa Food Truck

It only operates Fridays and Saturdays (sometimes Sundays), but has the best empanadas on the island. $$


WHY I LOVE VIEQUES
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Amaya Garcia, writer

Falling in love with Vieques is easy. Life is decidedly slower here and trying to hurry to get anywhere is a fool’s errand. It’s an island that forces you to take a step back and marvel at things that are bigger than you – a sky full of constellations, a 300-year-old tree, volcanic sand that can make your skin shimmer. The crystal-clear beaches reflect the sun onto your face, and living with less is a very real possibility.



Hike to the Lighthouse Ruins

THE UNFINISHED PUERTO FERRO

The Puerto Ferro Lighthouse suffered the same fate as a lot of Spanish colonial structures on the island. Once the Spanish-American War ended, fortifications such as Puerto Ferro were left unfinished and exposed to the elements. Perched on a cliff, these ruins are an excellent walking and hiking goal while taking advantage of the cool Caribbean breeze.

Contemplate Under an Ancient Tree

THE MOST SACRED PLANTS

The kapok, or silk cotton tree (ceiba in Spanish), is a sacred symbol for Puerto Ricans – an imposing tree with roots so strong it can withstand the most relentless of hurricanes. This ceiba in Parque La Ceiba, along Hwy 200, dates back more than three centuries. In the past few years, its flora has made a dramatic comeback after being battered by Hurricane Maria. An oasis in the middle of paradise, Parque La Ceiba is made for bird gazing, meditating and admiring a tree that has seen more than most.

BEST PLACES TO WATCH THE SUNSET

El Gallito Beach

This lookout point is a stop along the way to the airport with the best vantage point to Culebra and Puerto Rico.

Mosquito Pier Breakwater

The former Navy pier is a tranquil spot to watch a bright-orange sunset in the island’s west.

Malecón La Esperanza

Sunset bathes this beach strip in a golden light around 6pm in summer and 5pm in winter.


OPENING & CLOSING TIMES

One of the curious things about Vieques is that most businesses function by demand. If the ferries came in empty that day, there’s a big chance that many businesses, such as cafes and kiosks, will be closed, even if their operating hours suggest otherwise.

The same goes for public transportation and taxis, so be patient, call ahead and always make alternative plans.



Last Spanish Lighthouse

LOOKING OVER THE PIER

First lit in 1896, Punta Mulas Lighthouse sits on a cliff overlooking the northern seas, ready to detect any ships coming into port. This curious landmark is considered the last fortification the Spanish Crown built on Vieques before ceding it – along with Puerto Rico – to the United States after the Spanish-American war. It was restored in 1992 and is now a museum featuring naval artifacts from Vieques’ history.

Walk Through the Town Center

DISCOVER THE LOCAL LIFESTYLE

Wake early and get to know the streets of Vieques by taking in the sights and sounds of the busy town center, right across from the ferry terminal. The colors of the Caribbean come alive and you’ll find lovely restaurants, such as Biekes Bistro with its outdoor terrace, and El Yate, aPuerto Rican restaurant with the freshest fish, close to the pier. Stay until the afternoon and have dinner at one of the many criollo (Creole) and fusion restaurants. Dexter’s Backyard BBQ is also a favorite food truck that you’ll have to chase down as it moves locations.

Kayak the Bioluminescent Bay

GLOW UNDER THE NEW MOON

One of three bioluminescent bays in Puerto Rico, Bahía Mosquito is the place where you will see the brightest concentration of dinoflagellates, the microorganisms that, when disturbed, create a fairy-like glow in the water. In order to reach the bay, you’ll need to join a tour, which usually includes the kayaking gear and a guide. Some rental companies have clear kayaks tailor-made for exploring these waters.

It’s important to become a little bit of an astronomer before booking a trip, as a full moon will destroy any chance of seeing the glowing effect. Wait for a new moon and paddle your way to wonder. As an added bonus, a lot of beaches in Vieques have bioluminescence, so keep an eye out at night.

Join a Snorkeling Expedition

UNDERWATER FAUNA

With an abundance of small islands, cays, and beaches, Vieques has something for snorkeling enthusiasts of all levels. It’s very common to find kids and adults alike snorkeling off a beach and finding sea urchins and reefs. For more expert trips, book a guided experience to find the best snorkeling spots. Popular places to dive are La Chiva in the Vieques National Wildlife Refuge and Playa Caracas, where colorful fish abound.

Fun Brothers offers self-guided and guided snorkeling for approximately $20 to $50 per person. There are other companies that offer tours to different offshore islands as well.
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WHERE TO STAY IN VIEQUES

Amapola Inn

Home to El Bilí restaurant, this charming guesthouse has rooms and apartments at reasonable rates. $$

El Blok

This modern cement building is an adults-only boutique hotel with a chic cocktail bar. $$$

Casa de Amistad

A brightly colored guesthouse with a pool and other amenities. $$$


OVER-TOURISM CONCERNS

Two of the prevailing concerns for longtime residents of Vieques are over-tourism and gentrification.

Government-sponsored tax incentives have created a boom in realty and land sales, most of which is scooped up by outside investors and turned into temporary rentals, leaving residents unable to find affordable housing.

When visiting, be mindful of these issues and considerate of viequense culture. Some of the ways you can do this are by renting from local owners, not limiting yourself to predominantly American hangouts (such as Lazy Jacks and Bananas, for example) and talking to viequenses about their history and current struggles.



See the Folk Art Galleries

BUCOLIC ART PIECES

Vieques’ idyllic setting, with its gorgeous skies and great weather year-round, has for decades attracted the most bohemian and adventurous characters. It’s no surprise that the island has a thriving artistic community and you can see some of the coolest folk art inspired by the culture in Vieques.

Closer to the entrance to the volcanic Playa Negra, you can find Oro at Playa Negra, an art gallery and cat rescue home with the most majestic roosters roaming around. Siddhia Hutchinson Fine Art Gallery is excellent for window shopping or purchasing intricate jewelry and home decor. Luna Loca is a gallery and gift shop specializing in local and international artists.

Shop for Artisanal Goods

FROM HONEY TO BRIGHT DRESSES

La Colmena Cimarrona is an agricultural and beekeeping project with several educational initiatives, including seedbeds, and the creation of a network of local farmers to lead the island towards food sovereignty. Its Sambumbia group organizes a farmers market twice a month, alternating between El Malecón in La Esperanza at night and the town center in Isabel II during the day.

You can find honey directly from beehives in Vieques, along with vegetables and products from other vendors, such as Taller Artesanal Suzy, who sells handmade beach crystal and silver jewelry along with hand-sewn African-fabric dresses. If you miss the market, it is possible to contact La Colmena Cimarrona (colmenacimarrona.org) and arrange a visit to its farm.


Getting Around

In order to get the best from your trip to Vieques, it is imperative to rent a vehicle. There are plenty of rental companies with UTVs, scooters, golf carts and other small vehicles available. You can also rent a car, but be mindful that parking spots are scarce in tourist areas. Words of advice: don’t speed, and be sure to abide by traffic laws and signage, as speed-related accidents have been on the rise and Vieques doesn’t have a hospital available for emergencies.







LA ESPERANZA
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This seaside town on Vieques’ south coast is where most visitors to Puerto Rico spend their time. It’s conveniently located on a nice stretch of beach that was naturally cleaned of sediment and algae by the storm surges from Hurricane Maria in 2017 – one of the storm’s few positives. The rural community also boasts one of the livelier weekend scenes, with locals and beach dwellers from nearby Sun Bay rolling in for dinner and drinks.

Take a drive on scenic Hwy 201 towards the military site that was known as Camp García. It’s now open to the public, offering hikes on beach trails and ruins found in the formerly occupied lands.

Keep in mind that walking around La Esperanza is not always an option, as roads and sidewalks are not always up to par.
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SIGHTS

1 La Plata

2 Pata Prieta

3 Playa Negra

4 Playuela

5 Sugar Mill Ruins

EATING

6 Placita

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

7 Crab Island Rum Distillery

8 La Nasa

9 Lazy Jack's




TOP TIP

Restaurants and businesses on La Esperanza usually close on the early side, towards 8pm and 10pm. To avoid going hungry, make sure to pack snacks or have an early dinner, as delivery is not a thing in these parts.




NATURE WATCHING
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Ana Elisa Quintero is the co-director of La Colmena Cimarrona, a nonprofit focusing on agriculture and sustainability.

One of my favorite activities in Vieques is to dive from La Esperanza pier and snorkel. I love fishing and beachcombing in Gallitos Beach. Birdwatching there is great, but the waters are not always safe for swimming. La Chiva is a really good hiking trail, but swim with caution. The Mosquito Pier wave break is a cool spot to just sit and fish.



Dive off the Pier

SWIMMING AT LA ESPERANZA

You’ll see kids and adults alike donning snorkeling masks and heading into the water off the La Esperanza pier. The waters are shallow and it is generally safe to snorkel here and look at the wildlife. These waters tend to be calm and, when there isn’t sargassum seaweed, you can see clear waters all along the beach. This strip of sand has shade and parking, so you’ll catch people putting up hammocks among the trees and enjoying the breeze. If you get hungry, the kiosks and food trucks nearby have everything from shrimp fritters to meat skewers and pizza.
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Hanging Out in El Malecón

BAR HOPPING ON THE WEEKENDS

During the week, the entirety of Vieques tends to be calm and quiet. On weekends, La Esperanza’s malecón comes to life and loud music starts to blare from speakers and businesses. One of the main hangs, La Nasa, is a beachfront deck that plays tropical music, such as salsa, bachata and reggaeton. Lazy Jacks draws in a lot of the tourist crowd for its drink specials and American-style bar food. Placita is an upscale dining and cocktail experience, with reservations required.

WHERE TO FIND THE BEST SWIMMING BEACHES

Playa Caracas

This public beach does not have lifeguards, but there’s always plenty of people and tranquil waters.

Sun Bay

Easy access and calm waters make this beach excellent for families with kids.

Media Luna

On the other side of busier Sun Bay, this beach is shallow and great for wading and beachcombing.


SARGASSUM AND OTHER sEAWEED

The trade winds, blowing from east to west, bring with them a dreaded red and brown seaweed called sargassum – large mats of floating algae that contain more than 300 species of organisms.

While they are annoying (and sometimes stinky), they provide a vital food source for mahi mahi and amberjacks, and are the habitat for the endangered loggerhead turtle.

It is a natural occurrence and, sometimes, the only way around the problem it is to find a different beach.



Beach-Hopping in the West

TAKE A BUS TO PARADISE

There are several services, such as the Vieques Beach Bus, that offer beach-hopping tours inside the Vieques National Wildlife Refuge. You can also get there by taxi or public vans, and if you’ve rented a vehicle, taking a self-guided journey is a very good option. Beaches inside the reserve include La Plata, Pata Prieta, Playuela and the incredible Caracas. This last beach has facilities such as gazebos and showers, along with chair, umbrella and canopy rentals to keep you from the punishing sun.

Climb Down to Playa Negra

SHIMMERING VOLCANIC SAND

Drive down the hilly Hwy 201, park at a marked clearing and get ready to hike down to one of Vieques’ hidden natural wonders. A leisurely 20-minute walk in some sneakers with good traction will take you to Playa Negra or Black Beach, a coastal area with volcanic sand that boasts stunning views of the Caribbean Sea. Lots of Viequenses refer to this beach as their natural spa, as these sands contain nutrients that can do a body good.

While you may be tempted to swim at this beach, it is not recommended. These waters are choppy and the tide swells without warning. Playa Negra is also a solitary beach, that is difficult to access, with no lifeguards on duty.

Hike to Sugar Mill Ruins

RECLAIMED BY THE JUNGLE

The hiking trail to the old sugar mill at Playa Grande, inside a former military base, is quite easy, but hiking boots or sneakers with traction will go a long way. This snaking path takes you around the ruins of a 19th-century sugar mill. The jungle is slowly reclaiming the rusted equipment and brick buildings, and it’s interesting to see remnants of the history of one of the most important industries in the Caribbean during that time. There are very few signposts, so keep track of where you entered the ruins and take plenty of water. There is no cellphone reception in this area.

WHERE TO EAT IN LA ESPERANZA

Bananas

Have fish and chips, and piña coladas at this Florida-style beach shack and guesthouse. $$

Duffy’s Esperanza

Serving Puerto Rican classics, such as tostones and fried snapper, along with international fare. $$

Rancho Choly

This family-owned restaurant sells catch-of-the-day fish, shrimp and other delicacies. $$$


EFFORTS TO REOPEN MONTE PIRATA

Monte Pirata, or Pirate Mountain, is the highest point on Vieques, rising to around 1000ft.

It served as a lookout point for the US Navy and has been inaccessible for more than 20 years due to the clean-up process undertaken by the US Navy.

Community organization Tica-tove is leading the conservation efforts to reopen the area for ecotourism.



Explore Decommissioned Bunkers

FORMER ARTILLERY STORAGE

Hwy 202, which takes you to the sugar mill ruins, also passes by bunkers that were decommissioned by the US Navy and mostly contain old office equipment and refuse left over from the move. They’re interesting to explore, which you can do as a self-guided tour.

Horse Ride along the Beach

TAKE IN SUNSET ON HORSEBACK

Vieques and Culebra are both full of horses roaming free along the beaches, roads and beachside shacks. They’re not wild – most of them have owners who let them wander, only to come back for them later. If you want to ride a horse in Vieques, there are companies that offer guided horseback rides through various forests and beaches around the island. Colón Horseback Riding, Jurutungo Farms and Esperanza Riding Company run horse-riding tours on various beaches in Vieques.

Sample Rum at Crab Island

ARTISANAL RUM AT ITS FINEST

Crab Island is the only hand-crafted rum distillery on the island, helmed by activist and lifelong Vieques resident Iván Torres Ortíz, who witnessed first-hand the fight for the end of military target practice on the island and the removal of US naval bases. In the old base, formerly known as Camp García, (you can still see the former barracks and decommissioned military vehicles), Torres Ortíz set up Crab Island Rum, a distillery and bar where you can try its famous orange and coffee rum fusions.

The distillery also grows most of its own produce, and you can visit its garden to check out the fruits and herbs that will end up in your cocktails. Torres Ortíz’s passion for artisanal rum making, as well as his love for Vieques, is palpable in the flavors and atmosphere of the distillery. If you’re hungry, La Tabla del Chef is right in front of the terrace, serving excellent mofongo balls, empanadas and corn fritters, among other criollo delicacies. You can book a tour of the distillery and learn about the rum crafting process at crabislandrum.com.
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WHERE TO STAY IN THE COUNTRYSIDE

Hix Island House

A zen-like retreat located in 13 acres of lush green forest with views to the ocean. $$$

Finca Victoria

A rustic, wooden bed-and-breakfast overlooking the Vieques National Wildlife Refuge. $$$

Hacienda Tamarindo

This Spanish-style boutique hotel overlooks the Esperanza bay. $$$





CULEBRA
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Originally settled by the Arawak and Taíno peoples, this island – much like Vieques – was sought after by various European empires as a hidden cove, a fishing spot and a US Naval bombing range up until the end of military exercises in 1975. Much of the island is now a protected wildlife refuge, with turquoise waters and hidden beaches perfect for snorkeling and swimming. There aren’t many historical landmarks here, so consider this your cue to take in the salty air, get some sunshine and see all that Culebra has to offer.

When you’re feeling hungry, dine in one of the restaurants overlooking the Culebra Channel for a relaxing view. As a tip, water and ice are finite resources on Culebra – a bag of ice might run you $5 to $10. ATMs are also scarce, so plan on taking out cash before your trip.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Playa Flamenco

SIGHTS

2 Cayo Luis Peña

3 Culebrita Beach

4 Dátiles

5 Museo Histórico de Culebra

6 Playa Carlos Rosario

7 Playa Melones

8 Playa Tamarindo

9 Playa Zoni




TOP TIP

Book transportation and accommodations in advance, especially if you’re traveling during a Puerto Rican holiday, as Culebra is a favorite weekend getaway.
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CULEBRA NATIONAL WILDLIFE REFUGE

Covering almost a quarter of Culebra’s archipelago, Culebra National Wildlife Refuge was established in 1909 by executive order of President Theodore Roosevelt, which allowed the land to be used later by the US Navy for gunnery and bombing exercises.

In 1983, seven years after the navy left, the refuge became a reality, and it is now home to beautiful beaches such as Carlos Rosario and Tamarindo.

It’s a haven for wildlife like the Mona dwarf gecko, four eye butterfly fish, queen parrot fish, green throated carib, and many other species of seabirds and medicinal plants.



Visit the World’s Most Beautiful Beach

SHORT HIKES TO GREAT WATERS

Playa Flamenco has been rated one of the most beautiful beaches in the world by magazines and tourists alike. The white-sand beach is a slice of paradise, with crystal-clear waters as far as the eye can see, starfish bathing on the shore and not a building in sight. It also has amenities, such as chair and umbrella rentals, which are highly recommended as there aren’t many palm trees to provide shade. A short hike from Flamenco’s car park leads to the secluded Playa Carlos Rosario, which is great for snorkeling. You can also walk along the side of the road towards Playa Tamarindo, which is rocky but great for viewing reefs and colorful fish.

Immerse Yourself in Culebra’s History

A RESILIENT PAST

Housed in a remodeled naval munitions warehouse, the Museo Histórico de Culebra has indigenous artifacts, information about the island’s flora and fauna, and exhibitions dedicated to the US military’s occupation of the island and its residents’ struggles to reclaim the land. The museum is close to Culebra’s town center, so head over to the town for a stroll afterwards.

WHERE TO STAY ON CULEBRA

El Navegante

A rustic bed-and-breakfast overlooking Pirata and Verde islands. $$$

Villa Fulladoza Guest House

This LGBTIQ+-friendly hotel has a dock and a charming view of the Culebra channel. $$$

Mamacitas

Bohemian hotel with friendly staff and a restaurant specializing in pasta and meats. $$$


DAY TRIPS TO CULEBRA

If you don’t have the time or budget to spend a few days in Culebra, don’t despair. Most Puerto Ricans make day trips to the island from Ceiba.

If your time is limited during your stay, head to Playa Flamenco and spend the afternoon eating and drinking at some of Culebra’s amazing eateries.



Snorkel Through Clear Waters

SWIM AT CAYO LUIS PEÑA

Part of the Culebra National Wildlife Refuge, small Cayo Luis Peña is only accessible by kayak or water taxi, which you must book ahead. Kayaking to the cay can be cumbersome due to the tide, but once there, you can hike the approved mountain trail and head to the beach to snorkel. Since there are no rivers in Culebra, there isn’t any run-off going into the ocean, which makes for super-clear waters in which to see turtles, reptiles, undisturbed coral reefs and mangroves. It is estimated at least 50,000 species of seabirds migrate here yearly, and transient visitors include sea turtles and the sooty tern, a tropical seabird.

Lounge at the Beach

PLENTY OF STRANDS AND CAYS

Culebra has amazing opportunities for lounging and swimming at the beach. In fact, it’s very possible to spend a day beach-hopping around the island. A favorite for snorkeling and lounging is Dátiles, a shallow beach with tranquil waters. This beach is a favorite for sea turtles, so keep an eye out for these gentle creatures, specifically in spring, when they return for nesting. Be sure to not disturb them. Playa Melones is closer to the ferry and is a superb beach for lounging.

The small island of Culebrita is a 20-minute water-taxi ride away from Playa Zoni and the San Ildefonso neighborhood, and its pristine waters make for an excellent swim or snorkel. Sea turtles are seen here very frequently.

Explore War Tanks Turned Art

REMNANTS OF MILITARY PRACTICES

Located at Playa Flamenco, two painted US army tanks are a reminder that these pristine lands were once used to test war machines. Even though the military bases were closed in the 1970s, clean-up efforts have been extremely slow and some beaches and public lands are still off limits. The rusted army tanks –once US Navy refuse– are a popular spot for photography enthusiasts, not only because of their odd placement, but because the area offers a vantage point for panoramic pictures of Playa Flamenco.

With new graffiti being added to the tanks daily, the story of how they came to be here keeps being brought back to life.
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US army tanks, Playa Flamenco | Courtesy of Discover Puerto Rico ©

WHERE TO EAT IN CULEBRA

Dinghy Dock

Sample the freshest seafood and the Bushwhackers: a drink made of coffee liqueur, creme de cacao, coconut and rum. $$

La Lobina Sports Bar

A karaoke bar with pool tables and pub fare. $$

La Cocina del Navegante

Puerto Rican–Caribbean fusion with fresh catch such as red snapper, coconut shrimp and other local dishes. $$$




RINCÓN & THE WEST COAST
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PUERTO RICO’S HIP SURFING COAST

The laidback west is all about beaches, surf, watching the sunset with cocktail in hand and taking life easy.
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Boquerón. | Wirestock Creators/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Heading south from Aguadilla, the pick-ups seem to get bigger, the potholes deeper, the iguanas slower and the sunsets more dramatic – welcome to the west coast, aka the ‘Porta del Sol’ (Gate of the Sun), a region where Puerto Rico moves at its easiest pace. The frenetic traffic and mega-malls of San Juan seem a long way away, and the azure seas and spectacular beaches provide a timeless scene, just like the one Columbus would have found when he landed on this coast in 1493.

Top billing on this coast goes to Rincón, a place that should be second after San Juan on everyone’s Puerto Rico bucket list, especially if you’re into beaches, surfing and a wilder Caribbean vibe.

The most anglophone of any place on the island, this hip town is inhabited by a rolling population of snowbirds and spring breakers, both out to have a good time over the winter. The surfing capital of the Caribbean also draws disciples of the board to some of the finest breakers anywhere.

Away from the big waves of Rincón, the west is light on attractions and heavy on natural beauty. Several nature reserves line the coast and there’s plenty of sand to enjoy, culminating in the exquisitely wild La Playuela.

A handful of more urban pleasures can be had in the large regional centre of Mayagüez and inland San Germán, one of the island’s oldest settlements.
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THE MAIN AREAS

RINCÓN

Surfing capital of the Caribbean.

MAYAGÜEZ

The west’s largest city.

BOQUERÓN

Bar-rich beach hangout.

SAN GERMÁN

Inland colonial gem.

EL COMBATE

Caribbean beach village.

REFUGIO NACIONAL CABO ROJO

Nature and Puerto Rico’s best beach.





Find Your Way

The west coast stretches from Aguadilla in the north to the salt flats of the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo in the south. It only takes around an hour to drive from one end to the other.
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Plan Your Time

It is possible to make a day trip from the capital to the beaches of the west, but basing yourself here means you can explore more thoroughly. Whatever you do, don’t miss those sunsets!
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Sunset, Rincón beach | Bulaclac Paruparu, CC BY 2.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


Day Trip From San Juan

• Even the furthest part of the west coast is only around 2½ hours by car from the capital, making a day trip anywhere feasible. But it’s to Rincón, the relaxed surfing capital of the Caribbean, that you should head first, kicking back on the sand, feasting on mofongo (fried plantains mashed with ingredients like meat or seafood) in the beach bars and perhaps even taking a surfing lesson.

• Alternatively, and in stark contrast to San Juan’s ‘Copacabana’ beaches, La Playuela, at the far southwest tip of the island, is arguably Puerto Rico’s wildest and most beautiful strand, its white sands angling gently into the most turquoise of waters.




If You Have Three Days

• Day one (preferably Thursday) could be spent chilling on Black Eagle beach in the morning, then by grabbing lunch at Harbor, just steps from the sea. Take a surfing lesson in the afternoon then head into Rincón center for the unmissable Thursday Rincón Art Walk.

• On day two, take in the sights of Mayagüez, giving top priority to the Museo de Arte MUSA on the uni campus. End the day at Playa Buyé, just north of Boquerón.

• On day three, head south to the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo, where you can admire the salt flats before a tanning session and picnic on La Playuela.




West Coast Odyssey

• You can easily see everything the west coast has to offer in a week and still spend most of your time on the beach.

• Things you shouldn’t miss during a week’s holiday here include the Rincón Art Walk, a tour of San Germán’s cultural highlights, an afternoon on the wild La Playuela beach, a couple of surfing lessons or a whale-spotting trip in Rincón, cocktails at the Ola Sunset Cafe, a meal at Playa Joyuda and a brazo gitano (rolled sponge) cake and cup of island coffee in Mayagüez.



Seasonal Highlights

The west is best between November and May, the dry, hurricane-free season when most mainlanders descend on the region.

JANUARY

The winter baseball season reaches its climax in January – Mayagüez was Puerto Rican champ in 2023.
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FEBRUARY

From late January to late March, migrating humpback whales can be spotted off the west coast.
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APRIL

For a few days, Rincón lays down the boards to enjoy its International Film Festival (though one of the categories is surfing…).
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MAY

The first of the rains arrive as the main tourist season ends.
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JUNE

Rincón switches to summer mode, with locals joining foreigners on the beaches.
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NOVEMBER

It’s not hard to guess where Puerto Rico’s Surfing Festival might take place – Rincón, of course!
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DECEMBER

Cold fronts push huge waves onto the west coast, making it high season for surfing in Rincón, Isabela and Aguadilla.
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RINCÓN
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As distant from the bright lights of San Juan as you can get without falling into the Atlantic, the ’Corner’ is an apt name for this piece of Puerto Rico that juts into the Atlantic. Actually, you will see plenty of people falling into the briny as this is not only Puerto Rico’s surfing epicenter but also one of the top locations to catch a wave in the entire Caribbean.

The other breakers you’ll find in Rincón are those that arrive to party in the spring. The rolling vacation population of the condos, hotels and guesthouses is a unique mix of students and older visitors who seem to party in tandem in the beach bars and food-truck parks. The town has the highest concentration of mainlanders on Puerto Rico, a mix of chilled surfers, joggers, digital nomads and artists who offer their beach-glass and driftwood art at the weekly Rincón Art Walk.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Rincón Art Walk

SIGHTS

2 Black Eagle Beach

3 Boiling Nuclear Superheater Plant

4 Playa Maria

5 Playa Punta Higüero

6 Plaza de Recreo

7 Punta Higüero Lighthouse

8 Rincón Balneario

ACTIVITIES

9 Playa Steps

10 Reserva Marina Tres Palmas

EATING

11 Ola Sunset Café




TOP TIP

Many of the accommo-dations in Rincón (as well as restaurants and bars) don’t use their street addresses and can be a nightmare to find, even with GPS. Calling ahead for a route description is often a good idea.
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RIDING THE NOSE

The Beach Boys sang about riding the nose in Rincón – surfer slang for moving forward on the board towards the front. And it's no wonder.

Rincón is arguably the Caribbean’s top surfing destination – what other town in the world would erect a statue dedicated to a surfer (on Calle Luis Muñoz Riviera)? The legendary 1968 Surfing World Championship was held here, an event that put Rincón on the map. The event left a surfing culture that’s going strong to this day.

Nowhere else in the Caribbean will you find so many surfer bars, rusty (and now not so rusty) VW Campervans and shops selling surfing merch.

But if you don’t fancy dancing with the briny, just watching from the cliffs is entertainment enough for many.



Rincón Town

STROLL AROUND THE SIGHTS

Rincón’s epicenter is the Plaza de Recreo, a cozy space packed with plants and benches, surrounded by busy restaurants and bars. During the day it’s a nice spot for ice cream, but it really comes into its own after dark, especially on Thursday evenings when it hosts the impressive Rincón Art Walk.

Rincón has no seafront or promenade, but the main public beach is the Rincón Balneario, where there are restrooms, showers, the Harbor restaurant and a (closed) lookout tower.

Continuing north, the Punta Higüero Lighthouse dates from 1892 and rises almost 100ft. It was restored in 1922 after being trashed by a tsunami set off by the devastating 1918 earthquake. The 26,000-candlepower light has been automated since 1933 and still helps ships navigate the Pasaje de la Mona. The best time to come here is in the evening to watch the sunset over the Atlantic with a passion fruit mojito from the Ola Sunset cafe in hand – a quintessential Rincón experience. It’s also a great place for whale spotting between January and March.

A short walk north from the lighthouse leads to what might be Puerto Rico’s most bizarre attraction – the Caribbean’s first defunct nuclear power station. The Boiling Nuclear Superheater Plant (known by the acronym of Bonus) was a prototype of a superheater reactor, but in its brief existence, between 1960 and 1968, the facility suffered reactor failure and was eventually shut down. The idea to make the Dome into a museum has been scrapped and these days it sits very much locked up in the middle of a piece of wasteland.

Sand & Surf

BEACHES AND WATER SPORTS

The top reason to base yourself in and around Rincón is to enjoy the countless beaches that line the coast for mile after mile. The Rincón Balneario public beach is where most visitors start, but this blends seamlessly into the wilder Black Eagle with its beach bars and shade-spreading palms. Great beaches further north include Playa Maria, known as a surfing spot but with a wonderful stretch of sand and often-calm waters, and Playa Punta Higüero, where you can watch the surfers just offshore.

To the south of town, what look like beaches on the map are short stretches of scrappy sand interrupted by hotel and apartment complexes.

When you get tired of tanning on the golden sands, there’s plenty to do out on the water. In fact, Rincón has better water sports and activities than anywhere else in Puerto Rico, even if you don’t go near a surfboard.

The strong currents and big waves make snorkeling a touch tricky, but you could try Playa Steps near Black Eagle Marina and the Reserva Marina Tres Palmas, where a coral reef runs parallel to the beach. Diving is a different matter as there are pristine reefs around Rincón and Isla Desecheo. Paddleboarding has gained huge popularity in recent years, with a few places hiring out kits at Black Eagle, though you’ll need to stay clear of the surfing areas. Sea kayaking is also possible, though, again, stay away from those breakers.

If you fancy surfing, the top spots are Little Malibu for beginners; Tres Palmas, the big kahuna, with breaks of up to 25ft; Dogman’s with waves that are high and hollow; the classic surf spot of Domes; and Antonio’s, used heavily during the 1968 World Surfing Championships.

WHERE TO EAT IN RINCÓN

Estela

If you’ve had enough surfer chic, or want a restaurant for a special occasion, this gourmet place won’t disappoint. $$$

English Rose

This morning-only spot in the hills behind town has amazingly filling, tasty breakfasts and day-launching views. $

Harbor

A few steps from the waves with a filling menu of seafood and mofongo – this place a winner. $$


WHY I LOVE RINCóN
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Marc Di Duca, writer

Is it the echo of the Beach Boys amid the palm trees, the travelers jogging on the beach, or the surfers riding the nose at dusk? Or is it the light and energy of the Art Walk, the spring breakers reveling at fairy-lit beach bars illuminating the Caribbean night, or the iguanas that scour the beach for unguarded picnics, Well, it’s all of these things and much more that make Rincón my number-one choice and the place I return to most happily when Puerto Rico–side.



Rincón Art Walk

THE WEST’S TOP ART MARKET

No matter where you are on the west coast on a Thursday evening, turn your hire car towards Rincón’s Plaza de Recreo around dusk for the region’s top weekly event – the Rincón Art Walk, a kind of mini art festival and by far the best opportunity to source a unique souvenir of your trip.

Things kick off just before dusk when stalls begin to be set up in every space available, and often around the piazza. As the crowds flood in from the beaches, on come the fairy lights above the tables, where local artists offer everything from cloth paintings to aluminum art, painted stones to sea-glass jewelry, bamboo lamps to homemade soaps, woolen dream catchers to coffee sack bags. There’s no hard sell and stall owners are only too glad to chat about their wares. Many visitors grab a snack or a cold beer from the bars and cafes that ring the plaza and peruse the stalls at their leisure.

At around 8pm comes the highlight of the evening – a live act on the columned bandstand faced by tiers of concrete seating. Arrive early to grab a good spot. Couples are soon up dancing salsa in the cool evening breeze as kids hop around the base of the stage. Some businesses, such as El Coquí Books, stay open till late on Thursdays and the bars are always rocking afterward. The atmosphere is the best you’ll experience in the west, so be there.
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Surfer statue, Rincón | Paul Greaves/Alamy Stock Photo ©

WHERE TO SLEEP IN RINCÓN

Horned Dorset Primavera

Secluded, antique-filled villas with pools and impeccable service. $$$

Tres Sirenas

Tasteful B&B with spacious rooms and the best hotel breakfast in town. $$$

Blue Boy Inn

Elegant little B&B near the Black Eagle Marina with pool, outdoor kitchen and shady gardens. $$$



Beyond Rincón
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Leave the surf behind for adventures out on the open sea, including the elusive Isla de Mona just beyond the horizon.


Head west from Rincón and you are in the straits (the Mona Passage) between Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, a prime destination for fishing, snorkeling, diving and whale spotting, the last of which is best in the early months of the year. There are plenty of companies in Rincón (and possibly Mayagüez) that will be more than willing to get you out on the waves.

The only problem you might have is tracking down an outfit that can organize a trip to Isla de Mona, an uninhabited chunk of limestone 50 miles offshore. If you can get the permits, boat and group together, a trip to the island is a truly once-in-a-lifetime experience, especially with a bit of wild beach camping thrown in.
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Mona Passage | Maria T Hoffman/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Fishing and other boat operators may be willing to take you to Isla de Mona, but at the time of writing, no outfit was offering it as an organized trip.



Sea Trips

OUT INTO THE BLUE

The vast majority of sea-going excursions depart from Black Eagle Marina at the northern end of Black Eagle beach (which blends seamlessly with the Rincón public beach). The car park behind the marina is largely reserved for 4x4 pick-ups and their monster boat trailers, though there’s always somewhere to leave a hire car. The ramp into the water is quite steep, and a source of entertainment for those tanning on the sand is watching the pick-ups trying to haul heavy pleasure boats out of the water. The whole beach often applauds when a struggler finally manages the feat in a haze of tire smoke.

Looking at that surf, diving may not seem a particularly promising activity, but the reef near the uninhabited Isla Desecheo is possibly the best dive site in Puerto Rico. Lack of run-off from the main island means crystal-clear waters, which in turn means a better view of the colorful coral reefs and underwater caves.

If plucking creatures out of the briny is your thing, there are several companies and boat owners in and around Rincón that can arrange deep-sea fishing, live-bait fishing and kite-fishing trips.

Between December and March, humpback whales can be seen blowing off the west coast. Whale-spotting trips run from the Black Eagle Marina, though it is possible to see the world’s biggest mammals from dry land. The best spot is the Punta Higüera Lighthouse.

Possibly the most popular trips out of Black Eagle Marina are sunset cruises, offered by most outfits and often including drinks or even dinner.
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Isla Desecheo | US Fish & Wildlife Service, Public domain, via Wikimedia Commons ©


BEST SEA TRIP COMPANIES

Rincón is the best place on the west coast to arrange a trip out on the waves. The best companies to get you in and onto the water:

Taíno Divers

Arguably the best of the west-coast bunch, based at Black Eagle Marina. Specialises in diving at Isla Desecheo, but also offers courses and sunset cruises.

Katarina Sail Charters

Wildlife-spotting cruises, snorkeling trips and sunset sailings are offered by this professional outfit at Black Eagle Marina.

Makaira Sportfishing

Deep-sea-fishing charters for up to six people.



BEST RINCÓN BARS

Rincón Beer Company

Superb brewpub, just opposite the Plaza de Recreo, specialising in Puerto Rican and US ales and lagers.

Tamboo Tavern

Unrivaled and always-lively après-surf beach bar with cocktails and filling food.

Caddy’s Calypso

At Playa Maria, this is the place to rub shoulders with salt-encrusted surfers to a Caribbean beat.

Isla de Mona

A ROBINSON CRUSOE EXPERIENCE

Few adventures in this part of the Caribbean can compare with a boat trip to Isla de Mona, a wild, deserted, almost perfectly oval speck in the ocean 50 miles to the west of Mayagüez that’s sometimes dubbed the Puerto Rican Galápagos. A nature reserve since 1986 and uninhabited for more than 50 years, Isla de Mona has a lot of history for its size. Few make it here (it’s a tricky trip to organize) but for those who do, it can be the highlight of their entire Puerto Rico trip.

The island is a three- to four-hour boat trip from the west coast and finding an outfit that will take small groups can be hard. Boat owners will want to see you have a permit from the Puerto Rico Department of Natural and Environmental Resources (DRNA) in San Juan to land on Isla de Mona (apply several weeks in advance of visiting).

If you have permission to stay overnight, you’ll have to bring everything you need, including supplies of food and water. There’s no cellphone reception, though there is a police post with a radio at Playa Sardinera in case of emergency. The only facilities are DRNA toilets and saltwater showers, also at Playa Sardinera.

As far as activities are concerned, the beach is a real Robinson Crusoe experience and the place where you’ll want to camp. The island was inhabited by the Taíno, who left paintings in the caves, which you can access easily. There are also a couple of hiking trails and the diving is good in the run-off-free waters around the limestone cliffs.
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ISLA DE MONA’S HISTORY

Mona was settled about 1000 years ago as pre-Columbian peoples migrated north through the Caribbean archipelago.

Petroglyphs in some caves are the chief remnants of the indigenous presence.

Columbus stopped here on September 24, 1494 (at the end of his second voyage to the Americas), and remained for several days to provision for the long trip back to Spain. Mona later became a sanctuary for Taíno escaping slavery.

Abandoned by the Spanish, Mona was a haven for pirates by the late 1500s, when French corsairs used it to stage attacks on the Spanish colony at San Germán. Walter Raleigh and Francis Drake even pitched up here.

In the early 20th century it was mined for bat guano, but after almost a millennium of human interference, Mona was declared a nature reserve in 1986.



BEST PLACES TO WATCH THE SUNSET IN RINCÓN

Ola Sunset Cafe

Grab a mojito or craft beer and join the post-surf crowd to watch the best sunset show in town.

Spanish Wall Beach

Take a seat on the sand with something rum-infused in your hand to watch the multihued day’s end.

Caddy’s Calypso

A great spot from which to watch sundown is the top deck of this popular bar at Playa Maria.


COLUMBUS LANDED HERE?

Almost every town on Puerto Rico’s west coast claims that Christopher Columbus landed in their municipality when he ‘discovered’ the island in 1493.

During his lesser-known second voyage of discovery to the Americas in that year, his ship failed to land on Hispaniola, which he had also ’discovered’ the previous year. Instead, he crossed to Puerto Rico, becoming the first European to set foot on the island somewhere on the west coast.

No record was kept of the exact site, leading every municipality to claim Columbus’ first Puerto Rican footsteps as theirs.

Columbus originally called the island San Juan Bautista, but the name Puerto Rico, meaning ’Rich Port’, was coined by the Spanish very soon after.



Aguada

OVERLOOKED SEASIDE TOWN

Overlooked by the vast majority of overseas visitors, the compact historic town of Aguada, just to the north of Rincón, is a place many crawl through in a traffic jam en route from the coast to all points east of Rincón, generally without stopping. However, the town, founded in 1510, does have a handful of worthwhile attractions as well as far more shops than Rincón.

The town claims that Christopher Columbus landed here when he discovered Puerto Rico in 1493. If he did, then it was probably at Playa Espinar to the north. Back from the beach, on a square called Plaza Cruz de Colón, a white cross marks the exact spot where he supposedly disembarked. A better beach is Pico Pedro, a wonderful family affair just off Hwy 115. There are picnic shelters and restroom facilities and, since even few Puerto Ricans have ever been here, it’s a real hidden gem.

In town, pride of place goes to the dramatically double-spired Church of San Francisco de Asís de la Aguada, which adorns the pretty central square. It dates from 1926 and was built on the site of the original church, which was destroyed in the 1918 earthquake. Outside rises a statue of Columbus standing, according to locals, on the beach in Aguada.

The town’s museum, presenting a scattering of artifacts, is housed in Aguada’s old railway station. The line wasn’t built for the daily commute but for transporting sugar – until 2003, Aguada was home to a monstrous sugar refinery, the Central Coloso – its abandoned hulk lies just off Hwy 2 to the east.


Getting Around

The only way to get around the wider Rincón area is in a hire car.

For sea trips, you’ll be a relying on local excursion outfits – jaunts out to Isla de Mona should be arranged possibly months in advance.





MAYAGÜEZ
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Puerto Rico’s third-largest city, a major university town and the urban heart of the Porta del Sol, Mayagüez is a slightly acquired taste, but does have some worthwhile attractions if you’re passing by (as you invariable will since Hwy 2 runs right through it). The town also has a minor restaurant and nightlife scene, though this can prove hard for outsiders to pin down.

Founded in 1760 by émigrés from the Canary Islands, Mayagüez was at first known for the sweetness of its locally grown fruit. The sweet-toothed should still head here for brazo gitano (gypsy’s arm; essentially a Puerto Rican version of the roly-poly sponge cake) and a family-made rum-and-wine cocktail known as Sangria de Fido.

Mayagüez’ top attraction, Puerto Rico’s only bona fide zoo, was closed permanently in March 2023 due to animal-welfare issues. Locals are fighting the Puerto Rican government to have it reopened. If it does, check online to see if things have improved.
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SIGHTS

1 Alcadía

2 Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria

3 Estación Experimental Agrícola Federal

4 Museo de Arte MUSA

5 Parque de los Próceres

6 Plaza de Colón

7 Teatro Yagüez

EATING

8 E Franco & Co

9 Friends Cafe

10 Ricomini Bakery




TOP TIP

Mayagüez has its own small airport (Aeropuerto Eugenio María de Hostos) around 5km north of town, just off Hwy 2. If you are in a hurry to get to San Juan, Cape Air has four flights a day.
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Plaza de Colón

MAYAGÜEZ’S CENTRAL SQUARE

Mayagüez’s grand centerpiece is the primly renovated Plaza de Colón, named after Christopher Columbus (Cristóbal Colón in Spanish). It’s one of Puerto Rico’s most attractive central piazzas, bookended by some serious architecture. The most striking feature is the huge bronze of Columbus rising from a splashing fountain from which extend rows of gilt Greek, Egyptian and Spanish figures holding up public lighting – these were cast in faraway Barcelona. If you can find some shade, this is a lovely place for a rest or to enjoy an ice-cream scoop from the Puerto Rican chain Rex Cream, also found on the square.

At the eastern end of the plaza rises the Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria, one of the island’s most impressive churches. The tri-nave cathedral has a high timber roof and some very impressive stained glass that appears artificially illuminated in the midday sun. It’s a great place to escape the heat outside. Facing off against the cathedral at the square’s western end is Mayagüez’s city hall, the columned Alcadía. At the foot of the steps leading up to the building stands the open-air Friends Cafe, a very popular stop for locals and tourists.

Just behind the Alcadía stands the Teatro Yagüez, originally dating from 1909 and rebuilt following a fire in the 1920s. The brainchild of one of the Caribbean’s early pioneers of cinematography, Francisco Maymón Palmer, it was once a leading center of the arts. Today it hosts regular performances and remains one of Puerto Rico’s most talismanic old theaters. If it’s not locked, you’re welcome to wander around.


CAKE FEST

Mayagüez is renowned for its jam roly-poly cake bearing the slightly politically incorrect name of brazo gitano (gypsy’s arm). Ricomini Bakery has been serving this for well over a century.



WHERE TO STAY IN MAYAGÜEZ

Mayagüez Resort & Casino

This full-service luxury hotel is the swankiest digs on the Porta del Sol. $$$

Mayagüez Plaza Hotel

This 21st-century option just steps from Plaza Colón is the best central place to stay. $$

Posada Hotel Colonial

Historic hotel in the center, with bags of period character and features. $


MUSEO DE ARTE MUSA

Mayagüez has no less than three universities, but the biggest campus, belonging to the University of Mayagüez, lies to the north of the city center. It’s here that you will find Mayagüez’s most modern attraction, the excellent Museo de Arte MUSA.

Opened in 2016, the listed university building hosts temporary exhibitions with anything from period botanical drawings and abstract art to Puerto Rican sculpture on display. Local contemporary Puerto Rican artists are given pride of place. The museum also organizes special events almost on a daily basis and the best thing is, it’s entirely free.

The funky gift shop is also worth a look as you pass in and out.



Further Mayagüez Exploration

MAYAGÜEZ’S OTHER SIGHTS

Though this tropical island boasts virtually no botanical gardens (in stark contrast to other Caribbean islands), the Porta del Sol does have Mayagüez’s Estación Experimental Agrícola Federal, aka the Federal Agricultural Research Station. Free to visit, the neatly labelled yams, plantains, bananas and imported tropical cash crops are fascinating if you’ve never seen these fruits and many others actually growing on a tree. Unfortunately, the station was closed at the time of research, but we were assured it would reopen in 2023 after renovation work ends.

Almost adjoining the Estación Experimental Agrícola Federal, and a few blocks northeast of Plaza Colón, the Parque de los Próceres is a welcome stretch of greenery hemmed by the sluggish RÍo Yagüez. The park boasts winding pathways, pools, gazebos and statues, and serves as a shady place for a picnic.

It sometimes doesn’t feel like it, but Mayagüez is actually a seaside town. However, the beach isn’t used for bathing as a major river flows into the sea here, making the water cloudy and unpleasant. Bulevar Guanajibo, which hems the seafront, is a pleasant strip of worthwhile seafood restaurants southwest of the center.


Getting Around

Mayagüez does have a semblance of a public transport system, but as a day visitor, you won’t need it. The entire center can be tackled on foot. If arriving by hire car, there’s plenty of parking by the river near the university.





Beyond Mayagüez
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The area south of Mayagüez offers some eclectic sights that can all be managed on a day trip from the city.


South of Mayagüez, the traffic thins slightly, the malls retreat from the curbs and the roads narrow. Nature reserves and beaches line the coast, including Playa Joyuda, which provides one of Puerto Rico’s most celebrated dining experiences.

Away from the fresh fish feast, the cathedral rising above the town of Hormigueros is a rare ecclesiastical monument in these parts, marking the spot where a 16th-century peasant gave thanks for a couple of miracles by establishing a hermitage. The area is also home to one of Puerto Rico’s bioluminescent bays, though you won’t find any tour boats here as it’s located in a nature reserve and you can only explore by kayak.
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Basílica Menor Nuestra Señora de la Montserrate, Hormigueros | Euri Rivera/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Adventures Tourmarine is the local outfit that can get you out on the water. It’s a good idea to contact it in advance through its Facebook page.



Hormigueros

MIRACULOUS HILLTOP CATHEDRAL

A short drive south of Mayagüez, just after Hwy 100 branches off Hwy 2, Hormigueros is largely ignored by tourists as they zip south to the beaches and salt flats. But those who do stop are rewarded with a small town of narrow twisting streets and one of the island’s most spectacular cathedrals. Dating from around the end of the 16th century, the Basílica Menor Nuestra Señora de la Montserrate (Basilica Minor of Our Lady of Montserrat) is an unexpected sight on an island not exactly bristling with exquisite churches. Its octagonal bell tower rises above the entrance like nothing else on the island.

The cathedral’s hilltop location only emphasizes its grandeur and makes it visible for miles around. The redbrick steps to the front door can be a trial in the heat of the afternoon, but the views are worth the effort.

Inside, pride of place goes to an 18th-century carving of Our Lady of Monserrat. Local Christian legend has it that the Virgin performed two local miracles, first saving the life of Jíbaro peasant Giraldo González, and then taking care of his granddaughter, who wandered off into the forest and got hopelessly lost. In gratitude, González established a hermitage where the cathedral stands today.
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CYCLING THE SOUTHWEST

The southwest corner of Puerto Rico is one of the few regions where exploring on two wheels is feasible and relatively safe.

There are fewer cars away from the main Hwy 2, especially anywhere south of the town of Cabo Rojo.

Cycling is a great way to explore Playa Joyuda’s culinary offerings, avoids the need to walk from a hire car to La Playuela beach, and allows you to see a lot more of the area’s various nature reserves than you could realistically manage on foot. However, one obstacle to velocipedic bliss is the absence of cycle hire in the region.



WHERE TO EAT BEYOND MAYAGÜEZ

Tino’s

There are no spectacular sea views here at the Playa Joyuda restaurant strip’s northern end, but the seafood is excellent. $$

El Bohio

Arguably top for authentic Puerto Rican food, with great fish and mofongo dishes. $$

Sangre Boricua

The best night out on the Playa Joyuda, with live music, drinks and sunset dinners. $$

Playa Joyuda

DINING BY THE SEA

Seven miles south of Mayagüez and 8 miles north of Boquerón, the somewhat unexpected Playa Joyuda is the west coast’s top dining destination. Known across Puerto Rico as the Milla de Oro del Buen Comer (Gourmet Golden Mile), this is a strip of seafood restaurants you don’t want to miss. ’Gourmet’ may be taking things a touch too far, but the seafood here is as fresh as it comes. There are more than a dozen family-owned establishments lining a 3-mile oceanfront stretch and specializing in oysters, crab and shrimp. Often, you can get a seat right over the water, looking down at large carp that loll up to beg for table scraps.

This idiosyncratic west-coast outpost is no beach haven, but there are a few places to stay, and with a couple of decent sailing and dive operators and a nearby nature reserve, there are enough outdoor adventures to work up an appetite for an evening of fruits de mer (fruits of the sea).

Playa Joyuda’s restaurants aren’t always fancy in terms of decor, but the food is worth the trip. Most of the scene in the evenings revolves around eating – but a lot of drinking goes on, too, and the atmosphere is great, as other customers are mostly locals out for a good time.

Just offshore, the tiny Isla de Ratones has a white sandy beach and is great for snorkeling. All local operators, including Adventures Tourmarine, will run a boat here on request.


RESERVA NATURAL LAGUNA DE JOYUDA

The core of Playa Joyuda’s 300-acre Reserva Natural Laguna de Joyuda is a large saltwater lagoon that rarely exceeds 4ft in depth. This sanctuary is of huge importance to migratory birds such as herons, woodpeckers, martins and pelicans, which come here to feast on more than 40 species of fish.

The main attraction for non-twitchers is one of Puerto Rico’s famous bioluminescent bodies of water, like those in La Parguera and Vieques. The difference is that as part of a nature reserve, this one is not a commercial tourist attraction.

After dark, microorganisms give the dark water a green glow. You can launch a nighttime exploration of the lagoon by hiring a kayak from Adventures Tourmarine. Access is off Hwy 102 (look for the signs).



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND MAYAGÜEZ

Hotel Parador Joyuda Beach

Right on the beach, this aging place has a certain shabby Caribbean character that some will like and others won’t. $$

Paradise Guesthouse

Just beyond Hormigueros on Hwy 345, this is a great one-night deal with big rooms and a genuine welcome. $

Hotel Mi Tierra

Near Laguna Joyuda, this midrange hotel has clean rooms and a pool. $$



BOQUERÓN


Boquerón is the loose cannon of the Porta del Sol – basically a strip of food kiosks, a handful of rowdy bars and a long beach that is one of Puerto Rico’s best public stretches of sand. It’s a town of slightly quirky characters – oddballs left over from spring breaks of the 1990s. It’s a place to head for a night out, and one to avoid if you want to have a peaceful beach day at the weekend.

Some historians say this is where Columbus first dropped anchor when he ’discovered’ the island of Puerto Rico in 1493, though almost all communities on this stretch of coastline lay claim to this historical fact. Boquerón’s other claim to fame is hosting the Orgullo Boquerón (Boquerón Pride), the island’s second-biggest gay bash after Puerto Rico Pride in San Juan.

Boquerón is just off Hwy 101, the main route south from Mayagüez. There is no public transport whatsoever.
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Boquerón | Chad Zuber/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

It’s sometimes a good idea to avoid Boquerón and its beach at the weekend, when things can become a bit noisy and crowded. Come midweek for a calmer experience.



Boquerón Town

BEACHES AND BARS OF BOQUERÓN

The erstwhile fishing village turned seaside fun hub, Boquerón is all about its seafront strip – Calle Luis Munoz Rivera – a street of colourfully daubed, typically Caribbean shacks that have almost all been transformed into bars, cafes, food kiosks and souvenir shops. This loops down from Calle Estación and ends at a deep inlet that feels like the mouth of a river. Make sure you leave your car before the junction as parking is very limited down by the sea.

By day, this is a quite tranquil thoroughfare, with only a couple of locals standing at their deep fat friers. By night, the street comes alive with revelers flooding off the beaches.

South of the inlet is the beach that is the very reason the vast majority of visitors come to this part of the island – it must be one of the best on the island for facilities. This is a state-run Blue Flag beach, guaranteeing the highest of standards. Back from the golden sand, there’s plenty of parking, restroom facilities, barbecue pits and shelters.

Heading further south through the shady park of palm trees, there are sports facilities and a huge, purpose-built holiday complex. The cabins here are operated by the Parques Nacionales de Puerto Rico. They’re incredibly popular with vacationing families and book up fast year-round.
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Boquerón beach | One Pixel/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PLAYA BUYé

For a wilder experience than that provided by Boquerón’s often-noisy public beach, drive 6km north to Playa Buyé, a stretch of grains that would certainly make it into the Porta del Sol’s top 10 beaches.

Walk along the beach, away from the cafe and bar, to find a shady spot, unfurl the beach towel under the vegetation that backs the strand and enjoy the sands that slope gently into the turquoise sea.

As the water is shallow and the bottom is sandy a long way out, this is a very safe beach for families with children.



WHERE TO EAT IN BOQUERÓN

101 West Kitchen & Bar

Long-standing local favorite offering tasty, well-executed international fare. $

Pelican’s

Easygoing shack serving a mix of international and local dishes to hungry beachgoers. $

Pika-Pika

Away from the seafront, this Tex-Mex–Puerto Rican joint has been serving holidaying families for decades. $$



Beyond Boquerón
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The mangrove-lined coast is the place you’ll want to head to from Boquerón.


South of Boquerón’s public beach, the coast breaks up into uninhabitable strips protecting lagoons from the ocean’s waves. A world away from the traffic and malls of San Juan, this is a seldom-trodden area of mangroves, strips of scrubland, dry river beds and very little human habitation. Nature rules here, though in its most violent, hurricane form it has also destroyed its own creations, as you will see in the Refugio de Vida Silvestre. Cabo Rojo is the area’s administrative capital, with the most services and shops and one museum that’s worth visiting on a rainy day. Otherwise, most visitors rush through this backcountry on their way south to the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo.
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Puente de Piedra, Cabo Rojo | Photo Spirit/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Without beach stops, all the sights between Mayagüez and the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo can be seen in a day.



Cabo Rojo

THE AREA’S LOW-KEY CAPITAL

Cabo Rojo (Red Cape) is the name of both a small administrative town (9 miles south of Mayagüez and 7 miles west of San Germán) and the large, infinitely more enticing municipality that extends out from the town on all sides. To add to the confusion, it is also the name used to describe the rugged coastline that constitutes Puerto Rico’s extreme, little-frequented southwestern tip. Got it?

Cabo Rojo (El Pueblo) – the town, that is – is the only rather bland part of what is otherwise a fascinating region. It sprawls haphazardly around Hwy 2 and acts as a supply center for the sparsely populated, mangrove-fringed coast outside of town. Before you quickly leave Cabo Rojo for the nearby beauty spots, note that it has a worthwhile museum, remembering the area’s colorful personalities, and a couple of decent places to eat.

The Museo de los Próceres’ grand, crisply renovated, colonnaded facade announces an engaging, well-curated museum. Its seven exhibition halls are dedicated to local heroes such as Ramón Emeterio Betances, the father of Puerto Rico’s independence movement, and Roberto Confresí, a once-notorious local pirate. It is in a park on the south side of town, just west of Hwy 312 and south of its intersection with Hwy 103.

While you may not know who the various local heroes are, their stories do give an insight into the region’s colorful and often turbulent past.
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Museo de los Próceres | Jerjes Medina Albino, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


REFUGIO DE VIDA SILVESTRE

A short drive south from Boquerón along Hwy 301 brings you to the Refugio de Vida Silvestre, once a beguiling mangrove forest with a visitor center and well-maintained boardwalk trails. Having suffered serious damage during the hurricanes of the last decade, the reserve is now unrecognizable – the boardwalks have been swept away, the visitor centre permanently closed and the viewing points smashed and are sinking into the mud. To visit, however, you still need to sign in and you can still walk along the dirt roads along both sides of the reserve (kayaking is not recommended). Despite the battered state of the place, the nature you come to see is still here, including herons, turtles, lizards, migrating birds and lots of ducks.



WHERE TO STAY IN AND AROUND BOQUERÓN

Buyé Beach Resort

Idyllic cabins at Playa Buyé with bathrooms and kitchens. $

Centro Vacacional Boquerón

State-operated complex that sprawls just back from Boquerón beach. $$

Cofresí Beach Hotel

Art-deco apartment hotel away from Boquerón’s rum-fueled downtown bustle. $$



SAN GERMÁN
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Driving inland from Cabo Rojo on Hwy 102, pretty San Germán feels like a different world after all those beach resorts and surfing waves. The compact settlement claims to be the island’s second-oldest town (a claim also made by others, it must be said), and sports the finest display of colonial-era architecture outside San Juan and Ponce.

The erstwhile capital of western Puerto Rico, San Germán was originally located by the sea, with the Spanish relocating the whole lot inland to protect it from pirate attacks. Built on an easily defendable bluff, the atmospheric grid of streets they created and the grand edifices that were subsequently added have survived intact, making this the first stop for anyone interested in the west’s past. Allow at least half a day to do the place justice, perhaps pencilling in a morning of exploration and lunch before heading to the beach.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 Iglesia de Porta Coeli

SIGHTS

2 Casa de Lola Rodríguez de Tió

3 Casa Morales

4 Casa Perichi

5 Catedral de San Germán de Auxerre

6 Museo de la Historia de San Germán




TOP TIP

You might want to avoid arriving in San Germán on Monday and Tuesday when all the enterable attractions are closed. Sunday is the best day to visit, when you might catch mass in one of the town’s historic churches.



Historic San Germán

EXPLORING THE TOWN’S ARCHITECTURAL HERITAGE

Most visitors start their exploration of San Germán’s historic core on the town’s square, an island of monument-dotted greenery formed by Calle Segundo Ruis Belvís on the northern side and Calle Dr Santiago Veve on the southern edge. At the eastern end stands the most historically valuable structure in town, the Iglesia de Porta Coeli, one of the oldest surviving ecclesial buildings in the Americas. Dating from 1692, it once acted as the chapel for a Dominican monastery that stood behind it until the 1860s. Opposite the church, the painstakingly restored Casa Morales catches the eye with its 19th-century gables, porches and roof turrets.

Another historic building stands to the south – Casa Perichi on Av Universidad Interamericana, the town’s main thoroughfare. It sports an eclectic architectural style, featuring wraparound balconies and decorative wood trim.

Strolling west, take a right onto Calle de la Cruz to find the Museo de la Historia de San Germán. Occupying a former bank (some exhibits are in the old safe), this is one of Puerto Rico’s more thorough municipal museums, examining every aspect of the town’s past.

The Catedral de San Germán de Auxerre rises a block north of the museum and is a larger, grander affair than the older Iglesia de Porta Coeli.

A block further behind the cathedral is the Casa de Lola Rodríguez de Tió, a museum dedicated to the namesake 19th-century poet who lived here.
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Iglesia de Porta Coeli | Maria Fonseca Official/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


SAN GERMáN’S HISTORY

Originally established in 1511 near present-day Mayagüez on the orders of Juan Ponce de León, San Germán’s coastal settlement was moved early on to escape the unwelcome attention of pirates.

The current town, around 10 miles in from the coast, was founded in 1573 and once administered a municipality that encompassed the island’s whole western half.

Downsized over the ensuing centuries, San Germán (named in honour of Germaine de Foix, the second wife of Spain’s King Ferdinand) added many facades throughout the 17th and 18th centuries and enjoyed considerable civic pride in the 19th century. The 20th and 21st centuries have seen the population rather abandon the historic centre for the sprawl below.



WHERE TO EAT IN SAN GERMÁN

Porticos 1606

Top billing goes to this friendly place serving Caribbean, international and veggie food; it sometimes has a live band. $$

Tapas

This Spanish-tapas cafe is one of the west’s most atmospheric eateries, with a dark wood and tiled interior. $

Lupitos

Centrally located Mexican job with all the tacos and melted cheese you could wish for. $$



EL COMBATE


Puerto Rico’s southwesternmost settlement, interestingly named El Combate (The Battle), takes its moniker from a 1759 colonial turf war over control of the then-lucrative salt flats to the south. From here, it’s a whopping 200km to San Juan and at least three-and-a-half hours in the fastest hire car. El Combate is all about the beach, an expanse of golden grains that would probably make most visitors’ Puerto Rican top five.

As well as being a relaxed resort town, it also serves as the gateway to the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo, which lies to the south. The town itself isn’t much to write home about, though it does have plenty of accommodations options. Most come to eat in the seafood restaurants and enjoy the sand between their toes, either for the day or as part of a longer holiday based here.
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El Combate Beach | Christian Ouellet/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Many complain about parking in El Combate, especially as the beach, hemmed on both sides by expanses of water, has none whatsoever. The only solution is to park up wherever you can as you enter the village, then walk.



Town & Beach Time

ALL ABOUT THE SAND

El Combate has an end-of-the-line feel, a long way from anywhere, out on its own. First impressions of this smalll town as you enter from the west aren’t good, with the settlement appearing nothing more than a sprawl of backyard trailer camping sites and dreary holiday condos. However, having made it to the sea, you’ll see what you came for – the sort of dreamy beach-village vibe you won’t find anywhere else.

At the centre of it all is Annie’s Place, a restaurant overlooking El Combate’s long public beach. This is a legendary place, with the most convivial atmosphere of the bars hereabouts, and gets our vote as one of the best spots in Puerto Rico’s west for dinner or drinks.

Running directly south of Annie’s is El Combate’s raison d’etre – its stunning, 3-mile-long strip of sand that fronts the Pasaje de la Mona. If things seem a little boisterous at first, you usually don’t have to walk far to find peace, and the further you walk, the fewer people there will be. There are no facilities on this wild beach, only trees providing shade. Bring your own cooler with drinks and food and make sure you stay until the end of the day for the timeless, trip-making sunset.
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El Combate Beach | Jerjes Medina Albino, CC BY-SA 3.0, via Wikimedia Commons ©


TOP THREE BEACHES IN THE WEST

There are three beaches you shouldn’t miss in southwest Puerto Rico:

Playa Buyé

Definitely a family favourite, the sand on this beach near Boquerón shelves gradually into the tepid waters of the Caribbean Sea.

El Combate Beach

Apart from the endless sands, shallow waters and spectacular sunsets, this long strand presents plenty of opportunity to escape the crowds.

La Playuela

Voted Puerto Rico’s best beach by some, this reef-protected lagoon has lots of friendly animals, shade and shallow waters.



WHERE TO EAT IN EL COMBATE

Annie’s Place

Anchoring the entire village’s visitor experience, the long-established Annie’s Place has the coast’s best seafood. $$

Los Chapines

Dishes such as octopus mofongo, shrimp empanadillas and lobster come net fresh at this beachside restaurant. $$

Xabores

For many, this has to be the best breakfast spot far and wide. $



REFUGIO NACIONAL CABO ROJO
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Extending south of El Combate is the weird-and-wonderful landscape of the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo, one of Puerto Rico’s least-visited and most sparsely inhabited corners. It is an area of rolling hills that tumble into mangroves, and red limestone cliffs hurtling into the ocean or dropping to the sort of beaches you came to the Caribbean to experience. It’s an area of unfrequented lanes, lonely salt flats that seem to glow in the midday sun and interpretation centers giving travelers insights into what they’re seeing. At the end of it all, Puerto Rico comes to a full stop at the iconic Los Morrillos Lighthouse, a fitting finale to any southwest odyssey.

Visitors should be aware that this corner of the island has no accommodations, eateries or public transport of any kind whatsoever. Bring all your food and, especially, water if you’re hiking or cycling.
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TOP TIP

There’s little shade in these parts, so make sure you bring a hat and sun cream. The walk from your hire car to La Playuela is particularly grueling in the sun’s blazing rays.
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Salt flats, Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo | Malachi Jacobs/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

La Playuela

ARGUABLY PUERTO RICO'S TOP WILD BEACH

The cherry on the salty cake of the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo must be La Playuela, rated by those in the know as Puerto Rico’s top wild beach. This perfect crescent of white sand, strung between two headlands and shelving gently into a reef-protected lagoon, has a truly wild feel and, besides a lighthouse, there’s absolutely no development here. Even when the sea is rough far out, the waters remain calm here and the bay is even a safe haven for manatee, which you might sometimes encounter. Scrub and bushes provide shade, and the water here is more saline than normal sea water, making it a therapeutic joy to float around in. Though you’ll rarely be alone, it’s never crowded.

When you’ve had your fill of tanning and swimming, the Los Morrillos Lighthouse stands guard over the scene from the headland of Punta Jagüey. If a volunteer is on hand at the lighthouse, they might offer a casual history of the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo area (largely revolving around the salt pans nearby).

The only downside to visiting La Playuela is access. Since Hurricane Maria blew by in 2017, the road and the parking spaces leading to La Playuela have been out of bounds for traffic, which means you are going to have to work for the pleasure of visiting.

Cars park up on the last stretch of tarmac before a barrier across the entrance to the dirt road begins. The walk through the tree- and debris-strewn ruins of the reserve is hardly a pleasant one, but a necessity.


THE INHABITANTS OF LA PLAYUELA

Look out for these creatures while beachcombing Playuela Beach – literally, as some will try to steal your picnic!.

Manatee

These can often be seen in the lagoon and are tame enough to swim with visitors.

Hermit crabs

The scrubland back from the beach is ruled by these guys, which will unashamedly come in force to part you from your picnic.

Tropical lizards

Colourful picnic thieves that can move a bit quicker than the hermit crabs.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND THE REFUGIO NACIONAL CABO ROJO

Rocamar Resort

The nearest food option to the refugio is at this resort, where the diner serves up local and international favorites. $$

King’s Pizza

Handy pizza stop on the outskirts of El Combate. $

Uiku de Boriken

Local Puerto Rican food, beer and soundtrack just outside the settlement of Las Arenas. $$


SALT WARS

Humans have been gathering salt on Cabo Rojo since 700 CE. When the Spanish arrived, they were quick to see the potential of the evaporation pools used by the Taíno and they expanded the business.

Salt production became such a lucrative force in the area that locals fought over it. The very name of the town on the edge of this wilderness, El Combate (aka The Battle), references a war between El Combate folks and factions from the town of Lajas over control of the flats.

Some from El Combate may still refer to themselves as the mata con hacha (those that kill with axes), while Lajas citizens, who purportedly responded to the axes with stones, are often known as the tira piedras (stone throwers).



Corozo Salt Flats

SNOW-WHITE SALT FLATS

Heralding the approach to Puerto Rico’s southwestern tip, these substantial salt flats surround the rocky, dramatic and narrow peninsula. They are quite a captivating sight, though not one without a hint of desolation.

As you head south along the dirt road toward Los Morrillos Lighthouse, you’ll pass pools of evaporating brine and mounds of salt waiting to be trucked out. This can be a peculiar but strangely picturesque and adventurous location to explore; a place where scrub forest gives way to an elevated headland surrounded by steep limestone cliffs and amazing views of the ocean.

If you want to learn more about this salty landscape, the Centro Interpretativo Las Salinas de Cabo Rojo stands next to the road down to La Playuela and really does put meat on the saline bones of the area.

Opposite, there’s a low lookout tower (with some rather arbitrary and unnecessary opening hours) that provides intriguing views across the Corozo Salt Flats. There’s parking right next to it. It’s hard to think that there was a war fought over the white stuff here, though at one time salt was worth its weight in gold.

The ad-hoc network of largely unmarked hiking and mountain-biking trails extend all around (though there’s no place to rent a bike, and very few accurate maps). These lead to a very long stretch of beach on the island’s west side, sometimes known as Playa Bahía Salinas. This is not perfect sand – much of it is dotted with mangrove forest – but it is excellent for secluded dips.


Getting Around

This is one of the very few places in Puerto Rico where bike is better than car as you can reach places such as the Los Morrillos Lighthouse and La Playuela without the walk from the distant parking. Hiking is also possible from El Combate.





Beyond Cabo Rojo


This stretch of uninhabited coastline continues until La Parguera, 20km west, and is great to explore by kayak.


East of the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo, the land breaks up, as though someone dropped Puerto Rico onto its southwest corner, smashing it into lots of little pieces. One look at the tiny, uninhabited, protected islands here will have a sea kayaker’s pulse racing. Unless you’ve done the highly unlikely thing of bringing your own kayak along with you, the only problem is hiring – you’ll have to go all the way to La Parguera for that.

In calm sea conditions, the kayaking here is easy enough and there are lots of bays and spots along islands to pull into. Shallow conditions make spotting sea life a breeze. Manatee might nose up to your prow and myriad fish can be seen darting underneath you. For most of the trip you won’t meet a soul – only towards busier La Parguera might other kayakers appear.


TOP TIP

Bring everything you need with you as there are no villages, shops or restaurants between El Combate and La Parguera.



Head to Bosque Estatal de Boquerón

SEA KAYAKING SOUTHERN WATERS

Possibly the least-visited place in all of Puerto Rico is a far-flung piece of the Boquerón State Forest on the south coast. This is a sea kayaker’s playground, as those who like to explore the briny, paddle in hand, like nothing more than undented coastlines and unpeopled islets, with narrow channels and lots of nature to spot along the way. Heading east from the Refugio Nacional Cabo Rojo, the mangroves tumble into the water along a series of inlets, channels and bays. A few spots of sand along here are only reachable by kayak from the sea. Further along, coral reefs form strings of craggy islets, the sea around them an amazing hue of turquoise. Towards La Parguera, you might start to meet other kayakers exploring from the opposite direction. The more daring can try to reach cays further out, such as Cayo Collado or Cayo Los Blancos. Cayo Laurel, a tiny islet with a beach around 2km off the coast, is just about as remote as it gets in Puerto Rico. Some kayakers have even wild camped here.

If you do decide to make this trip alone, follow the precautions you would anywhere in the world when sea kayaking. Always check the weather beforehand and let someone know where you are going and what time you’ll be back. Take enough food and water with you for the day and always wear a life jacket. Never go out if you think the swell is too pronounced and stay away from reefs if things get rough.


KAYAK HIRE

The best place to source a kayak is without doubt La Parguera, where there are a few outfits that operate trips out to the offshore islands and into the bioluminescent bays. Tour operators and kayak hire outlets such as Alelí Tours and PRKBC are good places to start.








EAST COAST

[image: ]

TROPICAL TRAILS & BREEZY COASTS

Beach towns, mountains, islands and the only tropical rainforest in the United States combine harmoniously on Puerto Rico’s east coast.
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The history of Puerto Rico’s east coast dates back to the period when indigenous civilizations inhabited the island – their traces are present in archeological sites in towns such as Naguabo, Caguas and Luquillo. The following 400-year Spanish colonial government also left a deep mark on the region.

Everything from colonial architecture to the gastronomy of Porta Antillas, as the east coast is also known, was influenced by Spanish colonization.

Even as a relatively small region, the east coast is diverse and has many experiences to offer. Luquillo, Río Grande, Humacao and Fajardo have turquoise beaches with soft-sand shores.

Beyond the coast, the offshore islands hide shallow, clear waters teeming with marine life. Most of them are unoccupied, but in Cayo Santiago you’ll find a peculiar population: monkeys. Although San Lorenzo, Las Piedras and Juncos in the eastern mountainous zone lack beaches, they are home to farms where you can try local produce, escape the tourist crowds and slow down.

On the northeast coast, El Yunque National Forest, the only tropical rainforest in the US, extends over eight towns, creating endless possibilities for outdoor recreation and stimulating the local economy.

As you transition from northeast to southeast, you’ll notice the landscape changes from large shopping malls, grand hotels and crowded attractions to quieter small towns where nature and remoteness are the best luxuries.
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THE MAIN AREAS

RÍO GRANDE

Home to El Yunque National Forest.

FAJARDO

A town with a bioluminescent lagoon.

NAGUABO

Beachfront kiosks with fresh seafood.

YABUCOA

Beaches, peculiar sites and urban art.




Find Your Way

Puerto Rico’s east has 17 municipalities, including the offshore islands of Vieques and Culebra. All of these towns sum up the region’s history, gastronomy and culture, but you’ll find each has its own charm.
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Plan Your Time

Be sure to explore El Yunque National Forest and go beach-hopping. Don’t forget the offshore beaches! Visit the eastern mountainous region and the southeast region for relaxing, slow-paced, nature-filled vacations.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Choose Río Grande as your base and start your day in El Yunque National Forest. Plan to stay for four hours, and add two more if you intend to hike. If so, start early and, after returning from your hike, visit La Coca Falls, Juan Diego Falls and the Yokahú Tower.

• In the afternoon, head over to Luquillo to grab a bite and visit the beach.

• Towards evening, drive east to Fajardo and finish your day with a kayak tour on bioluminescent Laguna Grande in Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan.




Five Days to Explore

• From Río Grande, begin by enjoying the rivers, waterfalls and hiking trails of El Yunque National Forest. Eat at the food kiosks in Luquillo and relax on its beaches.

• On your second day, head over to Fajardo and grab a boat to the islands. On your return, take a kayak tour on the bioluminescent waters of Laguna Grande.

• Spend the next day at Fajardo’s beaches and reserve.

• On the fourth day, visit Hacienda Muñoz and eat seafood in Naguabo.

• Spend your final day touring Yabucoa’s downtown and the Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna in Maunabo.




More Than a Week

• Beginning in Río Grande, dedicate a complete day to El Yunque National Forest.

• On the second day, take a farm tour through Finca Neo Jibairo by HidrOrgánica and Finca de Cacao La PruVite. Eat at Luquillo’s food kiosksin the afternoon and dedicate the next day to exploring the town’s beaches.

• Spend a couple of days around Fajardo, sailing through the islands, with time in the town. Dedicate two to three days to trying the local cuisine and visiting the rivers in Naguabo and San Lorenzo.

• Finally, spend at least two days in Yabucoa and one in Maunabo.



Seasonal Highlights

Spring and summer are hot, but waves are small and it’s the safest seasons for swimmers. August to November is rainy, with hurricane risk.

JANUARY

Celebrate the Epiphany in San Lorenzo, Fajardo and Yabucoa with parrandas - a tradition of singing, eating and moving between houses.
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FEBRUARY

Expect colder temperatures and fog when driving at night in the mountainous region. It’s also the dry season.
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APRIL

Swim at shallow beaches, without the scorching heat of the approaching summer. Celebrate Festival del Tinglar in Luquillo.
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JUNE

Plunge into the sea with locals during the celebration of La Noche de San Juan. This is the start of the high season for locals.
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OCTOBER

Secure the lowest prices in hotels, car rentals and tours during the hurricane season – be sure to travel with insurance at this time.
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NOVEMBER

Jumpstart the holidays with parades, live music and food in festivities known as encendidos in Naguabo, Ceiba and Humacao.
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DECEMBER

Enjoy more encendidos in Fajardo and Yabucoa. Catch Festival del Lechón in Las Piedras, or Festival Navideño in San Lorenzo.
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RÍO GRANDE


[image: jpg]

Río Grande is the home of El Yunque National Forest, the only tropical rainforest in the United States Forest Service covering eight municipalities, including more than 10,000 acres of land in the south of Río Grande. Within the rainforest, you’ll find rivers, waterfalls and hiking trails that take you to some of the highest peaks in the region. El Yunque has pre-Columbian archeological sites and structures built by the Civilian Conservation Corps (CCC) under the United States Government. In the north, the Espíritu Santo River Nature Reserve contains the only navigable river in Puerto Rico. Further east, you’ll find Playa Las Picuas, with soft golden sand and shallow blue waters. Río Grande hosts some of the island’s most luxurious hotels and golf courses.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1 El Yunque National Forest

SIGHTS

2 Baño Grande

3 Juan Diego Falls

4 La Coca Falls

5 Mt Britton Tower

6 Puento Roto

7 Yokahú Tower

ACTIVITIES

8 El Toro Wilderness Trail

INFORMATION

9 El Portal de El Yunque Visitors’ Center




TOP TIP

Instead of paying for expensive tours to visit El Yunque, book through recreation.gov and explore the area by yourself. Ridesharing apps hardly reach the region, and even if you do get here, you’ll have a hard time finding a ride back. You’re better off renting a car.





TOP SIGHT
El Yunque National Forest

El Yunque National Forest houses great biodiversity, including species endemic to Puerto Rico and the forest itself. Hikers and outdoor enthusiasts explore the forest’s hiking trails and waterfalls on a daily basis, but El Yunque also serves as a research site – it’s a place of great history, with pre-Columbian petroglyphs and architecture from the New Deal Era.
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PRACTICALITIES
Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Juan Diego Falls

Juan Diego Falls are located at 9.6km on the PR191 road. The 200yd hike to the falls is steep and rocky, but the trail is well marked and easy to follow. Along the way, there are multiple falls where you can take a break and refresh yourself. Getting to the highest cataracts is steep and muddy, and it’s only recommended for fit adventurers.

La Coca Falls

Visible from the PR191, La Coca Falls welcomes visitors to El Yunque. With an 85ft drop, it’s a spot where everyone stops to take a picture from the road. Those wanting a closer look can hike a trail to the left of the barrier until reaching the rocks at the bottom of the fall. This isn’t an area for swimming and the rocks can be quite slippery.


DON’T MISS

Juan Diego Falls

La Coca Falls

El Portal de El Yunque Visitor Center

Yokahú Tower

Baño Grande

Mt Britton Trail & Tower

Puente Roto

El Toro Wilderness Trail




El Portal de El Yunque Visitor Center

El Portal’s interactive exhibitions dive deep into the history, flora and fauna of El Yunque. Visitors can watch a short film at a theater before heading out to explore the two interpretative trails surrounding the visitor’s center. Stop at the cafe and the gift shop on your way out.

Yokahú Tower

The Yokahú Tower rises to 1575ft above sea level. Besides being a popular landmark, the observation tower lets you see the forest, the coastline and as far as the Virgin Islands. The tower itself is 69ft tall, and is ascended by internal spiral stairs. You can also see Los Picachos, one of El Yunque’s peaks.

Baño Grande

Almost near the end of the PR191, at 11.9km, Baño Grande is made from concrete that contrasts with the surrounding greenery. It was one of two public pools that the CCC built in El Yunque. Although now it’s forbidden to swim in it, the site still stands as an example of the construction projects that took place during Puerto Rico’s New Deal Era. The pool is fed from Río de la Mina and has a dam that forms an artificial waterfall.

Mt Britton Trail & Tower

Mt Britton Tower sits at a higher altitude (3087ft above sea level) than the Yokahú Tower. Since it’s located in cloud forest, clouds cover the view of the coast most days. The 1400yd trail to the tower is steep, but you’ll enjoy the biodiversity on the way.

Puente Roto

Puente Roto is a recreation area by the Río Mameyes where locals like to have BBQs, bathe in the river and hike. The name refers to a bridge that crosses above the river. You don’t need to hike to get to the water, making it an easy spot to visit for children and people who are less mobile.

El Toro Wilderness Trail

This 2.4-mile trail from Canóvanas to Las Piedras is one of the most challenging in El Yunque and Puerto Rico. The hike is steep, muddy and takes three hours one way – it’s recommended only for experienced hikers. Walking sticks and hiking boots come in handy and prevent you from getting stuck in the mud. The trail takes you to El Yunque’s highest peak, El Toro (3533ft above sea level).


TROPICAL DELIGHT

El Yunque National Forest is the only tropical rainforest in the National Forest Service. It’s also the smallest of the national forests, yet it’s remarkably biodiverse, containing 240 tree species and 127 land vertebrates. It was in the running to be one of the New Seven Wonders of Nature in 2011.




TOP TIPS

• Book your ticket to La Mina Recreational Area ahead of time; they book out during the high season.

• Wear comfortable shoes as you’ll be walking a lot.

• If you fail to secure a ticket, visit Angelito Trail, Las Paylas, and Charco El Hippie, which are free to access.

• Avoid hiking alone on challenging trails as there is poor phone reception in the rainforest.

• Bring an extra change of clothes, and water shoes to wear at the waterfalls.

• Waterfalls and rivers are prone to flash flooding. Even if it’s sunny, stay vigilant for signs of flooding.

• Book your tickets through recreation.gov.







Beyond Río Grande
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Luquillo has a lively beach-party atmosphere by the water, and in its food kiosks and bars. Nonetheless, it’s the outdoors that attracts most people.


To the east of Río Grande, Luquillo stands as one of the all-time favorite destinations among tourists. The Luquillo food kiosks on Route 3 gather the best of local and international gastronomy, and you can hop from one kiosk to another to try them all.

Luquillo also has diverse beaches for swimming, surfing and watching the sunrise. You can explore them on foot or by bike. Some of these beaches form part of the Northeast Ecological Corridor Nature Reserve, which goes as far as Fajardo. El Yunque National Forest covers part of Luquillo and is home to adventure spots such as the Las Paylas natural slide and Charco Los Angelitos.
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TOP TIP

Balneario de Luquillo and the Luquillo food kiosks are free to all. Avoid expensive tours offering to visit them.




LUQUILLO’S BEST BEACH EXPERIENCES

Surfing Puerto Rico

This surfing school offers packages with multiple sessions. It also rents out surfboards.

Puerto Rico Bike Tours and Rentals

Daily and weekly bike rentals that you can ride in sand and on tarmac.

Luquillo Flyboards

A 30-minute solo flyboarding experience on Luquillo Beach with photos and videos.

Sun Capital Paddlesports

Kayaking tours on the Río Sabana, inside the Corredor Ecológico del Noreste.

Carabalí Rainforest Adventure Park

Go horseback riding along the Río Mameyes and Luquillo’s beaches.



Beach-Hopping in Luquillo

FIND YOUR IDEAL BEACH

Luquillo is blessed with more than 19km of coastline, so visiting the town’s beaches is a must. Playa Mameyes and Playa Fortuna are the first two beaches from west to east, and are ideal for a relaxing day at the beach, though they occasionally have strong currents.

Balneario de Luquillo, located behind the Luquillo food kiosks and also known as La Monserrate, is the most popular beach. On weekends, it gets crowded and loud. Beachgoers transit between the kiosks and the beach with fritters and beers in their hands.

Walking east from La Monserrate, the noise abates and you’ll notice the beach changes. Sandbars and reefs break the surf far from the coast, making the shore shallow. People walk far into the water without it going over their heels. Crabs, fish, and other sea creatures fill the shallow pools between the sandbars in this area known as Punta Bandera.

Take Luquillo Beach Blvd to reach Playa Azul and Playa Costa Azul, both great beaches to see sunrises, do yoga and swim. Beyond Playa Costa Azul, you’ll find the infamous Playa La Pared, where surfers gather to catch waves. Take a one-day class with the town’s surfing schools if you’re interested in joining them, or simply watch for fun.

Luquillo’s most secluded beaches are beyond La Pared, in the Corredor Ecológico del Noreste, which extends from Luquillo to Fajardo. Playa San Miguel is ideal for long walks and turtle watching, and Playa La Selva is also frequented by surfers. You can easily spend a day beach-hopping and enjoying the nature of Luquillo’s coast.
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Getting Around

Exploring Luquillo’s coast on foot is possible, but for those short on time, renting a car or a bike is a better option. Although challenging, it’s possible to move around in the region from Río Grande to Luquillo and Fajardo by bicycle. There are also taxis available in the area. In many locations, you’ll need to find on-street parking.





FAJARDO
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Almost three centuries after its foundation, Fajardo isn’t so different from the original 1760s fishing village. This coastal town with nature reserves, offshore islands and a lively downtown also has seven marinas, including Puerto del Rey, the biggest in the Caribbean. Just like in the old days, boats depart daily from local ports. While some still go out to fish, others carry tourists to the islands of Icacos, Palomino and Culebra.

In the north, the Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan contains Laguna Grande, one of three bioluminescent bays in Puerto Rico. On the same coast, beachgoers gather at Balneario Seven Seas, Playa Colorá and Playa Escondida.

In the neighborhood of Las Croabas, tour operators and rentals share the streets with restaurants and food kiosks serving fresh seafood. In Fajardo’s downtown, there are bars, restaurants and stores near the central plaza, where culture vultures can catch seasonal festivals.
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TOP TIP

Visit during late spring and summer to catch calm waves and warm weather. On July 25, Fajardo celebrates the Patron Saint Festival – originally religious festivities, such patron saint festivals are now mostly cultural events, with entertainment, local arts and parades.





TOP SIGHT
Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan

Home to seven different ecosystems, including a bioluminescent lagoon, a coastal forest, mangroves and multiple beaches, Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan is one of the most diverse reserves in Puerto Rico, despite its size. Although it was once at risk of becoming an urbanized area, the reserve is now a must-visit escape for outdoor and beach enthusiasts.


[image: jpg]

fivetonine/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


PRACTICALITIES
Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Laguna Grande

Laguna Grande is one of the three bioluminescent bodies of water in Puerto Rico. In this lagoon, the phenomenon is visible due to the high concentration of dinoflagellates, which emit light when they are disturbed. Visitors can take kayak or boat tours from Kayak Village, while Para La Naturaleza also hosts night walking tours to the lagoon.

Balneario Seven Seas

On the east side of Balneario Seven Seas, a natural reef breaks the rough surf and creates a shallow shore where beachgoers like to do water sports. There are kayak and snorkel rentals along the beach, which is also popular for camping because of its easy access to amenities such as bathrooms, showers and restaurants.


DON’T MISS

Laguna Grande

Balneario Seven Seas

La Zanja

Playa Los Lirios

Mangroves

Cabezas de San Juan Lighthouse

The Dry Forest

Playa Jayuya



La Zanja

La Zanja is a natural ocean pool in the north of Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan. It’s a 3.5-mile walk from Balneario Seven Seas. You can walk inside or along the reserve’s coast until reaching Playa Rincón, where it’s obligatory to take the interior trail. The route is great for birdwatching, photography and soaking in nature.

Playa Los Lirios

Playa Los Lirios (Lillie’s Beach) has a rocky shore made up of volcanic rocks and dead coral. Although the beach has a strong current and isn’t for swimming, its shore is great for relaxing. Playa Los Lirios, along with other beaches in the reserve, housed indigenous Puerto Rican civilizations hundreds of years ago and you will likely find indigenous ceramic fragments on the beach.

Mangroves

Mangroves are one of the seven ecosystems in the Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan. Near to Laguna Grande, you can find four different types of mangroves, including red, black and white. Green buttonwood is also present in the area. Multiple boardwalks cross through the mangrove forest and allow you to get a closer look at these peculiar trees. It’s also a place where you can see and learn about local animal species.


NIGHT WALKING TOURS

Para La Naturaleza is a nonprofit organization that helps preserve natural sites in Puerto Rico. It’s the only operator of night walking tours in Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan, allowing visitors to see nocturnal species and the bioluminescent lagoon from a boardwalk. It is more immersive and cheaper than most other tours.



Cabezas de San Juan Lighthouse

The Cabezas de San Juan Lighthouse is Puerto Rico’s second-oldest lighthouse and it still operates under US Coast Guard supervision. Built by the Spaniards in 1880 at the highest point of the reserve, the lighthouse is temporarily under construction and can be seen up close with Para La Naturaleza’s walking tours. Hikers can still see it from afar.

The Dry Forest

The nature reserve’s dry forest can be explored along well-marked walking trails. The main 2-mile trail crosses the forest to Playa Los Lirios with views of the offshore islands such as Icacos, Palomino and even St Thomas. Secondary trails connect the main path to Balneario Seven Seas, Playa Rincón and Laguna Grande.


UNIQUE CLAIM TO FAME

There are three bioluminescent bodies of water in Puerto Rico – La Parguera in Lajas and Bahía Mosquito in Vieques are the other two. Puerto Rico is the only place in the world where three water bodies shine all year.



Playa Jayuya

Playa Jayuya is an indigenous archeological site. Para La Naturaleza and the Institute of Puerto Rican Culture, along with volunteers, have recovered pots, skeletons and ornaments believed to belong to indigenous groups that preceded the Taíno.


TOP TIPS

• Visit Laguna Grande on a night with a new moon to best appreciate the bioluminescence.

• Reserve a tour of the bioluminescent lagoon in advance. They sell out during the high season.

• To better appreciate the bioluminescent lagoon with kids or anyone with accessibility issues, opt for a boat tour.

• Bring your own snorkel-ing equipment to save money on rentals.

• Watch out for red flags on the beach and avoid swimming at high tide, as rip currents are common on the north coast.

• Visit paralanaturaleza.org to find night walking tours in the reserve.







Beyond Fajardo
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The islands off the east coast are wrapped in shallow, turquoise waters with high visibility that’s ideal for snorkeling and swimming.


Although the general belief is that Puerto Rico is an island, the US territory is actually an archipelago formed by multiple islands and cays. Some of the ones you’ll find off the east coast include Icacos, Palomino, Cayo Piñero, Cayo Santiago and Culebrita. The smaller cays, such as Icacos, feature shallow, turquoise beaches where you can snorkel to see coral and swim with turtles and fish.

From Fajardo, you can take a catamaran or water taxi to almost all of the islands and spend the day hopping between them. These islands were the connections that indigenous civilizations used to get to Puerto Rico. Nowadays, both locals and visitors navigate between them.
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TOP TIP

Choose a water taxi to visit the islands; they’re cheaper than catamarans. Pack everything you need for a beach trip.




BEST ISLAND EXPERIENCES

Barefoot Travelers

This kayaking tour takes you to Cayo Santiago, where you can see monkeys.

Kayaking Puerto Rico

Hop between islands, snorkel and drive your own mini-boat on this tour.

Sea Ventures Pro Dive Centers

Dive into Reserva Natural Arrecifes de la Cordillera to see unique coral and marine life.

East Island Excursions

All-inclusive catamaran tours to Icacos and other islands.



Sailing Off the East Coast

DISCOVER OFFSHORE PUERTO RICO

Off the east coast of Puerto Rico, there are more than a dozen islands and cays. While most are uninhabited, others such as Vieques and Culebra have small populations. Every day, multiple catamarans and private charters depart from Fajardo to these islands. Of them, Cayo Icacos is the most frequented. This uninhabited cay has a bright aquamarine shore, where dozens of catamarans line up, creating a large beach party. This type of tour includes food and snorkeling equipment. But, if you’re willing to sacrifice those additional amenities, water taxis in Las Croabas can get you to the main islands for a cheaper price.

The most interactive way to island-hop in this area is by renting mini boats. Usually, mini-boat tours make between two and four stops on the islands and cost less than a multi-stop catamaran tour. Cayo Santiago, also known as Monkey Island, is less frequented than other cays, but it’s equally exciting to visit. Only a few companies offer a tour around this cay, but you could negotiate a trip with local fishers in Naguabo and Humacao.

Regardless of your preferred transportation method, your visit to these cays and islands will be memorable. Thanks to their isolation, marine life thrives along these islands’ beaches. Swimming with sea turtles, colorful fish, coral and, occasionally, dolphins will almost certainly be the highlight of your trip.
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Getting Around

One of the cheapest and most flexible ways to visit the islands is by kayak. Experienced paddlers can rent equipment at Fajardo, Naguabo and Humacao to visit nearby cays. For more distant cays, you’ll need to take a boat. Not all water taxis need a reservation, so you can just visit Las Croabas and find a water taxi that takes you to the islands.





NAGUABO
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Located in the middle of the east coast and covered partly by El Yunque National Forest, Naguabo is known as the town of ’the drenched ones.’ The six rivers that run through Naguabo create endless spaces, such as Charco El Hippie, at which visitors can swim, hike and picnic. This natural waterhole is surrounded by giant boulders that hide multiple petroglyphs.

Out on the coast, you’ll find the Villa del Mar Castle, one of the surviving structures from Naguabo’s sugar-cane plantation era. Yet, that is not why the area is so frequented. Instead, visitors go to Malecón de la Playa Húcares to hop between the dozens of restaurants and food kiosks lined side by side along the beachfront promenade. While you enjoy the town’s typical delicacies prepared with spotted trunkfish, dip your feet into the water at Playa Húcares.

Continuing along the coast, Playa La Fanduca and Playa Tropical also welcome beachgoers every day.
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TOP TIP

Visit during the third weekend of February to check out Festival de Chapín (Spotted Trunkfish Festival), and try dishes made with chapín, such as pastelillos, a type of fritter. Live entertainment and competitions take place over the three-day event, including a sailing competition.



Eating & Strolling on El Malecón

AN OCEANFRONT GASTRONOMIC STRIP

When you arrive at Malecón de Naguabo, the first thing you’ll notice is the view of Naguabo’s port, but, before you know it, a shop’s windows with crispy golden fritters will catch your attention. This beachfront promenade is as famous as Piñones, Los Kioskos de Luquillo and Boquerón among local foodies.

Although Piñones is mostly known for its fritters and mofongo (fried plantains mashed with seasoning then garnished with a meat, fish or veggie stew), food kiosks in El Malecón are known for their seafood – along this strip, you’ll come across multiple fish markets.

To the west of El Malecón, the Villa del Mar castle ruins stand as a reminder of the city’s sugar-cane history. The Victorian-style castle was built in 1917 by Faustino Rodríguez Fuerte, a sugar-cane plantation owner. History enthusiasts can sit on the benches next to the castle and appreciate it while eating ice cream from Maury La Barquillita. Next to the ruins, a group of steps takes you down to Playa Húcares, where you can dip your feet. During weekends, the promenade is filled with local artisans and crafters. If you buy from them, you’ll support the local economy, and you’ll be taking a true Puerto Rican souvenir home.

For a drink, stop at Pelikanos Bar and Restaurant or any of the other bars in the area. Try the coconut arepas at Bobby’s Place and take a picture in the big chair with the name of Naguabo on the promenade. After walking past El Makito, you’ll see fishers unloading coolers from their boats with the catch of the day.
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EATING AROUND NAGUABO
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Cristóbal Feliciano, an Airbnb owner, Uber driver and co-owner of the Ebenezer food truck, shares his recommendations for eating in and near Naguabo.

Panadería La Familia

This bakery has great coffee, and its sandwiches are made with Puerto Rican bread. The mortadella and salami sandwiches are particularly good.

El Makito

This restaurant serves the best seafood in the area. The lobster is one of the specialties of the house and you can’t beat the 2nd-floor’s view.

Kiosko El Limón

This kiosk’s mofongo and arepas de coco (coconut-flavored flour patties) are must-haves! Also try the seafood salad. It’s one of the places you can eat on a budget in Humacao.



WHERE TO STAY IN NAGUABO

Río Blanco Campground

This farm has spaces for camping or staying in an RV near the river. $

Casa Cubuy Ecolodge

This ecofriendly hotel of 11 rooms is located near the Río Cubuy and El Yunque. $$

Wald Haus by DW

With captivating interiors, this villa promises a tranquil stay in the rainforest. $$



Beyond Naguabo
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San Lorenzo is a mountainous town with evergreen nature and a famous coffee farm.


Although often disregarded by visitors looking for beach towns, San Lorenzo is a great destination for outdoor recreation. In the north, the young Hacienda Muñoz coffee farm runs daily tours that dive deep into the coffee-making process and history. Los Siete Chorros (Seven Waterfalls), Río La Playita del 9 and Río Grande de Loíza are the town’s options for escaping the heat.

To the west, foodies and adventurers use 4x4s to reach El Cerro de Nandy and, not far away, devotees make a pilgrimage to Montaña Santa (Holy Mountain) – even non-believers visit the peak to admire the views. More than anything, San Lorenzo is a place to slow down and enjoy the journey.
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TOP TIP

Driving around San Lorenzo requires good skill. In this mountainous region, roads are curvy and scattered, so driving carefully is advised.



Coffee Tasting at Hacienda Muñoz

HAND-PICKED AND PROCESSED COFFEE

Less than an hour’s drive from Naguabo, the coast changes into a mountainous region where coffee harvesting is possible. Hacienda Muñoz is located in the town of San Lorenzo and, despite having less than 15 years in the coffee-producing industry, it has already earned a reputation as one of the best coffee farms in Puerto Rico.

When you arrive, you’ll come across a coffee shop with the plantation as a background. Inside the coffee shop, the aroma of fresh coffee fills the air, and the red coffee roaster stands in a corner as a monument to the beloved beverage.

If you’re interested in more than just drinking or buying beans, take the walking tour through the hacienda. The guide takes you around the coffee crops, while explaining how the beverage came to be and how it reached Puerto Rico from Africa. The tour also gives insight into the coffee harvesting and making process by taking you into a room full of machinery that classifies the beans.

The harvesting season runs from August to October, and if you’re visiting during that time, you can help with the manual harvesting as a volunteer. You’ll finish your tour by tasting a cup of black unsweetened coffee, trying to guess how it was processed and the level of roast. The shop sells beans, ground coffee cups and other souvenirs.

The on-site Yiya’s Restaurant also serves delicacies prepared with coffee, such as coffee beer and coffee flan.
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AGRO-TOURS BEYOND NAGUABO

Finca Neo Jibairo by HidrOrgánica

Located in Río Grande, this hacienda has a farm-to-table experience, glamping and a tour.

Hacienda Agroecológica Recaos Ortiz

Learn about medicinal plants, buy local produce and taste new recipes on this San Lorenzo farm.

Finca de Cacao La PruVite

Chocolate lovers will enjoy the tour through this farm, as well as the chocolate-inspired menu.



WHERE TO EAT IN SAN LORENZO

Lechonera Los Compadres

Enjoy Puerto Rico’s famous roasted pig along with rice and pigeon peas. $$

Sube y Baja

Great mountain views, pizza with a local twist and a menu you can customize. $$

El Cerro de Nandy

A small menu with a side of adventure – you’ll need a 4x4 vehicle to visit. $



YABUCOA
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Yabucoa is an unfrequented town in Puerto Rico’s southeast with beaches, dry forests, rivers and nature reserves. The downtown is filled with urban art and curious sites you can explore on a walk around town.

If you drive through PR-901 in town, you’ll come across curvy roads over coastal cliffs that give you a panoramic view of Punta Icacos, Punta Yeguas and Punta Tuna in Maunabo.

This town is also perfect for stargazing, due to the low light pollution. Once a place of sugar-cane plantations, Yabucoa evolved into modern-day farming, which is why you’ll see cows and crops almost everywhere you go. Nowadays, multiple plantation ruins still stand, attracting history geeks. The town’s beaches are well-kept secrets you can reach by hiking or driving, but they never fail to surprise visitors.

Yabucoa is nature, culture and history in one of its finest combinations.
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SIGHTS

1 Calle Luna

2 Parroquia Santos Ángeles Custodios

3 Post Office

4 Reserva Natural Inés María Mendoza

ACTIVITIES

5 Punta Guayanés

6 Punta Icacos

EATING

7 Dulce&Sala’o




TOP TIP

Roads on Yabucoa’s mountainous side are curvy and steep. It can be better to park on the main street and reach attractions beyond on foot. Some one-way downtown roads are steep, but the area is walkable and free trolleys run frequently.



Touring Yabucoa’s Colorful Downtown

STREET ART, ARCHITECTURE AND GASTRONOMY

While it might be stressful to figure out Yabucoa’s downtown streets, once you secure an on-street parking spot, you’ll be glad you’re in town. The best way to find the town’s highlights is by going on a walk, starting at the main plaza. Like most main plazas in Puerto Rico, Yabucoa’s has a church, but this one – Parroquia Santos Ángeles Custodios – has a modern style that resembles brutalist architecture and contrasts with the surrounding Spanish colonial buildings. Across the street, an alley next to the ruins of a colonial building will take you to Calle Luna, where murals of a coquí, the Puerto Rican flag and flowers adorn the houses. Nearby, on Calle Luis Muñoz Rivera, a bright mural with a heart, a woman and a hummingbird highlights the exterior of Dulce&Sala’o, one of the best restaurants in town, serving a one-of-a-kind brunch.

Following the road 650yd north, the flags of Yabucoa and Puerto Rico are painted over a bridge. Although many murals in Yabucoa’s downtown are painted, others are mosaics. Across Yabucoa’s post office, a 240ft mosaic displays traditional scenes, monuments and important figures in the town. Down the same street, a huge Puerto Rico flag and a 100-year-old church surround the Monumento en Honor al Cortador de Caña (Monument to the Sugar Cane Cutter). The ruins of two plantations, located 1 mile and 2.8 miles from town, give more insight into the region’s history with sugar cane.

Walking through Yabucoa comes with constant pleasant surprises. Even if you walk without a destination, murals, flags and mosaics will continue to pop up in uncommon spaces.
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WHY I LOVE YABUCOA
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Vanessa Ramos, writer

I was born and raised in Puerto Rico. I’ve visited everything from small towns to big cities in this archipelago. While I’m a city girl myself, used to a landscape of buildings, light pollution and traffic jams, Yabucoa is the type of town that makes you want to move and leave all of that behind.

Not only is it filled with a nostalgic aura, but its outdoors are nothing less than mesmerizing. Even if you’re working inside the urban area, it only takes a short ride to reach any of the town’s beaches, forests and rivers.

The people’s kindness and liveliness make this town even better.



WHERE TO HIKE IN YABUCOA

Reserva Natural Inés María Mendoza

The trails in this nature reserve overlook Yabucoa’s coastal cliffs and lead to hidden coves.

Punta Icacos

Located between Humacao and Yabucoa, this trail heads to an azure beach with large rock formations.

Punta Guayanés

This dry forest has multiple trails to the coast between Humacao and Yabucoa.



Beyond Yabucoa
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Slow down in Maunabo, hiking in a nature reserve, watching turtles hatch along its coast, and bathing in its rivers.


South of Yabucoa, Maunabo is a town rich in gastronomy and culture. Crab is an essential part of Maunabo’s typical dishes, and arepas and salmorejo (stewed crab meat) are delicacies. After trying the cuisine, set out to explore Maunabo’s natural attractions. On the coast, the Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna is home to endemic trees and bird species. It’s also an important turtle nesting site. Overseeing the reserve from a coastal cliff is the Punta Tuna Lighthouse, a neoclassical-style lighthouse built in 1893. Across town, Río Maunabo creates natural pools and waterfalls, until it flows into Playa Los Bohíos, one of the few black-sand beaches in Puerto Rico.
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Punta Tuna Lighthouse | Wirestock Creators/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

If you’re using GPS to navigate around Maunabo, download maps to be used offline as there are areas where you could lose connection.



Hiking in a Coastal Forest

AN ACCESSIBLE NATURE RESERVE

Sitting on the coast near Maunabo, the Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna is a 106-acre reserve home to native and endemic species. Known by locals as the hidden gem of the southeast, the reserve contains numerous ecosystems, including wetlands, mangroves and beaches. Multiple trails cross the area, where you can meditate on the sounds of nature. Birds sing, lizards crawl through the vegetation, and waves crash on the coast.

Reach Las Garzas Trail through Los Jueyeros Trail, where you can see El Tablazo Lagoon and the mangroves. Although the ecosystem was heavily damaged after Hurricane Maria in 2017, this is a reminder for many Puerto Ricans of the importance of mangroves during a hurricane as they prevented flooding and stopped the storm surge. Bring your lunch and picnic in one of the reserve’s gazebos.

Los Cocoteros Trail leads to the farthest gazebo and the closest one to Punta Tuna Lighthouse. This 130-year-old lighthouse has a view of Playa Larga (Long Beach) where, during nesting season, turtles visit the shore.

Casa Verde is the reserve’s visitor center, where you can get more information about the reserve and sign up for its on-site activities. One of the best things about Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna is its inclusivity – people with accessibility limitations can book a tour with Casa Verde to see different parts of the forest. The signs around the reserve also have a QR code with audio guides for blind visitors. You could spend a whole day hiking, sunbathing and photographing the best sites of Punta Tuna.
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Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna | Marina Movschowitz/Alamy Stock Photo ©


PROTECTING PUERTO RICO’S COAST

With the high demand for apartment rentals, coast erosion and investors buying land, it’s become a challenge to protect Puerto Rico’s coasts.

Coastlines are public by law, including those that are part of nature reserves, such as Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna, though beachfront development continues to endanger coastal ecosystems and limit access for locals for the benefit of a minority.

Local organizations such as Amigxs del M.A.R., Campamento Carey and Para La Naturaleza denounce irregular and risky activities on the coasts. These efforts help ensure that beaches and nature reserves in Puerto Rico, such as Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna, are accessible to everyone.



WHERE TO STAY IN MAUNABO

Parador Maunacaribe

Locally owned hotel on a beachfront, within steps of the Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna. $$

Villas del Faro

Apartment complex with pool and ocean views, across from the Reserva Natural Humedal Punta Tuna. $$

Santorini Guesthouse

These themed villas on Maunabo’s beachfront are inspired by the Greek island of Santorini. $$$






CENTRAL MOUNTAINS
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OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES AND TAÍNO TRADITIONS

Winding roads around these accordion-shaped mountains lead to big rewards: craggy peaks primed for exploration and tiny towns steeped in Taíno traditions.
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Cañón Blanco, Utuado | ANTON CABALLERO/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Cloud-shrouded mountaintops and raging jungle rivers; sleepy towns where roosters roam; verdant coffee farms. These are the Central Mountains – a far cry from Puerto Rico’s lazy-lizard beaches – where travelers lace up hiking boots to experience the island’s highest summit, deepest canyon and one of the world’s longest zip lines. Although it’s a treasure trove of nature-packed superlatives, the showiest sights lack swarming crowds. Here, ancient Taíno petroglyphs often outnumber people.

The Central Mountains cover over a dozen municipalities running east to west, dominated by the Cordillera Central mountain range (Puerto Rico’s spiny core), which connects karst country’s limestone caves to the Sierra de Cayey’s green tips. It’s all tied together by roads that twist and tumble like a Tito Puente drum solo, including the Ruta Panorámica, a cement ribbon lined with lush forests and remote cliffclinging homes.

Legend says native Taíno populations escaped Spanish persecution in the Central Mountains until the mid-19th century. Even now, the Taíno’s impact remains visible at archaeological sites and museums honoring the original inhabitants of Borikén (Puerto Rico’s indigenous name). The Taíno struggle for autonomy is embedded in local life, exhibited by late-19th-century political leaders such as Luis Muñoz Rivera and during an unsuccessful uprising in 1950. Today, each cup of local coffee and shot of moonshine rum is a small sip of the revolution, still alive.
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THE MAIN AREAS

JAYUYA

Hikes, coffee farms and Taíno culture.

UTUADO

River excursions and ancient petroglyphs.

AIBONITO

Canyoning and full-belly feasts.




Find Your Way

As the Central Mountains ripple through Puerto Rico’s center, they rise more than 4000ft above sea level. Roads navigating this rugged terrain can be harrowing, but each tight turn hides a view that’s sublime.
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Plan Your Time

Plan on digging deep into Taíno history while zipping between coffee farms, waterfalls and swimming holes. Book tours to places such as the Río Tanamá and Cañón de San Cristóbal in advance.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Start the day with a guided tour of the Río Tanamá. This early morning activity packs a wealth of Central Mountain wonders into one half-day expedition. As water carves through Utuado’s limestone bedrock, it forms a series of caverns and canyons ideal for hiking, swimming, spelunking and rappelling down vertigo-inducing drops. Seeing the river through the eyes of a local guide enriches the ecological experience.

• Round out the day by strolling around 800-year-old ball courts at the Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, an ancient ritual site used by the Taíno, or searching for petroglyphs among the limestone rocks at Charco Los Morones.




Three Days to Explore

• With Jayuya as a base, dive into local culture along the Río Saliente. Admire the petroglyphs on La Piedra Escrita, eye the indigenous-inspired architecture of Museo del Cemí and grab farm-grown snacks at Hacienda San Pedro’s on-site cafe. Cap it off with a shot of moonshine rum while touring La Destileria Craft Spirits.

• Spend the second day forging Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro’s steep trails, such as the four-miler to Cerro Doña Juana’s mountaintop tower.

• Finally, turn the road trip to Cañón Blanco into an action-packed farewell escapade. After climbing around gleaming white boulders, enjoy a scenic picnic near the canyon’s northern mouth.




A Weeklong Stay

• Book a few nights at El Pretexto to savor farm-to-table meals while staying at this Cayey Sierra lodge. The feel-good fuel will help you conquer an Odyssean quest around Cañón de San Cristóbal, best done with a local guide. If canyoning doesn’t leave you breathless, zooming along Toro Verde Adventure Park’s 95mph zip line should do the trick.

• With the adrenaline rush waning, take a few lazy days to taste test espresso at local coffee companies in Ciales and Jayuya. Then, for an exclamation point on a week of outdoor expeditions, splash into Adjuntas’ swimming holes, such as Charco el Ataúd and Charco el Mangó.



Seasonal Highlights

From December to April, dry weather and chilly evenings make the mountains most idyllic. Festivals in spring and fall attract crowds.

JANUARY

Cool nights and an extended Christmas season following Three Kings Day arouse the desire to cozy up with a glass of creamy coquito.
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FEBRUARY

Adjuntas sees in winter nights – sub 50°F (10°C) – with the Festival del Frío. Maricao celebrates the coffee harvest at the Fiesta del Acabe del Cafe.
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MARCH

Rivers shine like turquoise due to a lack of rain – the ideal backdrop for diving into swimming holes and climbing around Cañón de San Cristóbal.
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JUNE

Flower aficionados gather in Aibonito for the colorful Festival de las Flores, featuring workshops, street fairs and beautiful blooms.
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SEPTEMBER

Life slows down as heavy rains and potential hurricanes create waterlogged hiking trails and strong river currents.
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NOVEMBER

Jayuya’s Festival Nacional Indígena lights up the town with ceremonies, fairs and a beauty pageant honoring Taíno culture.
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DECEMBER

Families celebrate Nochebuena (Christmas Eve) and eat lechón (suckling pig), sing trullas (festive songs) and exchange pitorro (moonshine rum).
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JAYUYA
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Puerto Rico’s soul sings in this remote mountain town, named after the Taíno chief Hayuya and known as the island’s indigenous capital. Jayuya’s Taíno pride dazzles year-round with museums and archeological sites honoring native culture, but the Boricua spirit shines brightest during late November’s Festival Nacional Indígena, celebrating ancient island traditions.

Crowned by mountains and cross-hatched with rivers, it’s easy to see how Jayuya held fast to Taíno heritage: the imposing geography largely protected this area from outside influence until 1911, when it became a municipality. Even today, getting here requires deft driving skills while weaving through mountain roads that spiral like a petroglyph.

Though the roads may seem perilous, the adventures here are peak. Verdant hiking trails and coffee haciendas fringe areas outside downtown, and when night falls, a shot of locally made moonshine rum will send you to sleep to the sweet song of coquís.
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TOP TIP

Cell service is unpre-dictable, so download any necessary information before putting the pedal to the metal. As a general rule, GPS hurts more than it helps, so stick to main roads like Hwys 141, 143 and 144. Avoid unnamed backroads – they aren’t always well maintained and can be dangerous, particularly in rain.
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BASEMENT REBELLION

In 1950, Nationalist Blanca Canales (daughter of Jayuya’s first mayor) led an armed rebellion in the city of Jayuya to win Puerto Rico’s independence from the United States. The US National Guard quickly quelled the uprising, arrested the conspirators and sentenced Canales and other revolutionary leaders to prison.

Today, the tumultuous event lives on in the private basement of Ernesto Marín, whose uncle and four cousins were imprisoned for participating. Marín’s Museo de Nuestros Mártires, a ‘martyr’s museum,’ honors activists who sacrificed their lives for the island’s freedom. Marín acts as the museum’s charming guide.



Symbolic Structures

ANCIENT ARTIFACT TURNED MODERN ARCHITECTURE

Take a magnifying glass to Taíno culture at the Museo del Cemí, an eye-catching building shaped precisely like one of the indigenous artifacts it displays. Here, the cemí – typically a tiny spiritual figurine carved by Taínos to embody ancestral spirits – is transformed into a two-story wonder designed by Río Piedras architect Efrén Badia Cabrera.

Look west toward the peaks of Tres Picachos to clock some similarities. Scholars believe the three-pronged mountain range, considered sacred by the Taíno, inspired the cemí’s shape. The exterior outshines the museum’s actual exhibits, though a cheery mural depicting Taíno petroglyphs is worth a gander.

The adjacent coffee plantation house, a reconstruction of the 19th-century original filled with authentic furniture and antiques, belonged to Jayuya’s first mayor, Rosario Canales.


HIGH ABOVE JAYUYA

Hike to the top of Cerro de Punta in Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro to see Jayuya from a bird’s point of view.



JAYUYA’S BEST SIPS & SNACKS

La Destileria Craft Spirits

Tasting tour of a small-batch distillery producing alcohol-forward rums and legal pitorro (moonshine rum). $$

La Herencia

Guava-flavored yogurt, grass-fed meat, fresh-picked veggies and local art are among the goodies at this teeny grocer. $

Café Nativo

The decadent brunch-and-bistro menu makes it tempting to overnight in this coffee farm’s minimalist cabins. $

Ancient Etchings

ARCHEOLOGICAL SITE IN A SCENIC LANDSCAPE

The best examples of indigenous petroglyphs aren’t locked in museums – they’re free to see along public waterways. One of the most impressive examples is La Piedra Escrita (The Written Stone), a 13ft-tall granite boulder less than five minutes by car from Museo del Cemí. Park at La Escrita, a pork-heavy restaurant, and descend a wooden boardwalk to see the famous slab in the center of the Río Saliente. The stone, awash with Taíno carvings, sparkles like polished marble.

The scenery alone is worth the trek: egrets hunt for fish, tangled trees climb towards distant peaks, and rocks along the riverbank seem tailor-made for picnicking. Remember to bring a swimsuit – a small pool beneath the boulder makes a strong case for a midday dip.


CUP RUNNETH OVER

Round out a coffee tour by taste-testing a cup of Café Don Pello at the Museo del Café de Puerto Rico in Ciales.



Coffee Break

FRESH BREWS FROM LOCAL BEANS

If great coffee is like a glass of fine wine, consider the staff at Hacienda San Pedro Jayuya’s top sommeliers. Coffee cultivation at this working farm, run by the Atienza family since 1930, is a labor of love — evident in each cup of chocolate-flavored espresso, made from sun-dried beans hand-picked from fields along the Río Saliente.

Call ahead to book a Spanish-language tour for insights into San Pedro’s coffee production, or stroll the grounds solo to admire the operation. Valentina, a chocolate lab who acts as San Pedro’s four-legged welcoming committee, loves to trail guests as they eye the Edenic scenery, peppered with at least 30 types of fruits and vegetables. See if you can spot avocados, dragon fruits, eggplants and tomatoes – all sold at a small market near the entrance – before admiring San Pedro’s principal plant. Rolling hills covered in the shiny leaves of coffee trees seem to genuflect in the direction of Tres Picachos, the undulating mountain rising west of the farm. As crops flower at various points throughout the year, the sweet scent of jasmine fills the air.

Taste the fruits of San Pedro’s labor at Café La Finca, an on-site coffee shop and museum. Pair an espresso with a tasty tostado (the avocado toast topped with locally grown tomatoes is a palate pleaser), then head upstairs to view antique coffee equipment. You can purchase ground beans to go, then check out the hacienda’s two San Juan outposts, serving mountain-grown goodness.


COFFEE TOUR CONTINUED

Fashion a caffeine-fueled road trip by visiting these working farms in and around Jayuya.

Cafe Tres Picachos

Cross the footbridge to this brunch-and-lunch cafe serving espresso made from beans grown on the nearly 300-acre property.

Hacienda Prosperidad

No barista necessary: after touring this Jayuya plantation, you’ll roast, grind and brew your own coffee.

Hacienda Tres Ángeles

Scan Adjuntas’ sprawling landscape while enjoying java on the cafe porch. Visit on Saturday for a tour of the farm.



UNIQUE LODGING IN THE CENTRAL MOUNTAINS

El Pretexto (Cayey)

Hammocks and mountain views entice gourmands to relax after home-cooked meals with farm-grown ingredients. $$$

Casa Grande Mountain Retreat (Utuado)

Adult-only, wifi-free hotel where you can connect with nature on nearby hiking trails. $$

Hacienda Pomarrosa (Jayuya)

Curl up in a cozy casita (small house) for views of this immaculate coffee plantation run by a German expat. $$



Beyond Jayuya
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It’s possible to spot Ponce from the mountains above Jayuya, but city life feels far away from this jungle-clad landscape.


Before Hwy 149 zigzags along Jayuya’s eastern border, it cuts through Ciales, a municipality connecting the northern karst region to the Cordillera Central mountain range. The actual town of Ciales, surrounded by rounded limestone cliffs, is a haven for coffee connoisseurs and Caribbean cuisine fiends – a prime spot to fuel up before exploring Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro.

Toro Negro’s 10-plus miles of hiking trails might not be as popular as El Yunque’s well-worn paths, but it’s not for lack of beauty. Fern-filled jungles, rushing rivers and Puerto Rico’s three highest peaks make this park a stunner, as do close-ups of local flora and fauna, including the endangered Puerto Rican sharp-shinned hawk and healthy orchids that’ll make your house plants green with envy.
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Anole lizard, Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro | Jason Patrick Ross/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Pack plenty of water and snacks before hitting Toro Negro’s trails. Nearby food options are scarce, as are on-site amenities at the Orocovis ranger station.



Jungle Adventure

TREK TO CERRO DOÑA JUANA

The Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro sprawls over 7000 cloud-shrouded acres within the municipalities of Ciales, Jayuya, Juana Díaz, Orocovis and Ponce, but the reserve’s best hiking trails all begin at the Orocovis ranger station off Hwy 143.

From here, visitors can choose from several excursions with varying levels of difficulty. For the most dynamic adventure, frankenstein three trails into one 4-mile monster of a climb, with Cerra Doña Juana (3471ft), the highest peak in Orocovis, as the prize. Consult a park map before taking off – trails aren’t always well-marked or maintained, but they’re easy to navigate if you know what to look for.

Start on Camino El Bolo, which ascends for 1.5 miles through a forest shaded by sierra palms and bamboo trees, then continue onto Vereda la Torre (Path to the Tower), a half-mile scramble to the summit. The name doesn’t lie: choirs of coquí and flutters of butterflies line the trail to an observation tower that delivers panoramic views over the Caribbean. Switch up the descent by taking La Piscina, a rocky route through a vine-dripped jungle leading to a now-defunct pool and Charco de los Suspiros – a series of small cascades. A short jaunt along Hwy 143 returns to the ranger station.

If one trail isn’t enough, the 1.2-mile out-and-back path to Charco La Confesora, a turquoise swimming hole, makes a pleasant coda. Bring a bathing suit for a refreshing post-hike soak.
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ALIEN BEAUTY

It’s easy to spot the African tulip tree, native to tropical Africa and brought here for ornamentation: lipstick-red petals reach above the forest canopy, ready to capture all the sunlight and rain they can swallow. The flamboyant flowers might be ubiquitous, but this wasn’t always the case.

Economic upheaval after WWII caused a decline in agricultural activity on the island, spurring a mass migration of Puerto Ricans to the US mainland.

Abandoned farmland was quickly colonized by African tulip trees, which effectively reforested the land in their invasive image. The trees are both a blessing and a curse – a truth captured in their nickname, meaíto, which means ’little pisser.’ Squeeze the bud and water shoots out – delight for the pisser, a nuisance for the pissed.



OVERLOAD ON OVERLOOKS

Tres Picachos

Bring gloves for this 2.8-mile trail: ropes help hikers navigate part of the steep, muddy ascents to the 3900ft summit.

El Banquillo

Walk past the abandoned, graffitied restroom for serious views at this roadside stop near Cerro de Punta.

Paseo Lineal Juan Antonio Corretjer

Relax on benches along this Ciales promenade while eyeing the Río Grande de Manatí.

Impressive Panorama

PUERTO RICO’S HIGHEST PEAK

Cerro de Punta erupts 4390ft above sea level, delivering 360-degree views of the island. To reach the top, park along the north side of the Ruta Panorámica (Hwy 143 here) and hike the paved near-vertical incline for half a mile. Resist the urge to drive the cement path – the pockmarked road is unforgiving, even for experienced drivers.

Communication towers might crown the summit, but the surrounding scenery is king. On a clear day, Ponce’s buildings appear like tiny chess pieces to the south, Jayuya sits in a valley facing north and the Cordillera Central’s mountains slice through the island’s center like spinal columns.


TAKING THE SCENIC ROUTE

The Ruta Panorámica, a 167-mile rollercoaster of interconnected roads that slice through the island’s heartland, runs a few miles south of downtown Jayuya.

While its name might suggest a breezy road trip, this highway isn’t for the faint of heart. Roaming dogs and chattering chickens pop up around bends that S-curve into clouds, and razor-thin stretches along misty mountain saddles will shake a novice driver’s confidence.

For seasoned adventurers, the trip from Mayagüez to Maunabo can be a soul-stirring quest – it’s called the ’panoramic route’ for a reason.

Just don’t expect to drive faster than 25mph – oncoming drivers, including the occasional horse-riding jíbaro (country person), will be glad you’re taking it slow.



Park & Plunge

EASY-TO-REACH ROADSIDE WATERFALLS

The Cordillera Central’s most magnificent natural sites aren’t always waiting at the end of epic hikes – they’re also found just off the road. To spot a waterfall without leaving the car, wind along Hwy 149 as it follows Río Toro Negro to Chorro de Doña Juana. This cascade splashes into view near a bridge on the road’s eastern side, and when parking is available, it’s possible to explore the rocks beneath the bridge and swim in the natural pool.

A 20-minute drive northeast of Chorro de Doña Juana leads to Cascada Las Delicias, a pair of cinematic falls located on the south side of Rte 533 as it crosses Río Cialitos. After a minute-long hike upstream, the road melts away and the falls appear. For those daring enough to brave the chilly water, stand behind the second cascade’s veil to play the scene as nature’s blushing bride.


CASCADE DRIVE-BY

There’s no huffing and puffing necessary when viewing Chorro de Doña Juana, a roadside waterfall near Toro Negro.



Goats & Grinders

A COFFEE ANTIQUARIAN’S DREAM

You smell it before you see it: caramel notes of roasted coffee beans create an olfactory path to the Museo del Café de Puerto Rico. Owner and curator Pedro ’Pichy’ Maldonado Ramírez presides over this quirky Ciales coffee museum, which includes everything from a hodgepodge of international coffee grinders to documents from the island’s heyday as a coffee exporter in the late 19th century. For an inside scoop, call ahead to book a Ramírez-led tour – scant information accompanies the museum’s two display rooms.

After a quick spin around the museum, pop over to the adjacent cafe, with its EB White–worthy collection of farm animals (rabbits, goats and more) nestled in a wooden enclosure. Cap the visit with a cup of Café Don Pello, produced by Ramírez. A panorama of limestone mountaintops invites guests to savor the view.

Authentic Abuela Style

TRADITIONAL CUISINE AT ITS BEST

Dining at Casa Vieja (Old House) is like dining inside a Puerto Rican grandma’s abode. The spiced aroma of cocina criolla (Creole cooking) fills the space between whitewashed walls cluttered with island heirlooms. Stuff yourself with meat-and-cheese-packed pastelillos (empanadas), pastel el caldero (plantain soup) and other stewed and fried concoctions simmering with local flavor. For dessert, peep out the back windows: the mountain peaks of Ciales are an eyeful, frosted with leafy greens. On summer Sundays, live music turns the restaurant into a joyful jamboree.


SEE MORE OF CIALES
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María L Otero is the owner of Go to Ciales, a local tour company that organizes outdoor excursions. These are her favorite guided expeditions.  @gotociales

Cueva Yuyu

Hike, swim and crawl along one of the karst region’s longest underground river systems.

Charco el Moron

After trekking along the Río Toro Negro, cool off by body surfing downstream.

Café del Alba

Collect and pulp your own coffee beans while learning about Puerto Rico’s 19th-century coffee industry on this working farm.



Mountain Massacre

HORRIFIC EVENT ON CERRO MARAVILLA

Cerro Maravilla, a 3953ft peak in Cerro de Punta’s shadow, delivers crystal-clear island views – ironic, considering this was the site of two murders initially covered up by US Government officials.

On July 25, 1978, police ambushed, beat and shot Carlos Enrique Soto Arriví and Arnaldo Darío Rosado Torres, two Puerto Rican independence activists. It was ruled initially as a defense against terrorism, but investigative journalists unearthed the truth: police lured the victims to the mountain and brutally killed them. Eventually, 10 officers were convicted of multiple crimes.

Today, the controversial event is remembered as the Cerro Maravilla Massacre and memorialized in July, when  independentistas call attention to US colonialism in Puerto Rico.


Getting Around

To see Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro’s top sites, stick to the Ruta Panorámica (Hwy 143) between Hwy 110 and the Orocovis ranger station. This 22-mile stretch takes roughly one hour to drive without stopping.





UTUADO
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This is karst country – a limestone landscape of sinkholes, canyons and caves decorated with rounded hillocks called mogotes. Utuado, named after the Taíno chief Otoa, means ’between mountains’ – and in the morning, misty veils blanket valleys between mogotes, lifting by midday to reveal glistening rivers and sky-blue reservoirs.

Before colonization, Utuado played a principal role in Taíno rituals, and the Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, unearthed in 1914, remains one of the most important indigenous ceremonial sites discovered in the Caribbean. By the late 19th century, the town had grown rich on coffee production, but the renaissance was short-lived. US colonization in 1898, followed by a devastating hurricane, disrupted the industry and made sugar cane the island’s new crop du jour, severely stunting Utuado’s economy.

Today, Utuado’s biggest draw is its enduring asset – the great outdoors. Hiking, spelunking and swimming among water-carved rock formations is proof of the area’s staying power: boom or bust, the beauty is unbeatable.
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TOP TIP

Utuado is easily accessible by car via Hwy 10, which traverses the Central Mountains from Arecibo to Ponce. Although the town is great for grabbing food, it’s a cement-smacked departure from the region’s natural beauty. To see the 115-square-mile municipality’s attractions, get ready to whip around wild backroads. Motion-sick passengers, pop a Dramamine.



Flit along the Río Tanamá

ONE-STOP-SHOP FOR OUTDOOR ADVENTURES

Fill your water bottle from a fresh spring while touring the Río Tanamá: the earth’s natural hydration station is a necessary pitstop while engaging in activities that might include hiking, tubing, caving, cliff jumping, kayaking through a 1000ft-long tunnel or rappelling down a 250ft-high cliff.

The Río Tanamá spent millions of years carving Utuado’s limestone rock bed with the precision of a Renaissance sculptor, its glittering caverns and deep canyons part of a miles-long masterpiece. Tanamá, which is Taíno for ’butterfly,’ is a fitting description for the fragile ecosystem, but an incomplete list of what you’ll find here. Tiny tarantulas bury holes in the forest floor, bat colonies cling to stalactites in caves and, if you’re lucky, you might spot a 25-inch guabá, the tailless whip scorpion that hides in caves and feasts on crickets. (Don’t worry – they’re harmless to humans.)

Most of the river is on private land, so hiring a tour company is best for seeing the sites.

Batey Adventures and Tanamá River Adventures offer information-rich excursions with varying degrees of difficulty. Still, none of the options are walks in the park – they’re treks through the tropics. Wear strong-soled water shoes and quick-dry clothing for maximum comfort. Tours leave in the morning, and are generally best during winter’s dry months, when the river is easily navigable and glistens jade-green.
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MODERN MYTHS

Leathery skin. Crimson eyes. It chugs animal blood like cheap sangria. Its name? The chupacabra, or ’goat sucker’, a folkloric creature that feasts on livestock, first spotted in Puerto Rico.

Soon after reported sightings began in the mid-1990s, the vampiric predator sank its fangs into imaginations worldwide.

The hysteria was so real that the mayor of Canóvanas conducted chupacabra hunts using a caged goat as bait.

The Island of Enchantment’s dark caves and deep canyons have ignited imaginations for centuries, starting with the Taínos, who believed in hupia, shape-shifting spirits that sometimes appeared as bats and birds. Could hupia be the chupacabra’s mythical relatives? To be sure, we’ll need a blood sample.




MORE RIVER RAMBLING

Neighboring Adjuntas is speckled with stunning swimming holes, such as the flower-fringed Charco el Mangó.



OUTDOOR ADVENTURE CHECKLIST

Water Shoes

Versatility to handle rocky riverbeds and slippery mountains? Check, check.

Dry Bag

Keep personal items safe while fording rivers and swimming through canyons.

Water & Snacks

Trailheads in Puerto Rico often lack amenities like food stands. Pack the necessary items to stay hydrated and nourished.

Sunscreen & Bug Spray

The sun is harsh, the mosquitoes are annoying. Your skin will thank you later.

Quick-Dry Clothes

Polyester athletic wear is a hiker’s best friend; denim and cotton are enemies.

Extra Outfit

Shirts and pants can air dry, but your shoes might take some time.


PEEP AT PETROGLYPHS

Learn more about Taíno traditions by touring the archeological site and museum at Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, replete with ancient carvings.



Jump into Cañón Blanco

NATURE’S PEARL-WHITE PLAYGROUND

As the Río Caonillas slithers through Utuado, it carves a half-mile-long canyon through cream-white limestone. Secret swimming holes, gurgling cataracts and rounded rock formations make this a veritable jungle gym, while the stone formations seem fit for a modern art gallery. In many ways, Cañón Blanco is already an al fresco museum, with Taíno petroglyphs decorating some of the most magnificent boulders.

The road to the canyon comes at a sharp turn near the 15km marking on Hwy 140 – part of a hair-raising drive that’s par for the course while navigating the Central Mountains. After crossing a small bridge, park at one of the lots along the river’s eastern banks. A sandy beach at the canyon’s northern mouth might be the finish line for some travelers. Craggy mountains and shimmering stones make this a scenic spot to picnic.

But for strong swimmers and sure-footed hikers, the beach is just the beginning. Paddle upstream past the canyon’s colossal western walls, where a karst grotto awaits. This hidden, open-air chamber comes equipped with a mini limestone slide, smoothed to hip-width by centuries of water. Crawl into the canyon 400ft upstream of here to find ’El Sofa,’ a boulder shaped like a Flintstone-style loveseat. For Taíno carvings, walk downstream of the bridge to a nearly 6ft-high boulder blocking the river’s heart. Sacred symbols adorn its crown – tiny remnants of the indigenous people who once populated the area.

Cañón Blanco might be beautiful, but it can also be dangerous. Avoid visiting during or after a rainstorm – flash floods make the river unnavigable, and water turns rocks into slip-and-slides. Wear proper footwear to explore the area safely.


WATER, WATER EVERYWHERE

If you like Cañón Blanco’s smooth-ivory style, you’ll love Charco Los Morones, a series of artificial and natural waterfalls that whizz past boulders peppered with petroglyphs.

Park along Hwy 123, 15 minutes south of downtown Utuado by car, and climb down a two-step ladder to view the cascades.

Heed the name’s warning: with strong whirlpools and deathly drops, you’d have to be a ’moron’ to jump in this water. Instead, rest on the limestone rocks to soak in the sounds of the Río Pellejas hurtling south.



Puerto Rican Monoliths

GLIMPSE TAÍNO TRADITIONS

Puerto Rico’s indigenous history is a puzzle with missing pieces – so much information vanished after Spanish colonizers decimated and enslaved the Taíno population. But findings at the Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, one of the largest Taíno ceremonial sites uncovered in the Greater Antilles, have helped archaeologists fill in a few gaps.

From roughly 1200 to 1500 CE, Caguana served as a sacred community center for Taínos. Today, visitors walk in their footsteps along cobblestone paths leading to 10 bateyes, or ceremonial ball courts, lined with granite monoliths (hence the popular moniker ’Puerto Rican Stonehenge’). Some monoliths show well-preserved petroglyphs, including the Mujer de Caguana, a powerful fertility symbol depicted by a squatting woman.

The monuments won’t leave you wide-eyed – spiky ceiba trees around the grounds are more visually striking than the ball courts – but walking the plazas is a peaceful way to connect with the island’s past. A tiny on-site museum provides some historical context.
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NATIVE ROOTS

For centuries, historians said Taínos were extinct. Still, tales of indigenous islanders escaping Spanish-led genocide in the 16th century persisted, with some believing they hid in Puerto Rico’s Central Mountains until the 1800s. While there’s no hard evidence to substantiate this claim, it’s more likely that Taíno people only disappeared from colonial paperwork, not from the population.

Thanks to DNA studies of ancient Caribbean skeletons, an estimated 14% of native Puerto Rican ancestry can be traced to the Taíno.

Linguistically, Taínos have an even greater reach. Indigenous words leave the tips of modern tongues every time we swing in a hammock, savor some barbecue, paddle a canoe or withstand a hurricane. And that’s just a short list of the living Taíno legacy.



WHERE TO EAT IN UTUADO

Finca Vista Bella

Pair a floral wine from this mountainside vineyard with cheese boards, pastas or steaks. $$$

La Aldea

Wash down tapas in the yolk-yellow interior with fruit-forward cocktails, mocktails or coffee. $$

Bier Garden Utuado

Cool off with a craft beer on the AstroTurf backyard of this unpretentious brew bar and restaurant. $$



Beyond Utuado
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Pack some snacks and pump the brakes to savor the scenery in Adjuntas, south of Utuado.


Gaze toward Cerro El Gigante to see how Adjuntas earned its nickname, ‘City of the Sleeping Giant.’ Three points of craggy peaks create the crude silhouette of a stone-faced man. As the nickname suggests, it’s not the shop-lined streets of Adjuntas that spark excitement – it’s the magical mountains outside of town, filled with forests and farmland.

Loving the wild landscape is an integral part of local life. After the Puerto Rican Government granted permits to dig mines around Adjuntas in the 1980s and 1990s, community activists fought back. The lush paradise you see today is proof that the activists won: no mining pits here, just coffee haciendas and swimming holes at the end of woodland roads.
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TOP TIP

Adjuntas is an easy day trip from Utuado and Ponce – it’s 30 minutes by car from either destination via Hwys 10 and 123.



Turquoise Trifecta

SPLASH AROUND THREE MOUNTAIN POOLS

Slap on a swimsuit to jump into Adjuntas. The municipality’s most striking sites are secluded swimming holes in fairy-tale forests, and a day driving to these gems is an opportunity to bathe in mountain-studded splendor. Visit when the weather is dry and sunny to see the water shimmer like thousands of emeralds.

Start at Charco el Ataúd (also called Cascada Las Garzas), located along Carretera Garzas Centro. A steep cliffside trail leads to three tiers of cascade-fed pools. An Olympic-sized tub at the base, framed by slate-gray stone, is most impressive. Swim across the pool to sunbathe iguana-style on warm rocks and appreciate the area’s best view of the falls – but only if you’re ready for a near-vertical scramble back to the trail.

There’s less need for fancy hand and footwork at Charco el Mangó, a pristine swim spot in the Río Yahuecas. Park roadside near Hwy 525, part of the Ruta Panorámica, then hike for 10 minutes along a dirt road until the pool appears. (Attempting to navigate the road’s potholes in a car will likely lead to disaster.) Framed by boulders, bolstered by a pebble beach and decorated with the white petals of angel’s trumpets, the whole landscape is postcard-perfect.

Arriving at Salto Santa Clara requires a bit of sweat equity. On this 1.2-mile out-and-back trail, hikers ford a small river and use a rope to assist one short, slippery descent – two obstacles worth overcoming for a dip in the waterfall-swept pool that awaits. This well-marked path near the Adjuntas–Yauco border begins on a dead-end road off Rte 372. Leave before sundown to avoid driving around the mountain in the dark.
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CAPITAL OF COLD

Adjuntas gets called the ’Switzerland of Puerto Rico’ for its breathtaking mountains and brisk winter temperatures, but don’t expect to see Heidi yodeling on a snowcapped hillside here.

When Adjuntas throws its annual Festival del Frío to celebrate the cold season in February, temperatures at night can dip below 50°F (10°C); by midday, they jump back up to the 80s.

Snow wouldn’t last a second, and though mountain water may seem icy in the morning, it’s utterly refreshing once the sun’s overhead.



BEST BITES IN ADJUNTAS

Re-creos coffee shop

Stop by this cheery cafe and kitchen for late brunch or lunch treats such as acai bowls, burgers and nachos. $

Restaurante Hacienda Maribó

Admire artfully plated Puerto Rican fare before meeting the bleating goats and sheep outside. $$$

Sandra Farms Coffee

Tour this sustainable coffee-and-cacao plantation to taste its fresh brew and decadent chocolate. $$



AIBONITO
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Aibonito is rich in nicknames. Eye its botanical bounty during summer’s Festival de las Flores to see why it’s called the ’City of Flowers.’ Wake up to crisp mountain air on a winter morning, and ’Puerto Rico’s Refrigerator’ seems apt. Popular folklore says a Spanish soldier exclaimed ’¡Ay, que bonito!’ (Oh, how pretty!) while surveying the valley where the town now sits – and though the legend is likely false, the homonymous phrase isn’t wrong: Aibonito is pretty as a delicate petal.

As the island’s highest town (soaring around 2000ft), it’s ironic that Aibonito’s greatest attraction is hiding below. Cañón de San Cristóbal, which dips into the Río Usabón 7 miles north of town, is Puerto Rico’s deepest canyon and one of the area’s best outlets for al fresco adventures. As a popular destination along the Ruta Panorámica, the town experiences traffic congestion on weekends, but drive into the countryside and urban stressors disappear.

[image: map]


TOP TIP

Head to Mirador La Piedra Degetau, along the Ruta Panorámica (Hwy 7718 here), to see Aibonito from above. Writer and politician Federico Degetau y González came here for inspiration, and it’s now a paved park neighboring a pizza-and-beer restaurant. Climb the tower for views stretching to the Atlantic and Caribbean.



Canyon Quest

TOUGH TREKS TO HIDDEN MARVELS

Before Aibonito’s forest canopy can kiss neighboring Barranquitas, the ground plummets over 500ft into the Cañón de San Cristóbal. This 5.6-mile-long chasm, chiseled by the Río Usabón, is a dramatic highlight of the Central Mountains and a must-see for leisure hikers and adrenaline junkies alike.

Gawk above the gorge by following the 3-mile out-and-back trail to Vereda El Ancón, a well-maintained path that starts roadside on Rte 162. After walking 1½ miles along fields of native flora, it’s possible to glimpse the El Ancón waterfall showering Río Usabón in the distance.

But the real jaw-droppers here are found along the canyon floor, including La Niebla, a three-tiered cascade, and the peerless Charco Azul, a sky-blue dunk pad punctuated with an avalanche of water. Careful where you step: rusted remnants from waste dumped in the 1960s and ’70s have fused with rocks to form Richard Serra–style earthworks. (Today, the land is a natural protected area.)

Hiking into Cañón de San Cristóbal shouldn’t be done on a whim. Rain can cause dangerous rapids and unexpected landslides, turning the canyon into a death trap. Even on dry days, navigating these trails requires technical skill and athleticism.

To ensure a safe visit, join a guided expedition. Samuel Oliveras Ortiz, the Barranquitas-based geography and history teacher behind Go Hiking PR (gohiking4@gmail.com), practically grew up in the canyon and leads weekend tours ranging from straightforward hikes to all-day odysseys packed with rappelling, cliff jumping and climbing through waterfalls. Non-profit conservation group Para La Naturaleza also leads treks, often in Spanish. Call ahead to check for availability in English.
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SATISFYING SOAK

Unwind post-hike by dipping into the Baños de Coamo, 13 miles south of Aibonito.

Local legend says the water, heated by remnants of a dormant volcano, was the Fountain of Youth that Ponce de León searched for in vain. Joke’s on him. Taíno people enjoyed the healing powers of the aguas termales (thermal waters) long before Spanish colonizers arrived, a practice that remains popular today.

Two pools pipe in thermal water at 89°F (31°C) and 108°F (42°C), and though a dip won’t leave you looking younger, it’s bound to relieve stress.

The site is well-maintained, with changing rooms, refreshments and outdoor tables.

Soft jazz emanating throughout the space might be cheesy, but it sets the tone. Boisterous kids can splash elsewhere.



CHEAP EATS IN AIBONITO

Placita Aibonito

Built in 1830 for Aibonito’s tobacco industry, this ware-house serves healthier fare from a small market, smoothie stand and sweets counter. $

Bokita Vegana

Aibonito takes pride in its chicken, but with plant-based sandwiches and sweets this tasty, you might to forgo the pollo after all. $

La Curva Del Bacalao

Gobble up fritters from this unfussy food stand near the Vereda El Ancón trailhead, open on weekends. $



Beyond Aibonito
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Roadside eats and skyscraping feats attract crowds to Aibonito’s neighboring municipalities. Driving here is half the fun, so blast some reggaeton and enjoy the ride.


Puerto Rico’s heart beats in Orocovis, the geographic center of the island, as do the hearts of visitors who brave zip lines at Toro Verde Adventure Park, the municipality’s main attraction. Spend a day at this adrenaline-packed play place, backed by a lush mountain landscape, for a top-speed taste of the Cordillera Central mountain range.

Slow down in Cayey, unofficial kitchen of the Central Mountains, to enjoy foodie favorites scattered throughout the municipality. Barbecue smoke from Guavate’s roadside chinchorros (food kiosks) beckon drivers to pull over for Creole classics, while a mix of upstarts straight from San Juan add new-age spice to Cayey’s restaurant scene. This might be the gateway to jíbaro (country), but it’s still bursting with modern flavor.
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TOP TIP

Cayey can be reached along Hwy 52 as it bisects the island, making it an easy day trip from Aibonito, San Juan and Ponce.



Fly Over Orocovis

ZIP LINING ABOVE MOUNTAINS AND RIVERS

See Puerto Rico from a parrot’s point of view while zooming over Orocovis at heart-pumping heights. At Toro Verde Adventure Park, a sports-and-rec playground 16 miles northwest of Aibonito, the island’s stunning forests set the scene for thrilling adventures on zip-lining tours, single-track cable bike circuits and rock-climbing walls.

The park’s nine zip lines are all hair-raising screams, but the pièce de résistance is El Monstruo (The Monster). This 1.5-mile cable whizzes brave souls to Corozal, a neighboring municipality, while soaring Superman-style 1000ft above ground at 95mph. After surviving one of the world’s longest zips, La Bestia (The Beast), a mile-long trip that reaches 60mph, is practically child’s play. A 2.5-hour tour of the seven shorter zip lines isn’t as rip-roaring, but it provides more time to admire the forest canopy from multiple departure and arrival platforms.

If you want to conquer attractions with more impressive superlatives, don’t miss Toro Bikes, a 1000ft-long pedal palooza that holds the Guinness World Record for the world’s longest cable bike circuit. On this challenging experience, riders glide along cables while biking between platforms above the forest canopy.

Each activity has height, weight and age requirements, and while some options suit small children, the park’s main attractions are for kids over 12. Packages range from $20 to a $200 all-day pass, which includes four different adventures. Reserve tickets in advance and plan a morning arrival – early birds often beat the crowds. Tours are non-refundable and take place rain or shine, so check the weather forecast and come prepared to brave the elements.
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HISTORIC HALLS

The Central Mountains birthed some of the island’s greatest minds. Walk in their footsteps at these museums.

Casa Museo Federico Degetau

The property of prominent politician Degetau (1862–1914) was almost turned into a mall, but Aibonito locals successfully fought back and opened a museum instead.

Casa Museo Luis Muñoz Rivera

Rivera (1859–1916), a famous poet and politician who fought for Puerto Rico’s political autonomy, is memorialized in the wood-paneled home in Barranquitas where he was born. Peep at the 1912 Pierce Arrow car in back.

Museo Dr Pío López Martínez

University of Puerto Rico’s Cayey campus preserves the legacy of local realist painter Ramón Frade in La Casa Frade, an exhibit filled with furniture, books and his 1905 magnum opus, El Pan Nuestro de Cada Día.



MEALS WITH A VIEW

Kmilas Bakery

The only thing sweeter than mini-cakes and guava-stuffed pastries at this roadside brunch stop in Barranquitas is the vista. $$

Casa Bavaria

Paulaner beer and pork schnitzel can trick you into thinking the Morovis panorama might be the German Alps. $$

La Terraza del Toro

Toro Verde Adventure Park’s open-terrace dining hall serves modern, farm-fresh takes on Creole cuisine with serious views as a side dish. $$

Spit-Roasted Road Trip

FINGER-LICKING-GOOD LECHONERAS

Chinchorro-hopping goes whole hog in Guavate, a tiny barrio (neighborhood) in the municipality of Cayey where cars create a pork-fiend processional along Rte 184. The road is better known as La Ruta del Lechón, or Pork Highway, a serpentine strip lined with lechoneras. These open-air, cantina-style restaurants, famous for slow-roasting whole pigs over hot coals, serve more than food – they deliver religious experiences.

The line of hungry visitors? A congregation. The occasional live band? A boisterous church choir. The machete maverick behind the counter, carving tender meat like Carrara marble? A priest of pork. Communion comes in a styrofoam box crammed with hearty helpings of traditional island cuisine. La Ruta del Lechón is open daily, but it’s best on weekend afternoons, when crowds stuff the highway snout-to-tail, stopping whenever the sounds of salsa or the scent of barbecue pique their palate’s interest.

If driving from San Juan, start at Lechonera Los Amigos. It’s tempting to overdo it on pernil (pork shoulder) and morcilla (blood sausage), but pace yourself. This is a marathon, not a sprint.

Lechonera El Mojito delivers on its name with fruity versions of its namesake cocktail. Place an order at the front window, then grab a drink while your designated driver waits in line to pick up a heaping pork plate.

Lechonera Los Pinos is where the party begins. On weekends, a band lures seasoned dancers to strut their stuff on a tiled dance floor.

The route’s head hog is Lechonera El Rancho Original, and not just because of its streamside gazebo and massive two-floor pavilion – it’s also the highway’s original pig palace.


WHY I LOVE CAYEY
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Crystal Diaz, Cayey-based owner of the culinary farm-and-lodge El Pretexto, on her municipality’s many charms:

I decided to live in Cayey for the weather. It’s breezy, and there’s a difference of 15°F to 20°F from the coast. It’s only one hour from San Juan, so there’s a rural-modern mix of families who have been here forever and younger people who decided to leave the city and start a new life in the countryside. This is also the highest point along the highway linking San Juan and Ponce – you get amazing views of the southern coastline.

Take advantage of the lush green spaces and traditional food. At night, look up to see some of Puerto Rico’s starriest skies.



WHERE TO FIND CAYEY CUISINE

Pa’l Pueblo

Sit plaza-side with a whiskey while listening to music flow from Casa Histórica De La Música Cayeyana next door. $$

Rincón Criollo

Unfussy, traditional Puerto Rican plates made from scratch, with a mouthwatering hot-sauce collection. $

Peace n’ Loaf Cayey

Veggie-packed pizzas and house-made seitan make this a great plant-based alternative to Guavate’s pork trail. $$






SOUTH COAST
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CARIBBEAN BEACHES AND MARITIME TOWNS

Historic city plazas whisper of colonial wealth and wild adventures await along the shore. Welcome to Puerto Rico’s sun-drenched southern coast.
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The perpetually sunny plains of southern Puerto Rico link the dramatic Central Mountains to the calm Caribbean Sea. Tiny maritime towns and mangrove cays dot the breezy shoreline, and all roads lead to Ponce, the island’s second-largest city. The whole scene is considerably more laid-back than San Juan, making it the place to slow down and set your internal clock to island time.

People have enjoyed the area’s agreeably arid climate for more than 1000 years, starting with indigenous tribes in roughly 400 CE.

When Europeans took control in the 16th century, they transformed the coast into an international trading port. During the 1800s, coffee and sugar cane became the roots of local riches, financing the abundance of elegant architecture still decorating many southern towns. But after the Spanish-American War and a series of devastating hurricanes, the south lost its bourgeois luster and never fully recovered.

Today, abandoned sugar mills and cracked neoclassical facades stand as crumbling monuments to the region’s regal past.

Ponce is the south’s cultural heartbeat, with a historic center that rivals Old San Juan.

Outside the city, the west is the most magnetic. Follow Hwy 2 past a tropical dry forest laced with hiking trails and head toward lively La Parguera, famous for its dazzling bio bay and diverse marine life.

To the north, rushing rivers and Taíno ruins are excellent reasons to leave the beach behind.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PONCE

Rich history and creative cuisine.

LA PARGUERA

Undersea escapades and boisterous nightlife.

GUÁNICA

Coastal hikes and mangrove beaches.




Find Your Way

Ponce is a 1½-hour drive from San Juan. Its central location along the coast makes it a sensible base for exploring the region’s many municipalities. Drive west for stunning beaches and wildlife.
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Plan Your Time

Come for the Caribbean’s beaches and isles, then stay for Ponce’s collection of architectural styles and Guánica’s dry-forest hiking trails. Linger longer to visit rambling rivers and historic sites hiding to the north.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Fill your culture cup by touring Ponce’s architectural gems. Start at the Museo Castillo Serrallés, former mansion of the dynasty behind Don Q rum, then see the entire city from atop the neighboring Cruceta del Vigía, a concrete cross with sweeping views.

• Spend the rest of your day wandering the blocks around Plaza Las Delicias to get a feel for Ponce’s 19th-century splendor. Dinner at Diverso showcases the local foodie scene, and cocktails at Velada will transport you to the jazzy 1920s. If you’re craving late-night sweets, stop by King’s Cream for a cone packed with fruity frozen flavors.




Three Days to Wander

• Start your journey by traveling back in time at the Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes, an ancient archaeological site north of Ponce. After walking around the sunny botanical garden and Taíno bateyes (ball courts), hightail it to swimming holes along the Río Inabón or Río Portugués for a refreshing dip.

• On day two, hike to Fuerte Caprón in Bosque Estatal de Guánica for 360-degree views of the region, then drive to La Jungla’s balmy bay to laze on sandy shores.

• Bid the south farewell in La Parguera, where you can join a snorkeling tour and see the blue-green glow of a bioluminescent bay at night.




A Weeklong Stay

• Fall in love with Ponce by dedicating a few days to its magnificent museums and creative restaurants. Step inside the Museo de la Historia de Ponce for insight into the city’s colorful past and book a guided tour at Hacienda Buena Vista to learn about the region’s coffee plantations.

• Spend at least a day anchored in the shallow waters around Isla Mata la Gata or Gilligan’s Island. If you’re feeling adventurous, book a scuba expedition to see coral gardens off La Parguera’s coast.

• Round out the trip by wandering around Yauco’s many murals, then hike Guánica’s coastal cliffs for a farewell adventure.



Seasonal Highlights

Balmy weather and boisterous festivals make winter a prime time to visit. Locals beeline for the southwest’s sunny beaches in July and August, when kids are on summer vacation.

JANUARY

Crowds gather in Juana Díaz for Día de Los Reyes (Three Kings Day), a Christian holiday honoring the three wise men who visited the baby Jesus.
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FEBRUARY

Masked vejigantes (devilish folklore characters) and revelers keep the party alive for a week during Ponce’s Carnaval.
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MARCH

Parades and street fairs spring up in Yauco to toast the coffee harvest during the Festival Nacional del Cafe.
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MAY

String quartets and dancers take center stage in Ponce’s Fiesta Nacional de la Danza, celebrating Puerto Rican classical music.
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JUNE

Expect pineapple-flavored everything during La Parguera’s Festival de la Piña Paradisíaca, with street vendors and music.

[image: jpg]

JEAN VILLANUEVA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

JULY

As school lets out for summer, local families cram into hotels around La Parguera for sunny beachside vacations.

[image: jpg]

KRISTINA_M/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

OCTOBER

During the south coast’s rainy season, tourism slows down and many tour operators close up shop for a couple of weeks.
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PONCE
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With strings of stately plazas covered in neoclassical ornaments, it’s no wonder Ponce is known as the ’Perla de Sur’ (Pearl of the South). At the dawn of the 20th century, this was Puerto Rico’s most populous city, a bourgeois metropolis that grew rich from coffee, rum and tobacco production. A mash of European, Caribbean and West African cultures gave birth to music, art and architectural styles that set Ponce apart from the rest of the island.

But after the US invaded Puerto Rico in 1898 and an 1899 hurricane destroyed Ponce’s sugar-cane fields, the city never fully recovered. Today, Ponce is a curious mix of old-world glamor and working-class grit – its historic district an elegant time capsule; its outskirts a mess of modern strip malls. Stick to the center and you’ll understand why ponceños (people from Ponce) remain proud: fantastic museums, inventive restaurants and the city’s hallmark ponceño criollo architecture shine like precious gems.
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TOP TIP

Consider flying directly to Ponce if you plan to base yourself in the south. Direct flights come from New York City and Orlando, Florida. The drive from San Juan is a scenic 1½ hours along Hwy 52, and Hwy 2 makes west coast sights easily accessible.
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BEST PLACES TO DRINK IN PONCE

Velada

Cocktails and live jazz lend this upscale bar and restaurant an air of old-school sophistication.

Papa Rupe

Suds heads will salivate over the selection of local and imported beers at this small-batch brewery decked out in murals.

Vistas

Grab a table along the edge of this rooftop restaurant to sip sangria at sunset.

Gallo Espresso

Sit down street-side with your morning joe and açaí bowl at this coffee shop along Plaza Las Delicias.

Mirrors

Shake your hips to pop anthems at the only LGBTIQ+ bar for miles around.



Don Q Rum Castle

EXPLORE THE SERRALLÉS FAMILY MANSION

The four-story Spanish revival mansion towering atop Cerro del Vigía starkly contrasts the crumbling homes and packs of stray dogs below. This is the Museo Castillo Serrallés, once home to Ponce’s Don Q dynasty and now a museum showcasing the Serrallés family legacy.

The home, built from 1930–34, is a decorator’s rum-drenched daydream. Roughly 90% of the furniture is original, including Tiffany lamps, hand-carved dining chairs and glassware imported from Europe. Manicured gardens and breezy balconies along the mansion’s south side deliver princely views over Ponce and the Caribbean.

It’s easy to get swept up in the fairy-tale fantasy of the romantic fortress, but it’s important to remember that the Serrallés family initially built its wealth on the backs of forced labor. In 1872, one year before Spain abolished slavery in Puerto Rico, Juan Eugenio Serrallés (the original Don Q rum baron and head of Castillo Serrallés) owned more than 100 enslaved people.

After a behind-the-scenes peek at Puerto Rican royalty, scan the entire city from the Cruceta del Vigía, built in 1984 in the place of a 19th-century lookout used to spot pillaging pirates. Views from the 100ft-tall brutalist cement cross give the Serrallés ’castle’ a run for its money. Behind the cross, you’ll find a small Japanese garden – pagoda, bonsai trees, koi fish and all.

Walking tours of Castillo Serrallés, now owned by the municipality of Ponce, last 45 minutes and cost $15, with tickets available at museocastilloserralles.com. Entrance to the cross and garden is included. On-site Don Q rum-tasting tours, including a mixology class, cost $60, (available on rondonq.com).


THE HOUSE THAT RUM BUILT

See more Serrallés family real estate by stepping inside the Museo de la Música Puertorriqueña, a splendid neoclassical mansion that once belonged to the family.



WHERE TO STAY IN PONCE

Hotel Bélgica

Slightly chic or shabby, depending on your style, but the neoclassical facade and 20ft ceilings are first rate. $$

Ponce Plaza Hotel and Casino

Ponce’s first all-girls school is now a sun-yellow dream where the gals can gamble, off Plaza Las Delicias. $$

Meliá Century Hotel

Vintage furniture dipped in bright paint delivers a bit of colonial kitsch across from the Parque de Bombas. $$


SUNDAYS IN THE SQUARE
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Melina Aguilar Colón, founder of the Ponce-based tour company Isla Caribe, shares a historical tidbit about the Pearl of the South. @islacaribepr

In 19th-century Ponce, ’fan language’ was the equivalent of Tinder. Instead of swiping right, women walked in circles around Plaza Las Delicias, fanning themselves in particular ways to show if they were single, looking or interested in someone specific. After flirting, couples met along Calle de Amor, located off the plaza.

This all happened with danza music playing in the background. Starting in 1883, danza composer Juan-Morel Campos organized a band that gave free concerts every Sunday in the square. The tradition lives on: at 6pm on Sundays, the band still plays its romantic soundtrack for adoring crowds.



From Bomba to Slsa

EXHIBITS EXPLORING THE ISLAND’S SONIC SOUL

The history of Puerto Rican music is the history of the island: a clash of African beats, Spanish strings, American jazz and indigenous dance. The Museo de la Música Puertorriqueña does a fine job distilling the complexity of sounds into a single-floor museum, with Spanish-language galleries dedicated to salsa, bomba y plena (two folk music styles with African roots), and danza (an elegant Ponce-born music style similar to a waltz). The museum is due for an update – there’s no section showcasing reggaeton, Puerto Rico’s most recent musical invention – but it’s worth a short visit. The neoclassical building, constructed in 1911, was another home owned by the rum-rich Serrallés clan. Touring the museum is free.

Masquerades & Mischief

PONCE’S BIGGEST ANNUAL FESTIVAL

If you see masked monsters roaming around Plaza Las Delicias, don’t fret – you’re probably visiting during Carnaval Ponceño. For the week preceding Ash Wednesday, Ponce becomes the epicenter of a non-stop rager with Mardi Gras zest. Every day features another raucous celebration: there’s the appearance of King Momo, the coronation of a Carnaval queen and the ‘Burial of the Sardine,’ an outrageous mock funeral symbolizing Lent’s beginning.

Throughout the festivities, masked vejigantes taunt the streets, waving vejigas (dry, air-filled animal bladders) at unsuspecting bystanders. The traditional papier-maché masks are a cross between Commedia dell’arte and every kid’s nightmare: twisted horns, terrible teeth and speckled with more colors than a tropical reef. It might not outdo Brazil’s Carnival, but Ponce’s party is still serious business. Be sure to book hotel and travel reservations well in advance.


WHERE TO FIND SWEET TREATS IN PONCE

King’s Cream

Post-dinner crowds queue for good reason: these ice-cream cones, stacked with creamy fruit flavors, are sensational. $

CukiDou

Soft-baked dough balls, cakes and rolls will tempt you to loosen your waist belt. $

Fercol

Omelets, sure, but you’re really here for treats like tembleque (creamy pudding), flan and buttercream cupcakes. $


ADMIRE PONCE’S HISTORIC ARCHITECTURE
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Start this mile-long walking tour at the 1 Museo de la Historia de Ponce for a crash course in local history.

This free museum, inside a ponceño criollo–style house designed by Blas Silva in 1911, is a rose-colored confection dripping with Caribbean and Spanish-colonial influences. Ten galleries chronicle the city’s evolution through art, education, medicine and politics. Text is in Spanish; guides offer English-speaking tours.

Head south of Calle Reina Isabel on Calle Mayor Cantera to 2 Teatro la Perla, built in 1864 and rebuilt in 1941 following damage caused by a 1918 earthquake. Although closed due to another earthquake in 2020, its six Corinthian columns stand tall.

Make a right on 3 Calle Amor to see artist Javy Cintrón’s Sangre y resistencia, a mural dedicated to seven ponceños who saved their city from disaster during the El Polvorin fire, which engulfed the city on January 25, 1899. This passage leads to Plaza Las Delicias, Ponce’s main square, home to the striking red-and-black-striped 4 Parque de Bombas (1882). First built as an exhibition hall, it became Ponce’s firehouse and is now home to a small exhibition honoring Ponce’s pyro-police.

Head back to Calle Reina Isabel, past the art deco 5 Teatro Fox Delicias (1931) and then west toward 6 Casa Wiechers-Villaronga (1912). This wedding-cake wonder, iced with floral ornamentation, serves a slice of neoclassical splendor.

Return to Plaza Las Delicias to sit on a bench beneath the statue of local danza composer Juan-Morel Campos. Queue up his tune ‘Contémplame’ (Contemplate) as the 7 Fuente de los Leones (Fountain of the Lions, built for New York’s 1939 World’s Fair) gushes before you.





Beyond Ponce
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Skip the beach: historic sites and scenic rivers pack mountains outside of Ponce with plenty of reasons to leave the city behind.


Centuries of Ponce’s complicated history hide in hillsides north of town. There’s an indigenous ceremonial site dating back to 400 CE and a preserved coffee plantation built on the backs of enslaved laborers. Head east, and you’ll spot ornate architecture in groggy hamlets that tell tales of colonial riches. Most enticing are the rivers racing down from the Central Mountains, plunging into swimming holes and begging to be explored.

Although Ponce is coastal, you won’t find great beaches here. Distant Caribbean isles prove more appealing, though the most renowned option, Isla Caja de Muertos (Coffin Island), suffered significant hurricane damage in 2020 and closed to the public.
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TOP TIP

Ponce’s streets become a parking lot during morning and evening rush hour. Travel outside of these times to avoid chaotic traffic.



Indigenous Beginnings

TAÍNO RUINS AND HISTORY HOT TAKES

One of Puerto Rico’s most enthralling archeological sites wasn’t uncovered until 1975, when receding floodwaters from a tropical storm unearthed ruins of an ancient ceremonial ground north of Ponce. Now known as the Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes, this site prospered from roughly 400 to 1000 CE, starting with the Igneri (the area’s oldest-recorded inhabitants) and followed by the Taíno.

Begin your tour at the attached museum, filled with artifacts such as cemíes (deities) and a skeleton found buried in the fetal position, a pre-Taíno tradition. The highlight is an outdoor exhibit exploring indigenous heritage in the Caribbean, which serves a searing critique of European colonization.

Outside the museum, a bridge over the Río Portugués leads to remnants of seven stone-rimmed bateyes, two ceremonial plazas and a botanical garden filled with calabash trees, their green gourds hanging like oversized Christmas ornaments. Entrance is free.

Colonial Coffee Haunt

A PRESERVED PLANTATION NORTH OF PONCE

Braying donkeys and chatty roosters provide the blissful soundtrack at Hacienda Buena Vista, a 19th-century coffee plantation spread over 87 acres along the Río Canas. Although beans still get processed on-site, big-time coffee production ended here in the early 20th century. It’s now an immersive museum where guests get a historical taste of Puerto Rico’s coffee legacy, including its wicked ties to slavery. The farm’s most impressive feature is its 2600ft-long brick-and-mortar canal, part of a snaking hydraulic system that diverts water from the Salto Vives (named after the hacienda’s original owner) to power the plantation.

Para La Naturaleza leads tours in both Spanish and English by reservation only ($12/9 for adults/students and seniors). Call in advance or reserve online at paralanaturaleza.org.


A HISTORY OF VIOLENCE

On Palm Sunday, March 21, 1937, a peaceful, pro-independence rally organized by Puerto Rico’s Nationalist Party in Ponce became a vicious bloodbath.

After the governor revoked their marching permit the morning of the event, angered nationalists took to the streets, only to be stopped by a police blockade. As the protesters began singing La Borinqueña, Puerto Rico’s national anthem, officers opened fire. Seventeen marchers and two police officers were killed. None of the civilians were armed; most were shot in the back.

A museum memorializing the catastrophe closed due to earthquake damage in 2020, but the horrific memory lingers on. The Ponce Massacre remains Puerto Rico’s largest massacre under US rule.



WHERE TO EAT IN PONCE

Diverso

Cosmopolitan restaurant, cocktail bar or chocolate shop? When all three receive expert attention, choosing a label is difficult. $$

Enlaspapas

Expect leftovers when ordering a stuffed baked potato or baby-sized burrito from this Plaza Las Delicias food truck. $

The Kitchen by Chef Teissonniere

Gilded staircases and low lighting set the tone at this classy outpost with upscale Caribbean fare. $$


MANGROVES, MANSIONS & MEALS

As Hwy 53 zips east of Ponce, it passes Pozuela, a mangrove-framed peninsula with pretty beaches, and lands in tiny Guayama.

Take a moment to admire the town’s splendid main square, dominated by Iglesia Católica San Antonio de Padua (modeled after France’s Notre Dame), then step into Museo Casa Cautiño. Free tours of the criollo-style house, built for the wealthy Cautiño family in 1887, showcase rooms filled with original furnishings. Try to spot the original owner’s keepsake honoring his mother – an elaborately framed artwork of her braided hair.

Kick back after in contemporary-style at El Gallo Pinto, an Afro-Caribbean restaurant at the center of Guayama’s burgeoning foodie scene.



Freshwater Floating

AN INLAND ALTERNATIVE TO BEACHES

Don’t let the nearby Caribbean coast fool you – Ponce’s most idyllic splash pads are sinkholes hidden along freshwater rivers. Spend an afternoon driving along back roads north of the city to find a tub-sized tank of serenity.

The most significant collection of swimming holes sparkles along Rte 511, which parallels the Río Añon as it thrashes south from Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro and into the Río Inabón. Park roadside to laze around La Charca Aqua, or drive north toward Cam Jurutungo, where families gather around a chain of shallow pools. When it's time for a lunch break, grab a table on Casita De Campo's covered porch to nibble on seafood platters and Puerto Rican comfort food.

For impressive waterfalls, coast north from Rte 512 to Rte 517 as it follows the Río Guayo. El Salto Collores, a 35ft cascade located on private property, is the river's superlative water feature. Entrance costs $10 and is subject to erratic opening hours. If the entry gate is closed, head instead to La Hoyita. Park roadside on Rte 517 and follow a well-trod dirt path to this two-person pot, fed by a small chute.

If you're driving toward Adjuntas on Hwy 10, detour along Rte 503 to Tres Palmitas, a series of cold plunges along the Río Portugués. Flat boulders lining the limestone sinkholes are prime locations for sunbathing.
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Getting Around

The narrow mountain roads north of Ponce aren’t as driver-friendly as the wide roads along the coast. Honk liberally around blind turns and always go slow. If you’re not used to back-road driving, consider returning to Ponce by sundown. Navigating the twists and turns at night can be harrowing.





LA PARGUERA
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La Parguera splits itself between gentle surf and rowdy turf. Offshore, tranquil mangrove isles hide precariously perched wooden homes facing clear-water canals. The fish-filled cays and nearby reefs are La Parguera’s raison d’être – first as a quiet 19th-century fishing village, now as a gateway to aquatic adventures. Boating, snorkeling and scuba diving along Puerto Rico’s continental shelf attract sizable crowds, but the main draw here is the bioluminescent bay – one of Puerto Rico’s three phosphorescent wonders.

On land, La Parguera exerts big spring-break energy. A mojito-soaked malécon booms with the sounds of salsa on weekends, its central square the de facto dance floor for letting loose. Vendors hock chintzy souvenirs and oily fritters along a pedestrian-only strip, and sunburnt vacationers stumble between bars until the bewitching hour.

You can have it both ways – cay by day, malécon by night – but the curious contrast of natural treasures and cheap kitsch might give you whiplash.
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TOP TIP

Sandwiched between Cabo Rojo’s rust-red salt flats and Guánica’s dry forest, La Parguera works as either a day trip from other locations or a central spot from which to see the southwest. Avoid overnighting near the malécon unless you can fall asleep to thumping reggaeton.




BIO BAY 101

Puerto Rico’s bio bays may seem like midnight magic, but the visual stunt is rooted firmly in science. The glowing water is caused by dinoflagellates, a type of microscopic, single-celled plankton called the ’whirling fire of the Bahamas’ (or Pyrodinium bahamense, if you’re feeling nerdy). When luciferin, a chemical within the organisms, reacts to oxygen, it creates a blue twinkle as a byproduct. A reactive dinoflagellate swimming solo might not cause a stir, but when millions gather together, the results are electric.

This is precisely what happens in bays like Bahía Fosforescente: dinoflagellates get trapped together in shallow, semi-enclosed spaces and, once disturbed by movement, the chemical light show begins.



Underwater Disco

LA PARGUERA’S BIOLUMINESCENT BAY

Vieques might boast the island’s brightest bio bay, but La Parguera’s Bahía Fosforescente (Phosphorescent Bay) is the only such bay where it’s legal to swim. Paddling through the glittering water is a psychedelic experience, and a bright-blue highlight of a south coast trip.

At sunset, boat tours trade La Parguera’s busy docks for the bay’s fringing mangrove forests. As darkness takes over, the magic begins: disturbances in the water cause dinoflagellates to light up like shimmering star stuff, and each stroke of a swimmer’s hand ignites a sparkling symphony. Pictures don’t do the dinoflagellates justice, so let the magic of the underwater disco live in your memory rent-free.

Paradise Scuba and Snorkeling Center leads some of the best tours ($60) in town; trips start with empanadillas and beer. Fondo de Cristal leads bigger, non-swimming groups on glass-bottom boats ($15). Visibility of the bioluminescence depends on darkness, so plan your trip during a new moon to maximize the spectacle.

Before booking a tour, consider its ecological impact. Harmful chemicals introduced by humans can decrease the density of dinoflagellates. Play the role of seawater steward by washing off sunscreen, perfume and bug spray before taking a dip, and consider kayaks as an alternative to boats with combustion engines.
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WHERE TO STAY NEAR LA PARGUERA

Hacienda Verde Tahití

Serene 25-acre pitahaya farm with two-story glamping structures. $$

Copamarina Beach Resort & Spa

Family-friendly with swimming pools, and restaurants near Guánica’s dry forest. $$

La Jamaca

Swing in poolside hammocks at this hotel and restaurant on a hill above La Parguera. $$

Caribbean Coral

SCUBA DIVING ALONG THE CONTINENTAL SHELF

Experienced divers can leave surface snorkeling to the pelicans – this is a world-class destination for deep-sea bubble blowing. The top attraction here is the Wall, a 20-mile-long reef stretching from La Parguera to Ponce that dips 55ft to 1500ft below water before disappearing into the sea. Sponges, snappers, turtles and triggerfish lurk around its coral gardens, along with reef sharks and toothy barracudas.

The area closest to La Parguera has more than 20 dive sites, covering shallow seagrasses to sheer cliffs. Warm Caribbean waters and excellent visibility make the marine forest inviting year-round. Book a trip with Paradise Scuba and Snorkeling Center for the most professional tours in town. You’ll need a scuba certification to reach the greatest depths, but non-certified hopefuls won’t be stranded. Set aside time to get certified on site, or join a beginner’s tour ($145) for a crash course before diving one-on-one with a guide.

Cay for the Day

ISLAND HOPPING OFF THE COAST

What La Parguera lacks in beaches, it makes up for in islands. Roughly 30 mangrove cays dot the coast, many with delicate shell shorelines and shaded canals. Spend a day jetting around the leafy tufts to admire stilt homes overlooking shallow channels teeming with tropical fish.

Cayo Caracoles and Isla Mata la Gata, located less than half a mile from La Parguera’s main dock, are two of the most popular cays. For wildlife viewing, plan a morning expedition when the water is clear and the crowds are thin. If you’re lucky, manatees or sea turtles might float into view. By midday, families take over, colonizing the islands with anchored skiffs and snorkeling gear.

Hop around the cays by renting a boat, kayak, paddleboard or water bike. Water taxis and guided tours are available, too. Most rental companies operate along the malecón’s docks, including Parguera Water Sports Adventures, Aleli Tours and Gina’s at Johnny’s Boats.


ISLAND INVADERS

Cruise by the docks along Isla Magueyes, home to a marine laboratory station managed by the University of Puerto Rico, and you might spot a gigantic iguana uncommon in Puerto Rico. This is the Cuban rock iguana, released here in the mid-20th century and now reigning supreme.

Despite its successful adaptation on the tiny island, this interloper doesn’t appear elsewhere in Puerto Rico. Instead, the mainland contends with a far more insidious lizard – the green iguana, an invasive opportunist that destroys crops, clogs roadways and even causes air traffic delays.

It’s uncertain when the ‘green pest’ was introduced to Puerto Rico, but one thing’s certain – locals can’t wait for them to leave.



WHERE TO EAT IN LA PARGUERA

Wakey Monkey

Bar-cafe serving plates and pints all day. Start with eggs and coffee; end with tacos and craft beer. $

Reserva 304

Sea views from the 2nd-floor balcony make this Italian-fusion restaurant a step above other malecón fare, literally. $$

Mar y Tierra

Grab a beer and scarf down fritters while shooting pool at this buzzy den abutting the malecón’s main square. $



GUÁNICA
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The sleepy town of Guánica has an explosive past. This was where US troops invaded Puerto Rico in 1898 to seize control from Spain, and where one of the Caribbean’s largest sugar mills ruled from 1901 until 1982. Guánica only hints at this history, with abandoned smoke stacks from its industrial heyday and a chiseled stone along the malécon commemorating the US arrival.

But Guánica’s main attractions aren’t found in town – they’re waiting in the wild outskirts. The dynamic Bosque Estatal de Guánica, a 10,000-acre United Nations Biosphere Reserve, is considered one of the world’s most pristine subtropical dry forests, with more than 700 types of plants, including 48 endangered species. More than 30 miles of trails weave through dry cactus scrublands, deciduous forests and patches of evergreen trees. Mangrove cays soak in the Caribbean. Gentle waves lap immaculate shores. Hiking, swimming, birding, mountain biking or lounging on the beach? Take your pick.
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TOP TIP

There are two main roads for exploring the Bosque Estatal de Guánica. Hwy 334 leads to a ranger station at the park’s center. Hwy 333 snakes along the coast, passing the Copamarina Beach Resort, Guánica’s ritziest destination for lodging and dining.




FANTASTIC FEATHERS

It takes little effort to spot the Puerto Rican flycatcher’s slate-gray feathers and the turkey vulture’s shaggy wings, but for avian enthusiasts, catching sight of Guánica’s most prized plumage requires plenty of patience and a pair of binoculars. The Puerto Rican tody (or San Pedrito), a 4-inch flapper that nests in the ground, might appear like a shaking leaf, with its green, white and pink feathers blending into the forest canopy. As for the endangered nightjar, another ground nester, hearing its repetitive ’whip’ might be easier than catching its nocturnal travels. Looking for more bird haunts nearby? Visit Laguna Cartagena in Lajas or the Las Salinas salt flats in Cabo Rojo.



Sea Cliffs & Cacti

HIKE ALONG GUÁNICA’S COASTAL PLATEAU

The scent of ocean brine mixed with the sight of desert succulents makes Guánica’s Vereda Meseta trail the park’s most compelling walk. This 6.5-mile out-and-back hike crawls across the coast to Punta Ventana Beach, and though a 2020 earthquake destroyed the beach’s signature ventana (a window carved into the cliffs), this trek isn’t about a single destination – it’s about the journey.

The trailhead is at the eastern edge of Hwy 333, near grounds inhabited by the endangered Puerto Rican crested toad. To protect the habitat, stick to wooden boardwalks that extend to Playa Tamarindo, a remote beach that arcs around the coast like a crescent moon.

Stray cats and hermit crabs rustle in the brush as the trail continues eastward through thickets stacked with prickly pears and questionably named ‘dildo’ cacti. The star of this spiny coastal garden is the Turk’s cap, a cactus named for the rosy cephalium it sports as a stylish fez.

You’ll be hard-pressed to find shade along the coast, so head out at sunrise or in the late afternoon to avoid the irrepressible sun. The trail is primarily flat – easier going than most Guánica hikes – but the sharp edges of petrified coral reefs can damage the soft soles of sneakers. Wear something sturdy to navigate the rocks. This trail is also part of a mountain-biking path that rolls northward into the forest. Hikers can explore this loose-rock road on foot, but sticking to the coastal cliffs leads to more striking views.
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CITY TRAILS

If you want a hike with urban flare, walk around Yauco, a hillside town sprayed with some of Puerto Rico’s most magnificent murals.



WHERE TO EAT IN GUÁNICA

Restaurante Alexandra

The more elegant of Copamarina Beach Resort’s two on-site restaurants. $$$

El Desafio

Grab a rooftop table to enjoy malecón views along with heaping plates of mofongo, tacos and crispy finger food. $$

El 2ble Tranque

Join locals for a weekend chinchorro tour along Hwy 333, starting with this buzzy beer-and-empanada joint. $

Historic Overlook

GUÁNICA’S BAYSIDE OBSERVATION TOWER

Climb the staircase to Fuerte Caprón’s turreted tower and you’ll understand why this is Guánica’s most popular hike. Unobstructed views stretch from the tiny town and bay toward distant mountains. The vantage point is so good that Spanish colonizers originally built a tower here in the 16th century as a lookout for spotting pirates. It was rebuilt in 1898, during the Spanish-American War, then replaced by the Civilian Conservation Corps in 1936 with the observation tower seen today.

You can reach this lookout along two different hikes. For a lengthy trek along a forest-flanked fire road, take the 6.3-mile out-and-back trail from near the Bosque Estatal de Guánica ranger station on Hwy 334. For a shorter ascent, park along Hwy 333 near Playa Jaboncillo and follow a steep, unmarked trail for a 1-mile round-trip romp. After working up a sweat, drive down to Playa Jaboncillo and finish with a splash.
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ROAD TO RECOVERY

After Hurricane Maria devastated Puerto Rico in 2017, a series of earthquakes rocked the south coast in 2020, followed by Hurricane Fiona in 2022. The compounded stresses of natural disasters occasionally appear as open wounds.

Spin through Ponce and you’ll notice cracked webs crawling across concrete walls, and buildings masked by scaffolding. Museums such as the Museo de la Masacre de Ponce and the Museo de Arte de Ponce closed due to structural damage, and many impacted towns and islands are waiting on FEMA (the US government’s disaster relief program) to release funds for reconstruction.

Despite these disasters, the region stands proud. Many tourist sites remain fully or partially open, and the best way to show support is by paying them a visit.



NEARBY NATURAL WONDERS

Charco del Oro

Gold-tinted rocks made of iron pyrite give this swimming hole south of the Río Guayanilla Bridge its name.

Cuevas del Convento

Over 100,000 bats live in this cave-and-spring system straddling the Guayanilla and Peñuelas municipalities. Para La Naturaleza runs tours.

Lago Luchetti

Fish hooks fly at this scenic reservoir north of Yauco, a favorite spot for anglers and campers.

Native Roots

AN ANCIENT SYMBOL OF SURVIVAL

The Guánica dry forest is full of fantastic flora, but none holds a candle to the Guayacán centenario, a guayacán tree that’s somewhere between 700 and 1400 years old, depending on who you ask. It’s hard to miss the ancient wonder, located 700ft off the Ballena trail linking Hwys 333 and 334. Ancient roots sink into the earth like tentacles, and bark around its branches seems to wrinkle with age. There are other impressive trees in its midst, including a gnarly gumbo limbo tree, but the Guayacán centenario, with its swirling bark and sturdy foundation, exudes the gravitas of something that’s weathered countless storms.

The trail, including the Guayacán detour, covers 2.5 miles round-trip and can be reached via Hwy 333 or near the ranger station.


GUáNICA’S ‘BIG SUN’

When Spanish conquistador Juan Ponce de León first arrived in Puerto Rico in 1508, roughly 20,000 to 50,000 Taíno inhabited the island. The area around present-day Guánica was the indigenous capital, and Agüeybaná (meaning ’Big Sun’) was the most powerful Taíno chief. Agüeybaná greeted Ponce de León warmly and even joined the Spaniard on expeditions around the Caribbean, maintaining peace between Taínos and Europeans.

But peace was short-lived. Agüeybaná died in 1510, and between continued religious conversion and forced labor of the Taíno, any remaining diplomacy deteriorated. In 1511, Agüeybaná’s nephew led a failed uprising in the south, ending in the deaths of an estimated 11,000 natives. By 1515, only 4000 recorded Taíno remained on the island.



Beach Bumming

STEP INTO GUÁNICA’S SANDY SIDE

Endless sunshine and calm waters make the beaches around Guánica some of Puerto Rico’s most inviting. Spend a day hopping around the coast to find the ideal sandy strip, then kick back to indulge in salty sea breezes.

La Jungla is Guánica’s best bet for seaside solitude. Arrive early to score a sand patch concealed by mangroves, or join families along two quiet beaches looking toward Cayo Don Luis. Birdwatchers fly to the beach’s western corner to spot waterfowl wading in marshland, but most visitors spend all day soaking in the Caribbean. The $2-per-person entry fee is worth it – La Jungla is one of Guánica’s cleanest shorelines.

On weekends, Bad Bunny blasts on the beach at Playa Santa, a free public space where families set up picnic spreads and nurse Medalla Lights until sunset. Pino’s Boat & Water Fun, a small shack on the beach’s eastern edge, rents paddle boats, jet skis, kayaks and more to folks who zoom around Caleta Salinas, the beach’s balmy bay.

You can also play castaway for a day on Gilligan’s Island, a popular jumble of mangroves off the coast near Bosque Estatal de Guánica. Float with the current along crystal-clear canals or lay back on shelly strips facing shore. To reach the island, charter a private boat or rent a kayak from the Copamarina Beach Resort. The 20-minute paddle expedition costs $40/55/70 for one/two/three hours in a single kayak. Don’t attempt to kayak in windy conditions – it makes the journey physically demanding, if not impossible.


Getting Around

To reach the town of Guánica, take Hwy 2 to Hwy 116 and drive south. The Bosque Estatal de Guánica ranger station can be reached along Hwy 334, which climbs into the mountains. If the ranger station is closed, park along Hwy 333 as it skirts the coast. Hiking to all the park’s major sights is still possible from here.





Beyond Guánica
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Kaleidoscopic murals north of Guánica have turned Puerto Rico’s coffee capital into an outdoor art oasis.


Yauco, terraced into the hills an easy 15-minute drive above Guánica, is known as ‘El Pueblo del Café’ (Coffee Town) thanks to its leading role in Puerto Rico’s coffee production. A better nickname might be ‘’Street Art City.’ Wall-scrawled wonders line nearly every block, rivaled only by the masterful artwork decorating San Juan’s Santurce.

Walking Yauco’s slopes is like stumbling through an open-air art gallery. Thanks to Yaucromatic, an urban paint project started in 2017, more than 50 murals have transformed once-drab walls into colorful eye-poppers. Each mural holds a key to Puerto Rican culture, with references to local food, fauna, heroes and history. Spend an afternoon ducking into cafes while admiring the massive paintings.
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TOP TIP

Visit yaucromatic.com for an interactive map with in-depth information on muralists and artwork represented in town.




SEE YAUCO’S STREET ART ON FOOT

[image: map]

Park your car in the free lot on Calle Pasarell and Calle Matienzo Cintron to begin this 1-mile walking tour. After spotting artist Alexander Sanchez’s 1 giant ’teacup’ Sphynx cat on the lot’s southern wall, skip north to Hwy 127 and make a right toward Parque Arturo Lluberas. Ming Fay’s fantastical 2 Portrait of a Coffee Tree, a 2009 sculpture sprouting alien-sized coffee beans, stands on the park’s southeast corner – a reminder of Yauco’s thriving caffeine scene.

Zigzag northwest through the park for an espresso at 3 Café Don Luis Coffee Bar, then make a left on Av Santiago Vivaldi to contemplate the spray-paint tribute to Puerto Rican athlete 4 Roberto Clemente (jersey number 21), the first Latin American inducted into the Baseball Hall of Fame.

After walking west to Calle Pacheco, head right to ogle a series of murals painted in 2021, including three 5 ’Big Ear’ portraits by Brazil-born muralist Wellington Naberezny, known internationally by the pseudonym Sipros. Make another right on Calle Comercio and look sharp for Alejandro Rodríguez’s deftly executed rendering of Olympic sports shooter 6 Yarimar Mercado Martínez, a Yauco native.

Upon reaching Yauco’s public plaza, hop left on Calle Betances to fawn over Juandres Vera’s 7 3D image of a coquí, the island’s unofficial mascot, then climb farther north toward the staircase painted with 8 Yauco’s coat of arms (the white buds represent coffee blossoms).

Bear right at the top of the stairs to follow Calle Maestro León to Calle E Sanchez Lopez, where Yauco’s most intricate artwork appears. Entitled 9 Brisa Tropical (Tropical Breeze), this macro-mural designed by Samuel Gonzalez Rodríguez covers 19 residences in a hypnotic mosaic with 10 alternating colors.

A steep set of stairs follows the mural to a summit, where you can see Yauco unfurling below.








NORTH COAST
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WAVES, CAVES AND GOLF COURSES

Puerto Rico’s north coast is a mixed bag of closely snipped golf greens, thundering surf waves, karst caves and windswept beaches.
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Cueva Ventana, Arecibo. | PHOTO SPIRIT/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Strung out along the thundering Hwy 2 west of San Juan, Puerto Rico’s 75-mile-long north coast offers up a variety of active sports and outdoor adventures, some by and in the cold Atlantic, others high in the karst country to the south of the main route west.

Speed too quickly out of San Juan and you’ll shoot right by Dorado, the Caribbean’s prime golfing hot spot, with no less than five championship courses.

The smooth(ish) road surface makes the 60 miles to Arecibo seem like nothing – stop here for the north’s most significant attractions, though, as you’ll find, things are rather in a state of post-natural-disaster flux in these parts. Further west, you hit the mall and fast-food strips of Hwy 2, but don’t be put off. Veer north to Isabela, with its beaches and more first-rate golf, then south to coastal Aguadilla, a town doing its level best to outdo Rincón for surfing top-dog status.

The area is often tackled as a series of day trips from the bright lights of the capital.

You can easily wonder at the state of one of the planet’s tallest statues, descend into the island’s cavernous depths and explore the standing stones of ancient Taíno sites and still, should you wish, make it back in time for dinner reservations in San Juan.
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THE MAIN AREAS

DORADO

Golf capital of Puerto Rico.

ARECIBO

Capital city of the north coast.

ISABELA

Surfing, beach fun and golf.

AGUADILLA

Sand and surf in the island’s northwest.




Find Your Way

Finding your way around the north coast is as easy as renting a car and programming your GPS. There really is no other way to do it, unless you’re willing to spend big on taxis or Ubers.
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Plan Your Time

You can visit any of the attractions on the north coast in a day or even half-day trip from San Juan.
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Day Trip from San Juan

• Planning a day trip from San Juan depends much on what interests you. Golfers should head for Dorado and its pristine greens. Beach lovers should travel a little further, to Isabela and Aguadilla.

• If you’re into natural wonders, the Río Camuy caves are a must, and those with a thing for boards should travel the length of the coast to its northwest corner where the surfing is almost as good as in Rincón.

• Those who like to root out the weird and wonderful should seek out Puerto Rico’s strangest spectacle – the essentially abandoned Birth of the New World statue near Arecibo.




If You Only Do One Thing

• It’s worth overnighting in Isabela to enjoy the surfing bars and watch the sunset. En route you can take in the Birth of the New World statue and the Río Camuy caves before hitting the beach at Guajataca with its unexpected tunnel.

• In the evening, head to Olas Y Arena for some local seafood.

• After sleeping in Isabela, take a trip to some of the beaches further west such as Jobos or Crash Boat before hitting the food trucks on Hwy 110 near Rafael Hernández Airport. Head back to San Juan in time for dinner.




Three Days to Travel Around

• In three days, you can see absolutely everything the north coast has to offer, perhaps lingering on some of the dramatic beaches, further exploring the karst area, or digging deeper into the Taíno sites.

• Under-visited locations include the Hacienda La Esperanza, a 19th-century sugar plantation near Dorado, the Cueva del Indio near Arecibo and the Palacete Los Moreau mansion near Isabela.

• Three days also gives you time to take a horse-riding trip on the beach near Isabela and even set up a surfing lesson. And when you’re done with this busy program, don’t forget to raise a piña colada to the Atlantic sunset.



Seasonal Highlights

You can plan your time in the north coast to coincide with a festival or outdoor activity.

JANUARY

Many communities hold a Three Wise Men festival on January 6, but Isabela’s Fiesta de Reyes Isabelinos is particularly well known.
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FEBRUARY

We’ve not heard about many skydiving festivals, but Arecibo holds one every year in mid-February.
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MARCH

If you’ve not been out whale spotting by mid-March, you’re running out of time.
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MAY

The surfing season comes to an end as the big waves of spring subside.
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SEPTEMBER

The height of hurricane season never seems to stop the golfers hitting the north coast’s greens.
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NOVEMBER

Vegfest is an annual festival at the Royal Isabela dedicated to promoting plant-based living and sustainability.
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DECEMBER

Held December 28, the Hatillo Mask Festival is the north coast’s most famous vibrant annual event.
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DORADO
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Puerto Rico’s modestly named ‘Golden City’ is indeed a treasure trove for those who like to walk the greens. This is the island’s golf coast, a place that has more than staked its claim as the golf epicenter of the Caribbean. There are no fewer than five championship-standard courses here that attract players from all over the golfing globe. And when you’ve put away your putter, there are several world-class beaches in the vicinity offering a welcome break from the fairways.

With spend-big golfers hanging out here, it’s no surprise that Dorado has some excellent places to eat and sleep, though most people come here on day trips from San Juan.

Dorado’s urban core sprawls along the coast west of the winding Río de la Plata but, except for the Dorado del Mar course, the links extend west of the town. The town itself, along with the beaches, is compact enough to explore on foot.
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SIGHTS

1 Balneario el Ojo del Buey

2 Monumento a las Raíces

3 Museo de Arte e Historia de Dorado

4 Museo y Centro Cultural Casa del Rey

5 Playa de Cerro Gordo

6 Plaza de Recreo

7 Punta Salinas

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8 Dorado del Mar

9 East Course

10 Pineapple Course

11 Sugarcane Course

ENTERTAINMENT

12 Watermill




TOP TIP

A company called Dorado Beach operates two of the championship golf courses: the East Course and the Sugarcane Course. Book tee times at tpc.com/doradobeach. For other courses, contact the reception of your hotel, or call the club in question.




BEST BEACHES IN & AROUND DORADO

Unless you’ve spent the day already hacking at the sandy bunkers of Dorado’s golf courses, you’ll want to hit the beach when you’ve packed away your clubs. Here are the Dorado area’s best.

Balneario el Ojo del Buey

’The Eye of the Bull’ is named after the rock formation resembling a huge bull’s head glowering out over the headland. The dark sand here is often quieter than in town.

Playa de Cerro Gordo

State-run beach with planted palm trees and lots of facilities.

Punta Salinas

Almost in San Juan, Blue Flag Punta Salinas lies about 7.5 miles east of Dorado, with food kiosks, lifeguards and restrooms.



The Golf Courses of Dorado

TEE OFF IN THE SUN

Dorado is, by a country mile, the best place to tee off in the Caribbean. That said, European golfers may find the Bermuda grass and iguanas scuttling across the greens and fairways unusual. All of the courses here are the full 18 holes, and tee times in the middle of the day are cheaper than in the early morning or towards the end of the day because of the heat. Between May and November, expect rain to interrupt rounds and wipe out golfing days altogether.

East Course is regularly ranked as top dog for a round of golf in Puerto Rico and indeed the Caribbean. This coastal course was designed by Robert Trent Jones Senior and Junior, and you’ll find it on the main drag west out of town. Dorado del Mar was the last course to be added to Dorado’s golf portfolio in 1998, and was designed by Chi Chi Rodríguez.

The wonderfully named Pineapple Course is south of the town and not by the sea. It dates back to 1972 and the early days of Puerto Rican golf. Sugarcane Course is right next to the Pineapple Course and therefore landlocked. It presents a challenging golf experience with its deep bunkers and plenty of lakes and rivers keeps golfers on their toes. West Course extends along the coast and is arguably the most picturesque of the Dorado courses.

The golf courses are a fair walk out of town, so a hire car or taxi is a good idea to reach them.
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WHERE TO EAT IN DORADO

COA

At the Ritz-Carlton Reserve Dorado Beach resort, this is spectacular dining both on and off the plate. $$$

Grappa

Some claim this is the island’s most sophisticated Italian restaurant, with finely crafted mains and a super wine list. $$

El Ladrillo

A long-standing favorite with bags of old-world charm, dark wood, exposed brick and hefty steaks. $$

Dorado’s Other Sights

ATTRACTIONS AWAY FROM THE LINKS

Though missed by the vast majority of golf-bag-toting visitors, the central Plaza de Recreo is Dorado’s mini epicenter, boasting one quite remarkable landmark. Amid the dragon trees and lawns stands a statue group showing three life-sized figures: Spanish, African, and Taíno. The Monumento a las Raíces (Monument to Roots) was sculpted by Dorado native Salvador Rivera Cardona and was erected in 1993 as part of Dorado’s 150th birthday celebrations.

At 292 Calle Méndez Vigo, the Museo y Centro Cultural Casa del Rey is housed in a former Spanish garrison dating from 1823, making it veritably ancient in this town (it lays claim to being Dorado’s oldest building). It was also once the home of Puerto Rican writer Manuel Alonso y Pacheco. Inside, you’ll find an exhibition of colonial-era relics, including furniture made for the king and queen of Spain.

Also on Calle Méndez Vigo, the neatly renovated Museo de Arte e Historia de Dorado provides the lowdown on local history and archeology, including findings from excavations at the nearby Ojo del Buey beach. These include the bones of La India, a young woman whose death predates the arrival of the Taíno on the island.

Away from culture and history, there’s aqua fun to be had in Dorado. With its two 30ft-long water slides, a river with a wave machine and several pools, the Watermill within the Dorado Beach resort is the ideal entertainment for golf orphans, widows and widowers on a sunny day while the other half is on the greens.


POTTED HISTORY OF DORADO

First appearing on the map in 1842, Dorado was transformed into a resort town in the early 1900s when the Rockefeller family started building a Caribbean Shangri-la here.

The venture went public in 1958 when Laurance Rockefeller, the well-known philanthropist and conservationist, opened the island’s first resort hotel, the Dorado Beach, an innovative operation where no building could be taller than the surrounding palm trees.

Although there have been some fantastic resorts here over the years, many golfers today opt for short-term rentals, which has rather taken the oomph out of a once-swish hotel scene.

Despite this, one of Puerto Rico’s best big resorts, the Ritz-Carlton Reserve Dorado Beach, is still a thriving concern here.



WHERE TO STAY IN DORADO

Embassy Suites by Hilton Dorado del Mar Beach Resort

Top-end hotel complex with myriad services and facilities, including a golf course. $$$

Playa de Cerro Gordo Campground

This basic campsite was closed at the time of research, but should reopen. $

Ritz-Carlton Reserve Dorado Beach

Puerto Rico’s most lavish place to stay attracts celebrities and wealthy business people. $$$



Beyond Dorado
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Take a day off the fairways to explore a little more of the coast around Dorado.


The coast north of the main toll Hwy 2 is not a place that receives many visitors, with most shooting through by car en route to destinations further west. However, if you are staying in Dorado and fancy exploring this stretch, the area north of the small industrial town of Manatí has some unusual beaches and Puerto Rico’s only natural freshwater lake.

The area might also be a good place to break up a San Juan to Rincón drive. When you’ve exhausted all of the beach options around Puerto Rico’s capital, there are some slightly off-the-beaten-trail strands in these parts that are a lot quieter.
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TOP TIP

All of the sights listed here can be visited in a day trip from Dorado.




PLAYA MAR CHIQUITA

A short drive to the north of the small town of Manatí, this weird-and-wonderful beach is worth seeking out while staying in Dorado or traveling west. Its name means Small Sea Beach and, on arrival, it’s not hard to see why. A coral reef has been pushed out of the sea, and wave action has a created a gap, behind which has formed a compact, half-circle lagoon, as pretty a place as any on the island.

Protected from the breakers by the coral and rock, this is a superb place for safe swimming in the briny warmed through by the Caribbean sun. There’s a larger beach just to the east of the rocks.



Around Manatí

THE WONDERS OF THE NORTH’S NATURE

Your first stop north of Manatí should be Laguna Tortuguero, the only natural lake in Puerto Rico, making its protection extra precious. It is also one of the most ecologically diverse areas on the island, listing 717 species of plant and 23 different types of fish. Hiking around this pretty spot yields ocean views, and you can also fish and kayak in the lake, though you’ll have to bring your own gear.

On the seaward side of the Laguna Tortuguero is Playa Tortuguero, a narrow strip of sand with little shade. Just a little further east is the public beach known as Playa Puerto Nuevo. This crescent of sand is sheltered by a broad headland to the east and surrounded by beach houses.

To the west of Laguna Tortuguero lies Hacienda La Esperanza, a 19th-century sugar plantation that was restored a few years ago by the state. It lies in an area of estuaries, karst hills and coastal plains that are good for exploration on foot.

The 1000-acre Bosque Estatal de Cambalache (Cambalache State Forest), near the town of Barceloneta, is an ecologically varied area characterized by odd karst formations, countless limestone pinnacles and towers rising straight up from the landscape to heights of 160ft. Its many caves provide homes for fruit bats, which often swarm like bees into the evening sky. Sadly, many of the trails have remained closed after Hurricane Maria wreaked havoc in 2017. If it’s open, ask at the ranger station to the right of the entrance gate about mountain biking and camping.
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Getting Around

You will certainly need a car to explore this area to the full, though those with access to bicycles will see a lot more and reach many locations where cars are not allowed.





ARECIBO
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Unless you’re a golfer, Arecibo has the most to offer north coast nomads and day trippers from San Juan. Though the town itself has virtually no worthwhile sights, and it’s not worth getting stuck in the inevitable traffic jam to enter, the surrounding area has four big sights: the Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río Camuy, the Parque Ceremonial Indígena Caguana, the Faro los Morillos area and Puerto Rico’s most peculiar spectacle, the effectively abandoned bronze hulk of the Birth of the New World statue, one of the world’s biggest pieces of public art.

There used to be five great attractions here, until the demise of the Observatorio de Arecibo, once the largest radio telescope on earth, which collapsed in 2020.
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TOP TIP

Arecibo is around 60 miles from San Juan but journey times are short as it’s a toll highway all the way with fewer vehicles, no traffic lights and smooth road surfaces. This makes an excursion from all points to the east feasible.



Tallest Public Art in Puerto Rico

THE CARIBBEAN’S BIGGEST WHITE ELEPHANT

Want to see the saddest sight in Puerto Rico? Well, take the coast road east for 7 miles and there it is, one of the world’s largest statues – a 110m-high Columbus aboard his caravel discovering new lands for the Spanish crown – looming on a breezy hillside. The approach roads are chained off, the area around is being reclaimed by scrub and there’s not a sign, food stall or souvenir stand in sight. The scene is so bad that some have dubbed this Birth of the New World statue – Puerto Rico’s tallest piece of public art – ’The Demise of the New World.’

So, what went wrong? Work was completed on Russian sculptor Tsereteli’s statue just before Hurricane Maria in 2017. The massive bronze was to have been the focus of a large theme and adventure park spreading down to the coast below, but the surrounding area was devastated and the plans put off. Local government has put forward several strategies for restarting the project but, as yet, Terravista ParkLand seems a long way from happening, underlining Puerto Rico’s inability to create much of a visitor experience away from the beaches. Also, for many, erecting a statue celebrating Columbus’ arrival in the Americas is politically unacceptable, especially as it stands near an important ceremonial site for the Taíno.

Despite all the above, you will still see many cars stopping and bemused people jumping out to take snaps. Be aware that the road below is as near as you can get to the statue by car and there’s virtually nowhere to stop.

[image: jpg]

Birth of the New World statue | WIRESTOCK, INC./ALAMY STOCK PHOTO ©


ATTRACTIONS NEAR THE BIRTH OF THE NEW WORLD STATUE

If you’re disappointed by Puerto Rico’s tallest structure, don’t despair. There’s lots more to do in the area west of Arecibo.

Cueva del Indio

Descend through a hole in the roof of a cave into a series of sea-formed chambers, including one housing a Taíno petroglyph. The site was of extreme importance to the Taíno people.

Punta Los Morillos

Here you’ll find two beaches either side of a headland, atop which rises a lighthouse.

Faro y Parque Histórico de Arecibo

Pirate-themed fun park below the Los Morillos lighthouse.



WHERE TO EAT IN ARECIBO

Salitre Meson Costero

Not far from Punta Los Morillos, this is the area’s best restaurant, serving seafood, Creole dishes and pastas. $$

La Buena Vida

Hip vibe, good food, nightly live music and a Caribbean welcome. What more could you want? $

La Guira

This 21st-century downtown restaurant and lounge is great for a plantain-and-fish dinner and a few drinks after. $$



Beyond Arecibo
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Arecibo’s hinterland has some of the north coast’s most enjoyable attractions, though it’s not what it once was.


The karst-punctured hills that rise abruptly south of Arecibo once held three intriguing visitor attractions, and while two have survived hurricanes, earthquakes and a global pandemic, one fell down all on its own.

The Observatorio de Arecibo’s huge dish, occupying a massive hollow in Puerto Rico’s limestone, collapsed in December 2020, bequeathing the local tourist industry just an overpriced visitors center. Unless you have a passionate interest in the rubble of radio telescopes, give it a miss. That just leaves the other two, the Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río Camuy, one of Puerto Rico’s top organized visitor attractions, and the seldom-visited Parque Ceremonial Indígena Caguana, a former Taíno ceremonial site.
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TOP TIP

The Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río Camuy does not take cards, so make sure you have enough cash before setting off.



Parque Nacional de las Cavernas del Río Camuy

SUBTERRANEAN JOURNEY INTO ANCIENT CAVES

If you are going to do only one thing on the north coast away from your beach towel, this should be it. One of the island’s best and most organized visitor attractions, the two-hour tour of Puerto Rico’s most famous cave system is like a breath of fresh air after all those Maria-flattened reserves and smashed-up rainforests.

Park up and head straight for the ticket office (inexplicably, cash only). Having gathered itself together, your guide will usher you into a small, aggressively air-conned cinema to watch a film about the caves, which also delivers some rather over-egged safety messages. Emerging back into the sunlight, each participant receives a hard hat, a torch and an audio guide, then it’s a long downhill walk to the entrance to the caves. Along the way, the knowledgeable guides point out local flora and fauna, including a few big spiders.

Once inside, the audio and human guides focus on the house-size stalagmites and stalactites that have taken millions of years to grow here, statistics about the caves, the fauna that inhabit them (bats, more spiders!) and the flooding caused by Maria.

At one point, the roof is 170ft above you, and an underground river just audible below your feet. At other times you have to stoop to avoid copping a stalactite to the head (or should that be stalagmite? The guides have the answer.). Throughout, you can shine your torch on interesting features. Post-tour, it’s a long uphill slog back to the ticket office where you return your gear.


HATILLO MASK FESTIVAL

Held annually on December 28, the Hatillo Mask Festival (Festival De Las Máscaras De Hatillo) in the small town of Hatillo, 6 miles west of Arecibo, features masked devils prowling the streets as incarnations of the agents of King Herod, who sent soldiers to find and kill the Christ child. Kids run and hide from the mask wearers. Every year, the townsfolk turn out in colorful costumes and there are parades through Hatillo’s streets. The whole thing comes to a festive end on the town’s Plaza Publica, where there’s music, traditional food kiosks and lots besides going on. The event is an extremely popular Christmas-time festival and the crowds can be large.



WHERE TO EAT AROUND ARECIBO

Salpicon

Seafood with a view at this rustically flavoured ocean-front restaurant beyond the Columbus statue. $$

Taínos Ice Cream, Tacos & Café

This roadside stop near Río Camuy’s caves is a godsend with snacks and coffees. $

Gustitos Criollos

Just off the toll road in Animas, east of Arecibo, this place serves up the most authentic home cooking. $


THE DEMISE OF THE ARECIBO OBSERVATORY

‘El Radar,’ as the Puerto Ricans used to call it, was once the world’s largest radio telescope.

Occupying a giant limestone hollow, the 20-acre dish looked like something out of a James Bond movie – probably because it was (007 fans know the saucer-shaped dish from the 1995 film GoldenEye).

Some parts of the facility were damaged by Maria, but over the latter half of 2020, cables holding up the 900-ton instrument platform began to fail.

The decision to close the observatory was made but, before controlled demolition could take place, more cables snapped on December 1, which sent the platform plummeting through the dish. All that’s left is a demolition site, a pricey visitors center and some minor facilities.



Parque Ceremonial Indígena Caguana

PUERTO RICAN STONEHENGE

One of the most significant indigenous sites in the Caribbean is the Parque Ceremonial Indígena Caguana, located between Lares and Utuado, a 30-minute drive from central Arecibo. Just like the archaeological site at Tibes near Ponce, this Taíno ceremonial site, sometimes dubbed the ‘Puerto Rican Stonehenge,’ has no monumental ruins – the power of the place comes from the natural botanical garden of ceiba, ausubo and tabonuco trees that shade the slopes of the central mountains.

The 13 ceremonial bateyes (Taíno ball courts) date back around seven centuries and constitute one of the most important archaeological finds on the island. Stone monoliths, most hauled by the Taíno from the nearby Río Tanama, line many of the courts, and quite a few sport petroglyphs, such as the famous Mujer de Caguana, who squats in the pose of the traditional ’earth mother’ fertility symbol. Others feature the moon and planets, hinting at their astrological meaning. This has led Unesco to list the park as an Astronomy World Heritage Site.

Timeless Caguana is a place to walk and reflect, not to be thrilled by exhibits or enormous ancient monuments. Nevertheless, there is a small museum with artifacts and skeletons on the site, and a gift shop that sells inexpensive but attractive reproductions of Taíno charms, including the statues called cemíes. A mock-up of a Taíno thatched hut called a bohio stands in one corner. Sadly, there’s little information on the site in any language and few staff around.
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Getting Around

To get anywhere beyond Arecibo, you’re definitely going to need a hire car.





ISABELA
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The last major settlement before the north coast turns south to become the west coast, Isabela is all about the outdoors, whether that be hitting the greens of the Royal Isabela golf course, galloping on horseback through the surf on a lonely Caribbean beach, pedaling one of the island’s few dedicated cycle paths, or paddling out on a board to enjoy surf comparable to anything Rincón can throw at you.

For those looking for less heart-pumping activities, the beaches here were made for strolling, and Isabela itself has a few light sightseeing possibilities. Nightlife here may not be the all-out, sunset-infused scene of Rincón, but various beach bars will keep you in rum cocktails when the day is done.

All in all, Isabela offers the north coast’s most varied range of activities and it’s well worth considering the town as your base, if only for a few days.
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TOP TIP

On your way to the beaches, Isabela town center is worth a stop, if only to grab an ice cream from Rex Cream and admire the church from the central square. The only attraction in town is the small railway museum.




HORSE RIDING ON THE BEACH

A quintessential experience on the beaches of the Isabela coast is to take a horse ride along the sands and dunes. The guys who can make this happen are Tropical Trail Rides (tropicaltrailrides.com), based out of stables near Playa Shacks. The company operates two rides daily, seven days a week, with each tour lasting around two hours.

There’s something about galloping a horse over the sands and through the surf that makes for a truly memorable experience, especially for children (from six years of age). The company keep 30 horses, so you’ll rarely miss out. Tropical Trail Rides also offers trips on horseback inland.

Booking five to seven days in advance is recommended.



The Beaches of Isabela

A STRING OF WILD SANDY DELIGHTS

A series of beaches with a wild feel runs off to the northwest of Isabela – the first three are linked by Calle Emilio González, which becomes Rte 4466, and, lo and behold, a real cycle path! The beaches here are characterized by huge chunks of rock and coral a little way offshore protecting shallow lagoons, tan-hued strands and grassy dunes. Lots of debris washes up on the coast here, making it a beachcomber’s delight.

The beach you’ll want to see is Playa La Pocita de las Golondrinas, something akin to Manatí’s Mar Chiquita, with a gap in the rock guarding a shallow lagoon with a crescent of sand hemming the water. It’s a picturesque sight, but there’s little shade.

A short walk west brings beachcombers to Playa Montones, where a huge whale-back of rock blocks the view from one of the best beach bars on this stretch of coastline, Olas Y Arena.

Top billing along this coast goes to Playa Jobos, a dramatic half-moon protected by a towering headland of dead coral to the east. Jobos is a good place to surf, or watch professionals showing the beach how it’s done.

Less than a mile west of Jobos, near Ramey Base on Rte 4466, Playa Shacks has submarine caves for snorkeling, while surfers take to the breakers further out.

Even the surfers rarely make it to remote Playa Survival, a 30-minute walk west from Shacks. The narrow strip of sand found elsewhere on this section of coastline opens up into a wide sandy beach backed by hills and trees.
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WHERE TO EAT IN ISABELA

Olas Y Arena

The large beach bar at Playa Montones is an open terrace affair serving big portions of mofongo and seafood. $$

Uma’s

At Playa Jobos, this beachside spot offers seafood dishes and some killer rum cocktails. $$

Ola Lola’s Garden Bar

This small, garden patio restaurant serves hipster-style food such as veggie burgers and homemade lemonade. $



Beyond Isabela
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Head east and south to discover two of Isabela’s less-visited attractions and Puerto Rico’s most celebrated golf course.


Most who come to Isabela head straight for the sand and surf to the town’s northwest, and understandably so. But those with a little more time should use it to visit two of the less-known locations around the town: Playa Guajataca, with its former railway tunnel to explore, and the Palacete Los Moreau hacienda, a randomly located mansion that reminds visitors of colonial days with its stylishly furnished interior and verdant grounds.

However, as every Puerto Rican golf fan knows, the Royal Isabela golf course is usually considered the island’s best and most unmissable for golfing tourists. The finely snipped greens and fairways of this course are part of a luxury resort.
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TOP TIP

You could try to walk to Playa Guajataca along the old railway line from the museum in Isabela.




PALACETE LOS MOREAU

A signposted turn off Hwy 2 takes those with hire cars (who would get this far from San Juan without one?) to one of the north coast’s least visited and least expected sights. The 19th-century, tenderly restored French Palacete Los Moreau hacienda is exquisitely furnished within and has lush grounds to stroll about. It’s usually open to the public, with enthusiastic tours of the property provided for free.

The serene, two-towered mansion was frequented by one of Puerto Rico’s most prolific writers, Enrique Laguerre, who wrote about the residence in his novel La Llamarada, and lies buried within the grounds. Phone ahead to secure a tour.

The hacienda is 6 miles southeast of central Isabela and about half a mile off Hwy 2.



East along the Coast

A PAIR OF VERY DIFFERENT ATTRACTIONS

Just outside Isabela as you head east out of town, the links, greens and bunkers of the Royal Isabela become apparent immediately on your left. This is arguably the most characterful of all of Puerto Rico’s golf courses, and golfers should pencil in at least a round here if they can. Little touches, such as a replicated Scottish burn (stream), a tee over an ocean inlet towards a cliff (supposedly shaped like a Taíno chief’s face) and a finish playing around sugar-plantation ruins, show the creativity that went into the course design. The links also conserve some important wildlife, including many rare butterfly species, and there is a self-guided tour of the fauna you might spot.

Nonmembers must contact Royal Isabela in advance to see if there are available tee times. Sip a few cocktails at the elegant 19th hole, positioned to give the perfect course overview, or eat in the award-winning Jota restaurant. Be aware that the course is closed on Mondays.

Around 4 miles farther east along the coast, down a ravine off busy Hwy 2, lies Playa Guajataca, which has one highly unusual feature – what we reckon is Puerto Rico’s (and perhaps even the Caribbean’s) only railway tunnel! A railway once ran along the coast here transporting sugar cane to mills. The beach itself has purpose-planted palms, between which locals suspend hammocks. Watch out for strong currents and rip tides here. There is more sand on the other side of the tunnel, which burrows through a low, rocky headland.
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WHERE TO EAT BEYOND ISABELA

Jota

Exquisite farm-to-table restaurant at the Royal Isabela resort, with ingredients from the resort’s own farm. $$$

Julio’s

Superb empanadas and mojitos for beachgoers to the north of Isabela. $

Arrecife

Excellent seafood and Puerto Rican restaurant just east of Playa Guajataca. $$



AGUADILLA
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Occupying a thin shard of land wedged between Hwy 2 and the sea, Aguadilla is a ho-hum coastal city of surprising contradictions. Its world-class surf scene stands in vibrant contrast to its bland sprawl of Eisenhower-era tract housing and the nearby graying hulk of a retired US Air Force base known as the Ramey Base.

The early colonizers of Aguadilla (founded in 1780) were Spanish loyalists fleeing from the Haitian invasion of Spanish Hispaniola in 1822. By the late 19th century, the settlement had become an important port, but in 1918 its fortunes changed for the worse when it was ravaged by the destructive San Fermín earthquake and subsequent tsunami.

Aguadilla can be a confusing place to navigate and the historic quarter has been largely abandoned in favour of out-of-town shopping malls along Hwy 2. Attractions in town are scant, though for practical considerations you may be obliged to stop by.
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TOP TIP

Aguadilla’s Rafael Hernández Airport (BQN) has flights (some seasonal) to Orlando, Tampa, Fort Lauderdale, JFK and Newark. The airport has limited car-hire facilities, but a direct flight can save you a couple of hours of driving from San Juan.




TOP FOOD STOPS IN & AROUND AGUADILLA

Here are our top places to eat when in the Aguadilla area.

Zazones

Arguably the best place to dine in Aguadilla, plating up a menu of island-specific dishes. $$

Desecheo

Enjoy rice dishes, mofongo and seafood at this colorfully modern restaurant on Hwy 107. $$

Reef

Slightly upmarket deli on the Hwy 110 strip, offering delicious, well-prepared dishes and a friendly Puerto Rican welcome. $



Tees & Trucks

LAST STOP IN THE NORTH

Aguadilla is pretty sparse when it comes to attractions, which mostly lie outside of town. Away from the surfing scene, golf and street food provide the biggest distractions. After working up a hunger on the links, there are certainly plenty of places nearby to fill the hole.

That golf course is the rather windy, 18-hole Punta Borinquen Golf Club, built for President Dwight Eisenhower and once a favourite with top brass from the nearby air base. When the base closed, this became Puerto Rico’s first public course. It enjoys a spectacular location on a clifftop (wayward balls are a lost cause). A round or two here can be a dramatic experience as clouds scud across the sky and whales breach the briny out at sea.

Aguadilla has a number of strips where food trucks gather and serve authentically prepared Puerto Rican dishes. Hwy 110, which passes Rafael Hernández Airport near Aguadilla, is one of them, dotted with ethno and local restaurants, some having grown from trucks and kiosks to full-size restaurants. There’s the ubiquitous pizza and burgers as well as a vegan halt, the Oktoberfest Beer House, sushi and lots of Puerto Rican places. The best time to head out here is late Saturday night, when things really come to life.
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Getting Around

Aguadilla is perfectly negotiable on foot, but for further exploration you will definitely need your own wheels. Hwy 2 brings most people into the region with Rtes 110 and 107 branching off either side of Rafael Hernández Airport.





Beyond Aguadilla
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Throughout the winter, there are guaranteed surfable waves along the coast north of Aguadilla, though it’s an interesting place for nonsurfers, too.


Often a venue for international surfing events, the coast north of Aguadilla has breakers to rival those of more illustrious Rincón. What the area slightly lacks is the après-surf of the west coast, or the anglophone vibe echoing down from the summer of love. Of course, the beaches here aren’t all about waxing down your board and paddling out. For instance, the wonderfully named Crash Boat is the best tourist beach in the area, with lots of facilities. The high cliffs of Puerto Rico’s northwestern tip are also holed through with caves, though it is best to have a local show you these. Another attraction is watching planes on their approach to Aguadilla’s Rafael Hernández Airport.
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TOP TIP

Aquatica Dive & Surf (aquaticapr.com), near the airport, is one of Puerto Rico’s best dive operators and bike-rental establishments.




ISLAND ART IN AGUADILLA

[image: jpg]

Tere Gonzalez, an artist and owner of Alta Peluqueria salon, shares where to find Puerto Rican art. @teregonzalez_art

MUSA

This architectural gem houses a permanent collection of Puerto Rican and Latin American contemporary art, as well as various temporary exhibits.

Cultural Festivals

For those looking for an evening of art and culture, several towns in the west host art and cultural festivals. The Art and Craft Nights, held every Wednesday in Isabela, are a must-see.

Rafael Hernandez Reyes Artisanal Plaza

This Camuy space showcases the work of more than 15 artists and artisans, providing the opportunity to watch them create their work. The plaza is open Monday to Friday, 8am to 4pm.



Surf Beaches of Aguadilla

SURFING TO RIVAL RINCÓN

Crash Boat, Wilderness, Gas Chambers, Surfers – the evocative names given to Aguadilla’s surfing beaches often reflect historical fact or describe the type of surfing you can expect. Crash Boat got its name because the US Air Force used to keep rescue boats here to pick up crew from the Strategic Air Command’s bombers that didn’t make the runway. This is the main beach in the area, with lots of facilities for those who prefer to remain on the sand. It can also get crowded and noisy, even midweek. Playa Wilderness, as the name suggests, is rough and lonely, while Gas Chambers, just north of Crash Boat, is one of the best surfing spots on this coast. On the northern side of the Rafael Hernández Airport and the Ramey Base is another one of Aguadilla’s absolutely obscure hidden gems – at least if you like surfing. Surfer’s Beach is the preferred location for local surfing contests in the Aguadilla and Isabela area. It has diverse breaks from multiple directions and strong northwestern swells. Nearby Table Top gets its name from its flat reef.

In 2018, Punta Borinquen, the 5-mile stretch of coast between Crash Boat and Surfers beaches, was designated a World Surfing Reserve by Save the Waves, a nonprofit organization dedicated to protecting surf ecosystems, thus safeguarding locations such as Survival Beach, Wishing Well, Gas Chambers and Table Tops.
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WHERE TO EAT BEYOND AGUADILLA

Cinco

Enjoy Puerto Rican specialties and great cocktails at this spot near the airport. $$

La Casa del Dorado

At Playa Espinar, south of Aguadilla, this beach cafe draws a hungry crowd for tasty local dishes. $$

Levain

Excellent bakery on Hwy 110 with fresh pastries and Puerto Rican coffee. $






TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Puerto Rico. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Puerto Rico and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

The vast majority of holidaymakers arrive on Puerto Rico by air at Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport (SJU), 13km east of Old San Juan. There are flights from major cities in the US and many from other islands in the Caribbean. Other entry points include San Juan’s cruise port and Aguadilla’s Rafael Hernández Airport (BQN).
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Visas

If you need a visa for the US, you’ll need one for Puerto Rico. If you fly via the US, you will already have passed through immigration in transit.




SIM Cards

If you need a SIM card, the best place to try is Tech on the Go in SJU’s Terminal B. Otherwise, wait until you can reach a mall in San Juan.




Wi-fi

Wi-fi is available throughout the airport and is free on registration.




Night Arrivals

Several flights arrive in the middle of the night. If yours is one of them, have no fear – the airport remains fully open 24 hours a day.



Public Transport from Airport to City Center
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RENTING A CAR

Most major car-hire companies that operate in the US have a branch at Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport. Some are based in a hire center just outside the terminal, but you’ll need to catch a special 24-hour shuttle bus to others that are concentrated on Marginál Los Ángeles on the airport’s southern perimeter. Any valid driver’s license can be used to rent and operate a car in Puerto Rico. Several oil companies operate gas stations across the island and generally stay open until about 7pm (later around major highways). Taking out collision damage waiver (CDW) insurance is strongly advised.







Getting Around

If you’re intent on exploring the island, hiring a car is virtually the only option. Public transport is essentially nonexistent outside of San Juan.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Distances are posted in kilometers
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Speed-limit signs are in miles per hour.



Highway Tariffs

There’s a toll to use the faster highways out of San Juan. The cost is minimal, but the hassle of stopping to pay can shorten your beach time. When you pick up your hire car, pay the fee up front. Then you can simply forget the tolls exist.

Ferries

To get to Vieques and Culebra, you will likely have to board a ferry. These leave from the eastern town of Ceiba. A ferry run by Ferries del Caribe (ferriesdelcaribe.com) also operates between Puerto Rico and the Dominican Republic, linking San Juan and Santo Domingo three times a week.

PUERTO RICO’S ROADS & DRIVERS

Some people may warn you about the island’s drivers – impatient risk takers for whom road rules mean little. The reality is that with so many cars on the road, local drivers have little choice other than to be courteous to keep things moving. What the doom-and-gloom merchants usually don’t mention are the real threats to your pristine hire car – potholes. Watch for wheel-shearing chasms even on fast roads. Manhole covers embedded 12 inches into the tarmac are another story.


Domestic Flights

There are flights between San Juan and Ponce, Mayagüez, Vieques and Culebra. The airlines operating these come and go, as do the flights themselves. Always check before planning an itinerary around these services.




San Juan Public Transport

San Juan is the only settlement on the island boasting a public transportation system. The modern Tren Urbano connects Bayamón with downtown San Juan. The city’s buses are less than user-friendly for outsiders and there’s no service on Sundays.




Públicos

The only public transportation on the island are públicos, which are like shared taxis that leave when full. These usually make runs in the morning and evening, but no timetables or route information is posted anywhere. Trying to tour Puerto Rico using públicos would be a miserable ordeal.




PAYING FOR GAS

Gas at pumps must be prepaid at the cashier before filling up. This can confuse drivers from most of Europe.




TRAVEL COSTS

Car Rental
From $60 per day

Gas
Approx $1 per liter

Midweek return San Juan–Vieques flight
Approx $230

Day pass for the Tren Urbano
$5







Money

Currency: US DOLLAR ($)
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Exchanging Cash

If you’re bringing another currency to Puerto Rico, the euro is best. This can be exchanged at major banks in San Juan and other big cities. There are also exchange offices at Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport and some large resorts (which offer poor rates).

ATMs

ATMs dispensing US dollars are everywhere across the island and easily located in all but the smallest of villages. Some notes may not be in a pristine state. Before leaving home, make sure your debit card can be used outside your home country/continent.

Cash vs Card

You can pay by card almost everywhere in Puerto Rico, but always have some dollars with you just in case. There are some situations where you will need cash (the Río Camuy caves and the Rincón Art Walk, for instance). Smartphone and watch payments are common.


HOW MUCH FOR...

Surfing lesson per hour
$80

Cycle hire per day
$30

Museum admission
Free–$10

A day on the beach
Free



HOW TO… Save Dollars in Puerto Rico

Though food prices in the supermarkets are high for Europeans, they are lower than the US average, making self-catering a good way to save money. If you’re only planning on visiting San Juan, hiring a car is an expense you can do without. Taking picnics to the beach, rather than eating out, will save you tons of cash over a two-week holiday.


UNEXPECTED COSTS

Puerto Rico has gone from having one of the highest sales-tax rates in the US to the lowest (6%), a pleasant surprise for US visitors. Road tolls and insurance can double the amount you’re quoted online for car hire, an unpleasant surprise for all. If coming from the EU, make sure your data is switched off on your phone to avoid a very unpleasant bill when you get home. Some ATMs charge as much as $6 for taking out cash with foreign cards.
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Local tip

Tipping in restaurants averages 10% to 15%, but is not as expected as it is in mainland US. Rounding the price up European-style is also acceptable.







Accommodations

Hotels

As in many destinations, this is a wildly varying category of accommodation. Hotels can be found across the entire island, with prices ranging from $80 to more than $500 a night. There are plenty that charge less than $200. Standards are fairly high across the board, especially in San Juan where many chain hotels run properties meeting international expectations.

Resorts

Some world-class properties line San Juan’s beachfront and other coastal areas, especially along the north and east coast. There are few all-inclusive resorts, though the number has increased in recent years. Staying in a resort is comfortable but in Puerto Rico it rather disconnects visitors from local life. Beware of service fees that big resorts sometimes levy.

Short-Term Rentals

Airbnb is big on Puerto Rico, but watch out for deals too good to be true. That whole house for $40 a night that sleeps eight is most likely in a neighborhood where few would want to spend a holiday. In and around San Juan, only stay at properties with good reviews.

Guesthouses

Places touting themselves as ‘guesthouses’ can differ vastly from one to the next. While some may have as few as two rooms, others can have dozens. One guesthouse may look like a roadside motel, another may be a beach house with a pool. The short-term-rental phenomenon means that some ‘guesthouses’ are simply rental apartments with few further amenities.

Mountain Retreats

Sleeping high up in the cool, moist air of Puerto Rico’s central mountains is a world away from mojitos on the beach and puts a completely different angle on the island. Idyllic ecolodges, haciendas and agritourism complexes provide back-to-the-land experiences, cabin accommodation and views galore, though most also have 21st-century facilities such as wi-fi.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

A mountain retreat
$150

A beach campsite
Free–$10

An Airbnb condo
$90
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Camping on Puerto Rico

Camping is possible on Puerto Rico, though you’ll usually have to bring all gear with you. You’ll find campsites on or near the sand on Vieques and Culebra, and also at some beaches along the northeast and southwest coasts. Otherwise, wild camping on beaches is, in theory, illegal (and sometimes dangerous).

One Robinson Crusoe camping trip is to Isla de Mona off the west coast. Take all equipment, food and water. Contact tour outfits in Rincón.

In the mountains, there are commonwealth-run forest reserve and national forest campgrounds. Both are a pain to book through the Departamento de Recursos Naturales y Ambientales (DRNA).







Family Travel

Puerto Rico has a lot to offer families, and many visitors from the US vacation here with the kids. It has perhaps the best services for families of all of the islands in the Caribbean and is safe as well as fun. No matter where you’re going on the island, there’s sure to be something for your little ones to enjoy.


Getting Around

In Puerto Rico’s heavy traffic, journey times can be long. If you are making trips in a hire car, plan stops along the way at beaches and fast-food joints, or just to stretch little legs. Consider whether a day trip to San Juan from Rincón, involving at least four hours of driving, is really worth it with the children aboard.

Sights

Beaches are obviously the main attractions on Puerto Rico, but the island does have lots of other things of interest to kids and teenagers. The island’s fauna, zip lines, sports events, malls and caves are all good options.


Children’s Facilities

Public restrooms are few and far between, so use facilities in restaurants and hotels. Baby-changing tables are relatively common, especially in malls. Almost all restaurants cater for children with special menus and high chairs.




Beach Safety

You’ll want to spend most of your family holiday on the beach, but rip tides and strong currents mean you should keep a close eye on the little ones at all times when they’re in the water.




KID-FRIENDLY PICKS

Condado

San Juan’s most famous beach is also a family winner. Beautiful sand, gentle surf and lots of nearby places for treats.

El Yunque National Forest

The soggy trails of the US’s only tropical rainforest lead past fascinating flora and fauna.

Bioluminescent Bays

Dipping tiny hands in the glimmering water of Puerto Rico’s bioluminescent bays provides a memorable childhood experience.

Snorkeling on Culebra

Coral, tropical fish and clear waters make for excellent snorkeling at this fun, relaxed island.
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BEST REGIONS FOR KIDS

San Juan

Junior explorers will be enthralled by San Juan’s vibrant culture, wide beaches and kid-friendly museums. The city’s historic sights have a lot of diversions for children and the tunnels and turrets of El Morro and Castillo San Cristóbal will capture young imaginations.

Vieques & Culebra

Snorkeling and swimming in the clear, calm waters is great for kids. The islands boast vacation-home and apartment rentals, which can be an affordable option for families.

West Coast

Teenagers can learn to surf at Rincón, with waves big or small enough to match all abilities.





Health & Safe Travel

WEATHER & NATURAL DISASTERS

Since 2017, Puerto Rico has experienced two major hurricanes, an earthquake and a global pandemic. While the latter two came out of the blue, hurricanes are rather more predictable. Hurricane season lasts from the beginning of June to late November. Even if you’re visiting during this time, there’s usually nothing to worry about.
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Driving on the Roads

Despite what you might hear pre-departure, Puerto Rico’s roads are much more of a hazard than its drivers. Potholes, unexpected obstacles and animals are the main culprits. Mountain roads can be very narrow and have sudden drop-offs and rough surfaces. GPS systems can lead you up some very unsuitable roads here. If it looks dodgy, don’t turn onto it.

Watch for Riptides

The currents along Puerto Rico’s beaches can be deadly, with the biggest hazards being riptides and dangerous ocean currents. Obey all signs on beaches. If you get caught in a riptide that carries you away from shore, don’t panic or swim against it; you’ll only get worn out. Instead, you should swim parallel to the shoreline and when the current lessens, make your way back to shore.

Gang Crime

Puerto Rico has a bit of a reputation for gang and gun crime. However, this is mostly limited to a handful of San Juan neighborhoods that should be avoided (ask the locals). The local drug-related crime scene hardly ever affects tourists.


DRINKING THE TAP WATER

The water that flows out of Puerto Rican taps complies to US drinking-water standards and is perfectly safe to consume.




HIKING SAFETY

Apart from swimming off dangerous beaches, driving and wandering into particular San Juan ’hoods, the riskiest activity most visitors engage in on this island is hiking. Common sense will keep you out of most sticky situations – always let someone know where you’re going, check the weather forecast, take extra food and water and know your route.







Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Breakfast (7–10am) Breakfast is a small affair of pastries, eggs or even porridge.

Lunch (noon–2pm) Midday meals can be quite heavy for some, with rice and beans and meat dishes served.

Dinner (7–11pm) Puerto Ricans traditionally eat late and long.



Where to Eat

Friquitines These street vendors are ubiquitous.

Reposterías The place for a morning café con leche (coffee and steamed milk) and baked goodies is the local bakery, found in even small villages.

Food trucks These generally serve a slightly higher standard of fast food than the friquitines.

Cafes In myriad forms, from corner joints serving simple foods, to ornate eateries serving excellent Puerto Rico–grown coffees.

Restaurants Ranging from basic cafeterias rustling up cheap plates of local staples to grand seaside venues.
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MENU DECODER

Menú del día Set lunch menu

Menu degustación Tasting menu

Ración Small portion

Plato del día Dish of the day

Entrante Starter

Plato principal Main

Postre Dessert

Ensaladas Salads

Marisco Seafood

Pescado Fish

Carne de cerdo Pork

Pollo Chicken

Carne de vaca Beef

Mofongo Plantain-based dishes

Frito Fried

Asado Roasted or baked

Vegetariano Vegetarian

Vegano Vegan

Sin lactosa Lactose-free

Sin gluten Gluten-free

Bebidas Drinks

Vino Wine

Vino tinto Red wine

Vino blanco White wine

Vino rosado Rosé wine

Cerveza Beer

Cerveza artesanal Craft beer

Ecológico Organic



HOW TO… Hang Out at Beach Bars

A great way to fuel up at the beach is to head to one of Puerto Rico’s countless beach bars. These range from rowdy watering holes set up for spring breakers, to full-blown restaurants with waiter service, cool surfer hangouts and beachside food trucks. Many of these places are great for sampling authentic local food, watching the sunset with a mojito or beer in hand, or partying the night away in the tropical darkness. Most major beaches have at least one beach bar and some have become nationally known institutions. Some visitors expect these places to be cheap, but prices are around the same as in midrange restaurants. Beach bars are also excellent places to meet up with people and make new friends. Outside San Juan, they are the main source of nightlife.


HOW MUCH FOR...

gourmet dinner
$100

ice-cream scoop
$2.50

draft beer
$5

cocktail
$10

latte
$2.50

food-truck dish
$10

Coco Frio
$2



HOW TO… Eat Cheaply

Cheap, cheerful and indisputably Puerto Rican, friquitines, (also known as quioscos), kioskos, food trucks or just plain food stalls, offer some of the island’s best local snacks. Ranging from smoky holes-in-the-wall to mobile trucks parked up on the roadside, these informal eateries offer fast food that is invariably homemade, locally sourced and flavorsome.

Although the food-truck trend of pre–Hurricane Maria Puerto Rico is ever so slightly on the wane, it is still a phenomenon you’ll want to experience at least once. A reaction against the plethora of fast-food chains and mediocre supermarket fare in many parts of the island, food trucks were set up in specific areas of towns with their own chairs, tables and awnings, and resound to the animated buzz of Puerto Rico’s youth, as well as families and in-the-know foreigners. Food trucks founded their reputation on offering great, cheap meals (you’ll fill your belly for less than $10). Alcohol is not permitted in food-truck parks.

The island’s most famous cluster of permanent friquitines (more than 60 in all) lines the beachfront at Luquillo. Others operate at weekends in places such as Piñones near San Juan, Boquerón on the west coast and near Aguadilla, although you can come across them almost anywhere.

[image: jpg]

PABLO ESPADA/getty images ©


Fast Fact

Puerto Rico is not a large island but there are thought to be well over 100 food trucks spread across Its length. For every truck that closes, one seems to open somewhere else.




PUERTO RICAN COFFEE

Often well off the tourist trail, Puerto Rico’s historical coffee plantations let you enjoy a fresh brew amid stunning scenery and trees laden with beans. The tortuous Ruta Panorámica takes travelers past one mountainside plantation after another.

Some of the best places to head are Hacienda Tres Ángeles near Adjuntas, Hacienda San Pedro in Jayuya, Hacienda Pomarrosa within the Reserva Forestal Toro Negro and the Hacienda Buena Vista near Ponce.

Puerto Rican coffee, mostly grown in Adjuntas, Jayuya and many other mountain regions, is a staple. Puerto Rico has gained a reputation for some of the best coffee in the hemisphere.

Locally owned coffee houses are springing up, with an especially impressive collection in Old San Juan. A bag of beans is fast becoming one of the best gifts to take to the folks back home. If you can’t get to a plantation or an artisan roaster, the island’s supermarkets stock two or three local brands.

Cafe con leche is a Puerto Rican version of a cafe latte and is a staple at breakfast. Easily tossed back, it’s the perfect start to a day. However, you may struggle to find it in some restaurants the rest of the day.

Naturally, Starbucks has several outlets across Puerto Rico. Interestingly, you cannot order a Puerto Rican coffee there.







LGBTIQ+ Travelers

Puerto Rico is probably the most LGBTIQ+-friendly island in the Caribbean. San Juan has a well-developed gay scene, especially in the Condado, Hato Rey and Santurce districts. Vieques and Culebra have become popular destinations for an international mix of gay and lesbian expatriates and travelers. Rincón, while some way behind these other destinations for specifically gay venues, is a gay-friendly destination, too.


Pride Puerto Rico

By far the largest gay event in Puerto Rico (and we reckon in the entire Caribbean) is Pride Puerto Rico, a big festival held since 1990 over the first weekend in June. The procession starts in Condado’s Parque del Indio and comes to an end in Parque del Tercer Milenio, next to the beach, where a huge stage is set up for entertainment. Smaller events take place in Ponce, Cabo Rojo and Vieques.
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SAN JUAN GAY NIGHTLIFE

Nowhere in the Caribbean compares to San Juan for gay nightlife. Gay bars and nightclubs are spread out over different neighborhoods but there are concentrations in Condado, Santurce and Hato Rey. Some names you might want to look up include Kweens, La Cantina, El Purgatorio, SX, The Club, Tia Marias and Zal Si Puedes.




Social Attitudes

As of 2015, same-sex couples in Puerto Rico can legally marry and apply to adopt. Attitudes to gay couples, both residents and from abroad, are as liberal as they might be in Europe or large cities on the US mainland.



ORGULLO BOQUERÓN

Boquerón Pride is held the week after San Juan’s Pride Puerto Rico and is the second-largest annual gay event on the island. The streets of this resort town fill with drag queens and gay couples who party until dawn on the local beach.

LGBTIQ+ Resources

Purple Roofs (purpleroofs.com) Comprehensive site that has gay-owned and gay-friendly accommodation listings across Puerto Rico.
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GayCities (puertorico.gaycities.com) Reviews of hotels, restaurants and clubs written by and for gay travelers.
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Gaytravel4U (gaytravel4u.com) Gay travel information.
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Top Gay-Friendly Hotels

San Juan has countless places to stay where few will bat an eyelid at an openly gay couple checking in. However, if you want to bed down in a place that’s out and proud, try O:Live Boutique Hotel, AC Hotel by Marriott, Condado Ocean Club or Coqui del Mar, four San Juan options regarded as the island’s most gay-friendly.







Accessible Travel

Travel to and around Puerto Rico is gradually becoming easier for people with disabilities as the island is subject to the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA). Public spaces are now required by law to be wheelchair-accessible and to have appropriate restroom facilities.


Unique Beach

Balneario de Luquillo has a beach especially for people with mobility issues – the only one of its kind we know of in the entire Caribbean. There are accessible showers, restrooms and gazebos, plus artwork featuring people with disabilities.


Airport

Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport in San Juan is barrier-free and fully accessible to wheelchair users and those with other disabilities. A full assistance service is available on request.




Accommodations

All formal accommodations should have barrier-free access for those with disabilities. However, this does not apply to short-term rentals. When booking an Airbnb property, always check ahead with the host.



OLD SAN JUAN

Old San Juan’s blue cobblestones lend the area character, but are a pain for anyone with mobility issues. The good news is that trolleys run through the area.

Ferries

Ferries to Culebra and Vieques are fully accessible for people with mobility issues. Those in wheelchairs should have no problem boarding and disembarking on the islands.

Accessible Vacations

A company called Accessible Caribbean Vacations (accessiblecaribbeanvacations.com) gives San Juan a thumbs up and offers tours of Old San Juan and shore excursions for people with disabilities.


RESOURCES

sath.org
SATH (Society for Accessible Travel & Hospitality) is a one-stop shop for practical travel resources for those with all types of disabilities, and is a source of information on every aspect on specific destinations for the disabled.
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afb.org
American Foundation for the Blind (AFB) is a good source of travel information for those with sight issues.
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GETTING AROUND WITH DISABILITIES

As there’s essentially no public transport on Puerto Rico, you are going to have to rely on taxis and Ubers to get around the island if you have a disability that prevents you driving. This can be an expensive way to go, but guarantees you can travel door-to-to door with someone else at the wheel.


Free Admission

US citizens with a disability can get free admission to San Juan’s El Morro and San Cristóbal fortresses, as they are part of the US National Park Service.







Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, 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 recognizing this is a mitigation more than a solution.
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Recycling

At first glance, Puerto Rico doesn’t seem to have many recycling facilities, so when you see one, use it. The vast majority of packaging goes into landfill and incinerators, so recycle when possible.

Eat Local

In some parts of Puerto Rico there are more fast-food joints than any other kinds of business. Avoid these in favor of locally operated food trucks, bakeries and cafes.


Local Guest (localguest.com) is a women-led social enterprise and tour company offering cultural immersion tours and experiences such as caving, Taíno pottery classes and river kayaking.




In a country passionate about its roast pork, you might be surprised to find just how many vegan and vegetarian restaurants there are in San Juan.
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SLOW FOOD

Puerto Rico currently imports 80% of its food, leaving a massive carbon footprint in the process. Source locally grown ingredients when you can to help the environment and the local economy.


SLOW TRAVEL

Too many visitors bomb around Puerto Rico in their hire car, speeding from one attraction to the next. Switch to ‘island time’ and take it easy, spending a day or two exploring the mountains or a single region.

Leave the Hire Car Behind

At least one day during your holiday, try leaving the hire car parked up and explore the area where you’re staying on foot. You’ll likely discover things you never would when whizzing by on four wheels.

Sustainable Businesses

You can do your bit for the Puerto Rican ecosystem by using the services of sustainable local businesses. The tourism website discoverpuertorico.com has a comprehensive list.


Visit Puerto Rico’s forests and nature reserves to provide interest and resources to bring them back to life.




Cycling in the capital instead of using a car is an eco-friendly thing that anyone can do.



Green Credentials

Find out if your hotel, guesthouse or lodge has Green Certification from the Puerto Rican Tourism Company (PRTC). Businesses can apply once they fulfil certain environmental standards.

Rincón Art Walk

Skip the identikit fridge magnets and source your Puerto Rican mementos from local artists at the weekly Rincón Art Walk, a large craft fair held every Thursday evening in central Rincón.

Cruise Ship Passengers

A major gripe among locals in any city where huge cruise ships dock is that the human cargo they disgorge doesn’t spend much locally. Have lunch in the city or buy a local souvenir.
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100%

Puerto Rico has committed to having 100% of its energy come from renewables such as wind, solar power and hydroelectric power stations by 2050. The figure in 2023 stood at a paltry 3%.




RESOURCES

discoverpuertorico.com
Has a large section devoted to sustainable tourism.
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drna.pr.gov
The Departamento de Recursos Naturales y Ambientales is charged with looking after Puerto Rico’s natural environment.

[image: jpg]







Where to Find Bioluminescent Bays

The Island of Enchantment boasts scores of natural wonders, but none sparkle with the magic of its bioluminescent bays (also referred to as ‘bio bays’ or ‘phosphorescent bays’). Visit one of these mangrove-protected pools at night to see the ethereal glow of dinoflagellates – a type of plankton that glitters blue-green in darkness.
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Maximize the Shimmer

While the bio bays sparkle 365 days a year, they shine brightest under dark and dry conditions. Turn your trip into a luminescent extravaganza by avoiding full-moon nights and venturing out during winter’s dry season (December to mid-April).

Preserve the Plankton

Harmful chemicals introduced by humans can alter these fragile ecosystems and potentially destroy the dino’s delicate lights. Protect the organisms by washing off all perfumes, bug spray and lotions (including sunblock) before touching the water, and opt for tours that use human-powered or electric boats instead of gas-powered engines. In Laguna Grande and Bahía Mosquito, motorboats are forbidden.

SPARKLING SCIENCE

The dinoflagellate’s production of light is called ‘bioluminescence’ – a phenomenon that occurs in a handful of sea creatures, fungi and insects like fireflies. Dinoflagellates twinkle when luciferin, a chemical within the organisms, reacts with oxygen. This happens whenever there’s movement in the water – be it a fish flipping its fins or a kayaker gliding across the surface. The microscopic swimmers don’t generate much shine on their own – but when millions gather, they can light up the water like it’s the Las Vegas Strip.

Shallow, mangrove-guarded bays with narrow ocean entrances are particularly Edenic for dinoflagellates. When trapped in these nutrient-rich, semi-protected areas, the photosynthetic plankton spend daylight hours bathing in sun – necessary prep for their nightly magic shows.

But not all bays are made equal – salinity, temperature and changing tides all play parts in this aquatic performance, and only five bio bays worldwide boast enough dinoflagellates to shimmer like star stuff. Three of them dazzle along Puerto Rico’s shores.

WHERE TO FIND THE SHINE

• Bahía Mosquito, on Vieques island, earns highest praise as the world’s brightest bio bay – a title awarded by Guinness World Records in 2006. Until 2017, there were roughly 700,000 dinoflagellates per gallon of water. Devastation caused by Hurricane Maria momentarily dimmed the maritime disco, but since the storm, the ‘dinos’ nearly doubled their numbers. Today, the bay twinkles like a submerged aurora borealis.

• Bahía Fosforescente, located on the South Coast near La Parguera, is the only bay where visitors can snorkel in the water and wow as their skin becomes a canvas for glow-in-the-dark plankton.

• Laguna Grande, north of Fajardo, is the closest bio bay to San Juan, accessible via kayak or electric boat along a snaking mangrove canal.





Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 8am–4pm Monday to Friday, 9:30am–noon Saturday

Bars 2pm–2am, often later in San Juan

Museums 9:30am–5pm, often closed Monday and Tuesday

Post offices 8am–4pm Monday to Friday, 8am–1pm Saturday

Restaurants 11am–10pm, later in San Juan

Shops 9am–6pm Monday to Saturday, 11am–5pm Sunday, later in malls

Internet Access

Wi-fi is common in places to stay, as well as in cafes and around many public places and squares.


Toilets

Public toilets aren’t common anywhere on the island. Beaches usually have facilities.




Smoking

Smoking and vaping are banned in almost all public places, including hotel rooms and restaurants.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT-4

Country code
1787

Emergency Number
911

Population
3.26 million



Electricity 120V/60Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day January 1

Three Kings Day (Feast of the Epiphany) January 6

Eugenio María de Hostos’ Birthday January 10

Martin Luther King Jr Day Third Monday in January

Presidents’ Day Third Monday in February

Emancipation Day March 22

Palm Sunday Sunday before Easter

Good Friday March/April

Easter Sunday March/April

José de Diego Day April 18

Memorial Day Last Monday in May

Independence Day July 4

Luis Muñoz Rivera’s Birthday July 18

Constitution Day July 25

José Celso Barbosa’s Birthday July 27

Labor Day First Monday in September

Columbus Day Second Monday in October

Veterans’ Day November 11

Thanksgiving Fourth Thursday in November

Christmas Day December 25





Language

Although Spanish and English are the official languages of Puerto Rico, Spanish is the dominant language. Here are some useful phrases to help you get by.


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. Perdón. per·don

Sorry. Lo siento. lo syen·to

What’s your name? ¿Cómo se llama Usted?. ko·mo se ya·ma oo·ste (pol); ¿Cómo te llamas? ko·mo te ya·mas (inf)

My name is … Me llamo … me ya·mo …

Do you speak English? ¿Habla inglés? a·bla een·gles (pol); ¿Hablas inglés? a·blas een·gles (inf)

I don’t understand. Yo (no) entiendo. yo (no) en·tyen·do

Directions

Where’s (the train station)?

¿Dónde está (la estación de trenes?) don·de es·ta (la es·ta·syon de tre·nes

What’s the address?

¿Cuál es la dirección? kwal es la dee·rek·syon

Could you please write it down?

¿Puede escribirlo por favor? pwe·de es·kree·beer·lo por fa·vor

Can you show me (on the map)?

¿Me lo puede indicar (en el mapa)? me lo pwe·de een·dee·kar (en el ma·pa)

Signs

Abierto Open

Cerrado Closed

Entrada Entrance

Hombres/Varones Men

Mujeres/Damas Women

Prohibido Prohibited

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! ¡Socorro! so·ko·ro

Go away! ¡Vete! ve·te

I’m ill. Estoy enfermo/a. es·toy en·fer·mo/a (m/f)

Call ...! ¡Llame a …! ya·me a …

a doctor un médico. oon me·dee·ko

the police la policía. la po·lee·see·a

Eating & Drinking

What would you recommend?

¿Qué recomienda? ke re·ko·myen·da

Cheers! ¡Salud! sa·loo

That was delicious.

¡Estaba buenísimo! es·ta·ba bwe·nee·see·mo


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, plaza, salsa, siesta ...



SAY WHAT YOU SEE

Spanish spelling is phonetically consistent, meaning that there’s a clear and consistent relationship between what you see in writing and how it’s pronounced.

Must-Know Grammar

When talking to people familiar to you or younger than you, use the informal form of ‘you’, tú, rather than the polite form usted. In all other cases use the polite form.

Language Tips

Some Spanish words are written with an acute accent (eg días) – this indicates a stressed syllable. Spanish nouns are either masculine or feminine). Endings for adjectives also change to agree with the gender of the noun they modify.


Key Patterns

To get by in Spanish, mix and match these simple patterns with words of your choice:

When’s (the next flight)?

¿Cuándo sale (el próximo vuelo)? kwan·do sa·le (el prok·see·mo vwe·lo)

Where’s (the station)?

¿Dónde está (la estación)? don·de es·ta (la es·ta·syon)

Where can I (buy a ticket)?

¿Dónde puedo (comprar un billete)? don·de pwe·do (kom·prar oon bee·ye·te)

Do you have (a map)?

¿Tiene (un mapa)? tye·ne (oon ma·pa)

Is there (a toilet)?

¿Hay (servicios)? ai (ser·vee·syos)

I’d like (a coffee). Quisiera (un café). kee·sye·ra (oon ka·fe)

I’d like (to hire a car).

Quisiera (alquilar un coche). kee·sye·ra (al·kee·lar oon ko·che)

Can I (enter)?

¿Se puede (entrar)? se pwe·de (en·trar)

Could you please (help me)?

¿Puede (ayudarme) por favor? pwe·de (a·yoo·dar·me) por fa·vor

Do I have to (get a visa)?

¿Necesito (obtener un visado)? ne·se·see·to (ob·te·ner oon vee·sa·do)



WHO SPEAKS SPANISH?

Over the past 500 years, Spanish in Latin America has evolved differently to the Spanish of Europe. Among other differences, you’ll recognize Latin Americans by the way they pronounce c or z – ie cerveza (beer) is ther·ve·tha in Europe but ser·ve·sa across the Atlantic.
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THE PUERTO RICO

STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Puerto Rican life



A History of Puerto Rico in 15 Places

Landmarks which define the island’s history

Amaya Garcia

Savor Puerto Rican Coffee

How the drink is deeply engraved in Puerto Rican culture

Vanessa Ramos

Baseball in Puerto Rico

History, legends and the experience of attending a game

Marc Di Duca

Puerto Rico’s Musical History

Superb sounds from classical to Reggaeton

Amaya Garcia

Puerto Rico’s Indigenous History

How the legacy lives on in food, language and local traditions

Vanessa Ramos
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A HISTORY OF PUERTO RICO IN
15 PLACES

Puerto Rico is a cultural nation with dreams and desires that are larger than its geography. It’s an island where the spirit of resilience has been shaped by the passage of time, civilizations, conquerors, pirates, hurricanes and colonizers, and the curves of its mountains have been home to both revolts and amazing coffee. By Amaya Garcia


SINCE THE FIRST indigenous civilizations stepped onto the shores of this volcanic island sometime between 3000 and 2000 BCE, naming it Boriké, the land’s myriad microclimates and humid ocean air have managed to burrow themselves into the skin of those who visit and those who have lived their lives here.

In a speech republished in the book  Hostos y Cuba, Puerto Rican philosopher Eugenio María de Hostos described the archipelago as his way of life and his entire being. He felt such a connection, he said that to talk about the land was to talk about himself.

He’s right. To truly know Puerto Rico is to hear the stories its people tell in passing in panaderias, grocery lines, bars and between fast acquaintances brought together by circumstance. These are stories passed on through generations about forced migration brought on by rapid industrialization and political turmoil in the years following the American invasion in 1898, but you’ll also hear tales about the feats of grandparents and elders thriving through the fast-moving times of the 1950s to the 1980s in hilarious ways.

Puerto Rico remains as complex as ever, with political and cultural forces clashing consistently, but it’s a place where the people find harmony in familiarity and radical joy.

1. El Hombre de Puerto Ferro

THE OLDEST REMAINS FOUND IN VIEQUES

In 1991, archeologists from the Centro de Investigaciones Arqueaológicas at the University of Puerto Rico unearthed the 4000-year-old remains of what is thought to be the earliest inhabitants of Vieques island. Archeologists speculate that the man belonged to the Archaics, a society of hunter-gatherers who migrated from island to island in the Caribbean in search of sustenance and resources.

Surrounded by a circle of boulders of unknown origin, the site of the remains – now displayed at the Museo de Historia, Arte y Antropología – has put in question the date when the first indigenous populations of the Americas reached Puerto Rico. It could be earlier than documented.

2. Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana

THE ORIGINS OF BORIKÉ

The bountiful and verdant central mountains are thought to have been the home of large groups of Taíno people. In the town of Utuado, a hispanicization of the indigenous name Otoao, one of the most important archaeological sites on the island is found. Caguana contains bateyes – plazas that were used for sports – 21 petroglyphs and lots of utensils left by the Taínos.

The rocks in the nearby, ever-flowing Río Grande de Arecibo contain indigenous drawings as well, revealing history and mythologies upon which Puerto Rican culture was built.


3. La Piedra Escrita

SACRED TAÍNO ETCHINGS

Deep within the mountains of Jayuya, the Saliente and Coabey rivers hide – among their boulders and rocks – an impressive collection of indigenous Taíno petroglyphs.

The centerpiece of this open-air museum is La Piedra Escrita (The Written Rock), a giant boulder in the middle of the Río Saliente where the Taíno people etched human figures, natural elements, animals and deities. To look at these drawings is to open a window into the life of the pre-Columbian populations that made this pristine jungle island a home for centuries.
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4. El Yunque National Forest

HOME OF THE ALMIGHTY YOCAHÚ

Decked out in lush green vegetation and crowned with perpetual rain clouds, El Yunque is the giant that towers over the northeast region. Indigenous Taíno cosmology and religion believed the rainforest – originally named Yuqué or ‘white land’ because of the cloud enveloping its mountains – was home to Yocahú, the supreme deity of the sierra.

During the Spanish conquest, the Taíno resisted colonization by hiding here but were later decimated by gold and timber mining, enslavement and displacement. El Yunque has housed scientific expeditions, mining companies and the US military, but it’s now a protected landscape.

5. San Felipe del Morro & Castillo San Cristóbal

AN IMPENETRABLE FORTRESS

Built across 150 years by engineers, soldiers and hundreds of enslaved persons under grueling conditions and against a punishing Atlantic Ocean, El Morro protected the Spanish Crown’s colonial interests from the real pirates of the Caribbean sent by rival superpowers France, Netherlands and Britain.

While El Morro was engineered for optimal naval defense, Castillo San Cristóbal was built as an extension of the citadel’s land defense, complete with moats, cisterns, artillery tunnels, cannons and dungeons (where you can still see drawings from an unknown 18th-century prisoner). Both structures are a living testament to life under siege in a Spanish colony.

6. La Perla

THE CITY OUTSIDE THE WALLS

La Perla is one of the island’s oldest communities. Established outside the citadel’s walls in San Juan in the 19th century by enslaved persons forbidden to live in the city, the community surrounds El Matadero slaughterhouse and the Santa María Magdalena de Pazzis cemetery.

During the 19th and 20th centuries, rapid industrialization and government neglect cast the community into a cycle of poverty, filling with new residents displaced from the countryside. In spite of these struggles, La Perla now boasts a vibrant community with public art decorating most of its buildings, the best views of the islet’s coastline, tons of live music and plenty of stories.


7. Museo de las Américas

THE HARD REALITIES OF COLONIZATION

Founded by celebrated popular historian Ricardo Alegría Gallardo, this museum is housed inside the imposing Cuartel de Ballajá, which served as military barracks until the US invasion in 1898.

It contains permanent exhibitions of indigenous folk art, representations and artifacts from the African populations brought to the island by human trafficking during colonization, and exhibits on African music and culture that trace a clear line between Puerto Rico and West African music, language and idiosyncrasies. The island’s beloved bomba music, for example, is only one of the many contributions that place West African traditions at the bedrock of Puerto Rican folklore.

8. Casa Blanca

THE FIRST HOME

Built in 1521, this was the first home erected on the isle of San Juan, and was intended to be the official residence of Juan Ponce de León. The commander never ended up living there, but his family and relatives did until the 18th century.

Built with materials made from a mixture of sand, brick and rock, the building was turned into a museum in 1967, allowing you to see the fine details of its architecture. It also has one of the best views of the Bay of San Juan.

9. Museo Castillo Serrallés

TRADE AND INDUSTRIALIZATION

Some might not instantly recall the name Serrallés, but in Puerto Rico it’s synonymous with two of the island’s most important 20th-century exports: sugar and rum.

An architectural marvel of the Spanish revival, the Serrallés castle museum walks through the history of sugar production in Ponce, the role enslavement had in the success of Hacienda La Mercedita – where the castle stands – and the cultural and socioeconomic changes the distillery brought to the city.

True to Ponce’s title as the Pearl of the South, the former home of the Serrallés family boasts prime views of the pristine Caribbean Sea.

10. Ron del Barrilito Distillery

OLD TRADITIONS FOR THE FUTURE

After studying with the likes of Eiffel, Cartier and Michelin in Paris, Pedro Fernández started distilling and ageing rum in Hacienda Santa Ana – bestowed to the Fernández family by the Spanish Crown in 1787 – in Bayamón in the 1880s.

A walk through this slice of living history provides a 360-degree view of a functioning small-batch rum distillery, prohibition-era stories of how the Fernández family turned to alcoholado (a type of rubbing alcohol) deliveries to safeguard the business, and a promise to future generations of Puerto Ricans tucked away between unassuming white-oak sherry barrels.

11. Museo de Nuestros Mártires

LEGACY OF AN INSURRECTION

On October 30, 1950, revolutionaries headed by Blanca Canales (daughter of Jayuya’s first mayor) led an insurrection through the mountain town of Coabey in the hope of freeing Puerto Rico from US colonial rule.

While the revolution was quelled violently by the US National Guard, the story lives on in this museum, dedicated to memorializing the island’s nationalist and pro-independence movements throughout history. You’ll find artworks, photos, news clippings and artifacts from the uprising, as well as learn about Puerto Rican independence advocates, thinkers and leaders such as Pedro Albizu Campos, Ramón Emeterio Betances and Juan Antonio Corretjer.
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12. University of Puerto Rico

HIGHER EDUCATION FOR ALL

Established in 1903 in the former home for Spanish governors in Río Piedras, the University of Puerto Rico is the first higher-education institution on the island and a continuous source of Puerto Rican pride.

Not only do the students within its system consistently make waves in the arts, sciences and engineering, but the structures themselves are an architectural marvel – a mix and match of 20th-century styles helmed in part by German architect Henry Klumb. La IUPI, as it is endearingly referred to by its students, is also a consistent focus of social change through protest and activism.

13. Playa Grande Sugar Mill Ruins

SUGAR AND THE US NAVY

Very little is left of the sugar mill at Playa Grande aside from old machinery and masonry-style structures slowly being reclaimed by the forest, but its importance is outsized, not only as a reminder of Vieques’ past as a haven for pirates and conquistadors, but also as a historic artifact reclaimed by Puerto Ricans after the US Navy’s exit in 2001.

Before that year, these ruins, along with miles of beaches, forest and farmland, were used for target practice by the US government, and viequenses were not allowed near the lands. As clean-up efforts continue, more ruins and artifacts could yet be unearthed, once the lands become safe for use.

14. Corredor Ecológico del Noreste

CLIMATE RESILIENCY PROJECTS

This reserve spans six municipalities in the northeast region and is one of the island’s most important ecological resources, though it has been under threat from development since the 1970s. Since then, activists have been leading conservation efforts and protests against developers to keep the area free of development and its beaches free for islanders and visitors to roam and discover.

The Corredor Ecológico del Noreste is a protected nature reserve where you can see some of Puerto Rico’s most endearing wildlife, such as the manatees and leather-back turtles that nest on its beaches between March and August.

15. Calle Cerra, Santurce

AN ARTISTIC RENNAISSANCE

Boxed in between PR-52 – the island’s busiest and longest expressway – and three major metropolitan arteries, Santurce has been all things to all people: military bastion, industrial boomtown, focus of internal migration, a center for religious life, the place where salsa greats got their start.

Waves of migrants from the fields of Puerto Rico and immigrants from Dominican Republic, Cuba, Mexico and other nations have made this neighborhood a melting pot, the history of which is told through colorful and impressive murals along Calle Cerra. Made by both Boricua and international artists, they create a living bridge between Santurce’s history and its future.





SAVOR PUERTO
RICAN COFFEE

Why coffee is such a large part of Puerto Rican life.
By Vanessa Ramos
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COFFEE IS AN essential part of Puerto Rican life that’s present in shops, bakeries and plantations throughout the archipelago. The drink is deeply engraved in Puerto Rican culture and gastronomy, with Puerto Ricans waking up, greeting visitors, dealing with hangovers and healing a soul with a warm cup of coffee. Coffee is everywhere, from local shops to bakeries. It’s so deeply rooted in Puerto Rico that it’s hard to believe it isn’t endemic to the island.

History of Coffee in Puerto Rico

The Spanish first imported coffee beans in 1736, but the industry peaked in the 19th century when immigrants established coffee plantations, also known as haciendas, in the mountainous regions. These haciendas were lands where workers, enslaved people and owners lived and worked on coffee production. Hacienda Buena Vista in Ponce and Hacienda Lealtad in Lares illustrate the logistics behind haciendas as they have retained most of their original structures.

Puerto Rico exported coffee to the United States and many parts of Europe. Rumor has it that even the kings of Spain and the Pope consumed Puerto Rican coffee during the 19th century. But coffee production took a hit in the late 19th and early 20th centuries with the United States invasion, hurricanes and the rise in production prices. Still, the strong local demand kept the industry going.

Although only 30% of coffee consumed in Puerto Rico is now produced on the island, it keeps its fine quality with nutty and fruity tones. Mostly arabica grains are cultivated in mountainous regions more than 1000ft above sea level, where you’ll find dozens of operating coffee plantations.

Where to Go

Visiting a hacienda means experiencing the best of coffee and learning about local coffee production from picking to packaging.

Jayuya is home to Hacienda San Pedro. Almost 100 years after the hacienda’s foundation, Roberto Atienza runs it by the traditions started by his grandfather, such as naming each coffee tree and hand-picking the beans. On-site, you’ll find a coffee shop where you can spend the afternoon sipping on a cup. Nearby you can also visit Hacienda Prosperidad, Café Nativo and Hacienda Tres Picachos.
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WITH EVERY CUP OF COFFEE, YOU’LL CONTRIBUTE TO KEEPING THE LOCAL INDUSTRY ALIVE

Adjuntas also has coffee farms. In this town, Juan Meléndez and Naomi Gómez started Hacienda Tres Angeles in 2013 without any knowledge of coffee production. Nowadays, they’ve planted thousands of plants and gained awards for their coffee. Once in town, stop at Hacienda Monte Alto, Sandra Farms and Hacienda Jácana to enjoy more coffee experiences.

In Lares, Hacienda Lealtad is one of the oldest coffee plantations in Puerto Rico. More than a century after its foundation, it’s still operating as a coffee producer, a museum and an Airbnb. Legend has it that the plantation workers and enslaved persons participated in Grito de Lares, an 1868 revolt against the Spanish government.

An hour south of San Juan you’ll find Hacienda Muñoz in San Lorenzo, which is easier to reach than other Puerto Rican coffee farms. It offers production tours, and has a shop where you can enjoy fresh, locally produced coffee.

The Central Mountains aren’t the only place to taste creamy, sweet Puerto Rican coffee, with the archipelago featuring hundreds of coffee shops. Café Don Ruiz in San Juan serves arabica beans produced on its own coffee farm in Yauco. Finca Cialitos in Old San Juan also serves 100% arabica coffee beans sourced from a family-owned farm in Ciales.

Also, the 787 Coffee shops in San Juan have premium coffee from Hacienda Iluminada in Maricao. Coffee enthusiasts can choose to enjoy a cup, or participate in 787’s immersive Bean to Brew Lab Experience to learn about different brew methods.

What to Ask For

When drinking coffee in Puerto Rico, ask for a pocillo if you want an espresso. If you ask for a coffee in a shop or bakery, you’ll likely receive café con leche, effectively a latte.

Regardless of how you decide to experience it, Puerto Rico’s coffee will be a memorable addition to your trip, not only because of its quality, strong flavor and freshness, but because you’ll truly be enjoying a local experience. Best of all, with every cup of coffee, you’ll contribute to keeping the local industry alive.





BASEBALL IN
PUERTO RICO

Touching base in the Caribbean. By Marc Di Duca
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THERE IS NOTHING Puerto Ricans get more excited about than baseball, and attending a game is as quintessential a Puerto Rican experience as dipping your hand into bioluminescent sea water.

Sporting History

Look at a map of the world according to favorite sport and just a few places stand out against the ocean of soccer/football passion – Puerto Rico, with its baseball obsession, is one of them.

Introduced to the island in the late 19th century by returning emigrants who had experienced baseball on the US mainland, the first organized game occurred in Santurce on January 11, 1898. By the 1920s, Puerto Rican clubs were pitching against professional US teams, and by mid-century local players were making a name for themselves in the US – the pack was led by Hiram Bithorn of the Chicago Cubs, the first Puerto Rican to play in Major League Baseball.

In 1971, the fabled Roberto Clemente of the Pittsburgh Pirates became the first Puerto Rican to reach the magic 3000-hits mark. He was also first Puerto Rican to be inducted posthumously into the Baseball Hall of Fame in 1973 – Clemente was killed in a plane crash in 1972 just off the coast of Puerto Rico while transporting humanitarian aid to earthquake victims in Nicaragua. His body was never found.

His status as a player and his early demise have made him a legend on the island – in Carolina, you’ll find many places paying homage to his name.

Leagues & Competitions

Puerto Rico has no team in Major League Baseball, preferring instead to run its own island league called the Liga de Béisbol Profesional Roberto Clemente (in honor of its greatest player), usually referred to as the winter league.

The competition is professional and there are currently six teams, based in Carolina (Gigantes de Carolina), Santurce (RA12 and the Cangrejeros de Santurce), Caguas (Criollos de Caguas), Mayagüez (Indios de Mayagüez) and Ponce (Leones de Ponce).

Games are played in the dryer, less humid months of the winter (November to January) and each year many major league players come to the island to stay in shape during the mainland off-season.

After years of domination by Caguas and Santurce - and the disruption caused by Hurricane Maria and the COVID-19 pandemic - the Indios de Mayagüez were crowned champions in the 2022–23 season for the first time in nine years.
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ROBERTO CLEMENTE WAS THE FIRST PUERTO RICAN TO BE INDUCTED POSTHUMOUSLY INTO THE BASEBALL HALL OF FAME

The winner of the winter league has the honor of representing Puerto Rico at the Caribbean (World) Series, usually held in February somewhere in the region. This involves teams from several leagues and countries in the Caribbean and Central and South America and has been won by Puerto Rico 14 times, more than proving the island’s baseballing credentials.

Obviously, US Major League Baseball has a huge following on the island, but another competition that has the country glued to its TV screens is the World Baseball Classic, where Puerto Rico competes separately to the United States. The event is essentially the baseball world championship and Puerto Rico finished runner-up in 2013 and 2017 to its biggest rivals, the Dominican Republic and the US respectively.

Another minor league called the Puerto Rico Independent Baseball League has just four teams and a season lasting from October to April.

Going to a Game

Attending any of the 50 ball games played to decide the Puerto Rican winter league winner in San Juan, Ponce or Mayagüez is a great night out and a chance to see the locals at their most passionate.

Games take place every day except Monday, which is reserved for rained-off matches, and things usually start around 7pm, once the sun has gone down (though not always). Fixtures and lots more baseball-related news can be found at the league’s website (ligapr.com), but tickets are best bought direct from the stadium ticket office beforehand or just before first pitch.

The best atmosphere is at the 18,000-seater Hiram Bithorn Stadium, home to the Cangrejeros de Santurce and RA12, though things can also get noisy at the Gigantes’ Roberto Clemente Stadium in Carolina. Expect lots of loud drumming, chanting, flag waving and belly-filling US and local food.




PUERTO RICO’S
MUSICAL HISTORY

From classical to popular, Puerto Rican music is a treasure trove to be discovered. By Amaya Garcia
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THERE’S A POPULAR Puerto Rican saying, usually directed at misbehaving children but applicable to everyone on the island – ‘tienes la música por dentro’. Roughly translated to ‘you have the music inside you,’ the saying encapsulates the essential role music plays in the daily lives of Puerto Ricans.

For centuries, music in Puerto Rico has been a communication tool and a catalyst for social change.

Enslaved West Africans, brought to the island by Spanish colonizers during the 17th century, carried distinct musical traditions and drumming patterns that turned into bomba.

The lyrics were used to deliver news, plot rebellions and convey a sense of anger at the horrors of the transatlantic slave trade. To this day, the style and the purpose hasn’t changed much. New generations learn drumming and dance from legendary keepers of the tradition, such as the Cepeda family, and pass it on, adding current political events and documenting the continued struggles of the island’s perpetual colonial status.

There’s a through line that can be traced from bomba to plena, another Puerto Rican genre. They’re rhythmically and stylistically different, but they’re both percussion-based oral traditions that flourished deep within the island’s mountains and coastal fields, recording the histories of families and townships when formal education was reserved for the privileged.

Plena is a curious case, in that its styles vary by region. Pleneros in Ponce won’t necessarily sing the same songs as those in gritty Santurce. Plena is immensely popular today, and if carnivals are your calling, one of the biggest gatherings of pleneros happens each January at Fiestas de la Calle San Sebastián in Old San Juan.

A Classical Journey

In the 1900s, formal musical education on the island was in its infancy. The US invasion in 1898 left Puerto Rico in political turmoil, uncertainty and misery.

Never ones to be held back, local musicians started learning the craft young and cutting their teeth on the streets – playing in military and municipal bands, family gatherings or the traveling circus. One of those kids, Rafael Hernández Marín, became a legend. Endearingly referred to as El Jibarito, he composed his first danza in 1912 and went on to create more than 3000 compositions. During WWI, Hernández Marín was one of 18 Black Puerto Ricans recruited to perform in the Harlem Hellfighters, a US military band composed of African-American soldiers, contributing to the proliferation of jazz in Europe.

Hernández Marín’s compositions are intricate and ornate, made for big bands, with a distinctly Caribbean flair. His sensibilities were endless – ‘Cumbanchero’ contains melodies requiring precise finger-picking on the mandolin or cuatro guitar, with chord progressions any good rock enthusiast would recognize as prog. Most of Hernández Marín’s music can be qualified as protest music. ‘Lamento Borincano’, his magnum opus, details the struggles of a displaced farmworker looking back, teary-eyed, wondering what will become of his island and who will take care of his family.

The Politics of Salsa

El Jibarito’s songs are so beloved that they have become mainstays in salsa repertoires and have revived careers, including that of sonero (improvising lead singer in salsa music) Ismael ‘Maelo’ Rivera in 1971. El Sonero Mayor, as he was dubbed, became a star in the 1950s with his band Cortijo y Su Combo, but unfortunately spent much of the 1960s behind bars on drug-related charges. Salsa was at its apex then – what started in Cuba in the 1930s as son montuno (mountain sound) was perfected by Puerto Ricans, Dominicans, Cubans and Panamanians in New York City in the 1970s and further developed in the salons and barrios of San Juan.

Rivera and conga master Kako reimagined ‘Cumbanchero’ as a fast-paced, quick-talking banger with virtuosic vocalizing that has yet to be replicated. Rivera spoke truth to power about the discrimination, racism and poverty Black Puerto Ricans face on the island, but he also celebrated the contributions and beauty of Afro-Puerto Rican culture. ‘Las Caras Lindas’ is his heartwarming tribute to his people, a masterclass in lyricism, musicianship and emotion. You’d be hard pressed to find a true salsero – ask Marc Anthony, Rubén Blades, Héctor Lavoe – who hasn’t been influenced by Rivera. Salsa greats are a mainstay at San Juan clubs such as Taberna Los Vázquez, Shing A’Ling and La Terraza de Bonanza.

Reggaeton Renaissance

Maelo’s influence is so large that it crosses genres - you’ll recognize Maelo’s voice in reggaeton superstar Bad Bunny’s magnum opus, ‘El Apagón.’ The song encapsulates Puerto Rico’s economic and political struggles and the fight against privatizing public land and beaches. Two strategically chosen samples of Maelo’s voice from an old live recording feature the salsa king in a charming moment of sincerity, declaring that he ‘made something for us…from the heart.’ That Bad Bunny jumps off this sample into an inelegant, uniquely Puerto Rican takedown of corrupt politicians, decaying infrastructure, poverty and 500 years of colonial rule, is an amazing display of how far Boricuas will go to defend their land.

San Juan clubs such as 7eight7, Piso Viejo and La Sombrilla Rosa play the music of a new generation of rappers and reggaeton producers, led by Villano Antillano, RaiNao and Young Miko, who are using their platform to direct the spotlight towards different sexualities, gender expressions and issues affecting women on the island – domestic violence, femicides, poverty, and so on.





PUERTO RICO’S
INDIGENOUS HISTORY

Even without direct descendants, the indigenous patrimony in Puerto Rico comes to life in various ways. By Vanessa Ramos
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FOR CENTURIES, THE Puerto Ricans believed the indigenous population who inhabited the archipelago were wiped out during Spanish colonization, along with its culture. Although there aren’t any known direct descendants of the Taíno, their legacy is still alive in the food, language and local traditions. The indigenous heritage is also recorded in archeological sites and museums throughout Puerto Rico.

Before the Taíno

Contrary to popular belief, the Taíno weren’t the first inhabitants of Puerto Rico. The first-known settlers were the descendants of the nomadic groups that reached North America through the Bering Strait. They were the first group to populate Puerto Rico approximately 4500 years ago. The Igneri then reached Puerto Rico from South America around 200 BCE. The mix of these two cultures resulted in the ancestors of the Taíno, known as Pre-Taínos.

The Igneri were the initial occupants of the Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes in Ponce, where artifacts suggest their presence as early as 300 CE. The earliest pottery and skeletons found at the Tibes site belonged to the Igneri, making the ceremonial center the oldest known in Puerto Rico. Visit the on-site museum to see an exhibition illustrating the different indigenous cultures, as well as artifacts found during excavations, including human remains, pots, accessories and cemíes (rock or wood sculptures that embodied a god or an ancestor).

Eventually, the Pre-taíno evolved into the Taíno, who were present in Puerto Rico when Spaniards arrived, though they weren’t actually called Taíno and the native islanders weren’t a homogenous group. The name originated during a lost-in-translation moment between the Spaniards and the native people.

Their Society

The Taíno inhabited Puerto Rico and the Great Antilles between 1200 and 1500 CE, living in communities settled around a batey, a type of plaza used for spiritual and recreational activities. Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana in Utuado, the Caribbean’s biggest Taíno archeological site, can shed light on the different types of bateyes and their uses. It’s believed the main plaza was used for areitos of solemn nature, an important Taíno ceremony. The 22 petroglyphs in this plaza have spiritual meanings and tell the story of the universe’s origin, Taíno ancestors and the cacique.

Although the cacique was the leader, it was the bohíque, the shaman, who directed the areitos and transmitted spiritual knowledge to the community. In Parque Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, their houses, and the houses of nitaínos – warriors often referred to as the noble class – were located around the main plaza.

Taínos excelled at agriculture and even designed an irrigation system, called conucos, for their crops. The botanical garden in Caguas has an example of conucos. Cassava was a main component of the Taíno diet. It was used to prepare casabe, a type of flatbread that Puerto Ricans still eat today.

The Museo de Historia de Caguas displays a mock-up illustrating how Taínos lived in communities called yucayeques. The Arecibo Lighthouse and Historical Park has a life-size re-creation of a yucayeque.

Their Beliefs

The Taíno were more religious than their predecessors, and their beliefs are reflected in their heritage. The Archaics already had a notion of the afterlife, but the Taínos believed in Coabay, the land of the absent. The Museo de Historia de Caguas, Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes, Caguas Botanical Garden and Museo de Historia, Arte y Antropología all exhibit Taíno burial sites. The Taíno also worshiped the cemí. These were carved figures that Taínos believed to be deities and ancestral spirits. Commonly, a trigonolito, a three-point stone, was representative of Yucahu, the god of fertility and cassava. In Jayuya, visit the Museo del Cemí, which lives up to its name and has a collection of Taíno cemí artifacts.

La Cueva del Indio (Indian Cave) in Las Piedras was believed to be a spiritual place where the Taíno communicated with the gods. It’s theorized that the cave’s 200-plus petroglyphs are a result of that communication.

The Taíno in the Outdoors

This indigenous civilization left behind records in the form of petroglyphs in caves, on mountains and along rivers. La Cueva del Indio, a cave on the Arecibo oceanfront, has dozens of petroglyphs engraved on its walls. Legends say Taínos used the cave to escape from the Spaniards pursuing them. In Jayuya, hiding on the slopes of Cerro Punta - Puerto Rico’s highest peak - is the Mural de Zama. This wall is filled with Taíno petroglyphs, including El Sol de Jayuya (Jayuya’s Sun), which is unique on the island.

Nearby, travelers will find La Piedra Escrita (The Written Stone), a boulder on the Río Saliente with Taíno petroglyphs more than 500 years old in shapes such as spirals, faces and the coquí. Along the Río Blanco, nearby El Yunque National Forest and Cañón Blanco, petroglyphs are visible on boulders near the rivers.

The Taíno Today

There’s a growing interest in reviving Taíno culture after studies by Dr Martínez Cruzado confirmed that Puerto Ricans still carry Taíno DNA. Locals are defending archeological sites against increasing urbanization and artists are promoting indigenous culture. Non-profit organizations such as the Taíno Guatu-Ma-cu A Borikén Council and Movimiento Indígena Jíbaro-Boricua (Indigenous Movement Jíbaro Boricua) are re-creating and teaching the Taíno lifestyle to modern-day Puerto Ricans.
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‘Home to seven different ecosystems, including a bioluminescent lagoon, a coastal forest, mangroves and multiple beaches, Reserva Natural Cabezas de San Juan is one of the most diverse reserves in Puerto Rico.’
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‘Playa Flamenco has been rated one of the most beautiful beaches in the world. The white-sand beach is a slice of paradise, with crystal-clear waters as far as the eye can see, starfish bathing on the shore and not a building in sight.’
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Isabela

This vibrant townis all
aboutits dune-backed
beaches, some of which
are topsurf spots. Royal
Isabelais possiblythe
island's best golf course.

Arecibo

Amazing caves and Taino
sights are top of the bill
here, along with one very
tall white elephant.
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10 miles

Dorado
“This smalltownjust outside
San Juanis PuertoRRico's,and

the entire Caribbean's, golfing
capital with five champion-
ship courses and some very
upmartket resorts.

Poyach
Birth of VegoEon
1 the New otz
World Statue 2 Tor
BoquillasS 5
Bosque /! . VegaBaja Dorado
Estatalde  Barceloneta . e
Cambalache ©Manatl ~ oabh
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Coabey
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CAR

1f you plan on exploring the north
coast, prepare to make yourself very
familiar with Hwy 2, the main east-
west route across the island. For the.
first 60 miles out of San Juan, this is
avery fast oad with tolls. Things go
downhillafter Arecibo.

e ®

BIKE TAXI
Getting around by bikeis a Taking a taxi from San
feasible optionif cyclingaway  Juan out to Dorado will

from the main roads in Dorado,
Aguadilla and even Isabela.
There's even a short section
of bike pathin the island’s far
northwest corner.

not break the bank. Other
north-coast destinations
area bit too distant for
this mode of transport.
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North Coast

WAVES, CAVES & GOLF COURSES

Drive by the seaside greens of Dorado's
manicured golfresorts toward Isabela,
where luxe hotels overlook shores
beloved for big surf breaks and coralrock
formations. Along the way, admire northern
Karst country's leafy limestone hills, with
gaping caverns and swimming holes
waiting to be explored.

Rincon &
West Coast

PUERTO RICO'S HIP
SURFING COAST
There'sa reason the Beach Boys sang
about Rincon: you won't find better
surfinginthe Caribbean. Pair the

peninsulas hang-ten hype with San
German's ornate architecture, Cabo

Rojo's pinksalt flats and a string of wild
beaches, and you'lstart singing the

west coast's praises, too. North Coast

Rincon &

West Coast
South Coast

South Coast

CARIBBEAN BEACHES &
MARITIME TOWNS

Regal Ponce s prettyas a pearl, with
painstakingly restored mansions now outfitted
as museums, hotels and inventive restaurants.

Head west to see the thorny decor of desert

cactiin Bosque Estatal de Guanica, or laze on

amangrove cay sipping Medalla Light, Here,
summeris eternal.

SanJuan

ABREATHTAKING CITY
REINVENTING ITSELF

Stroll past Old San Juan's pastel-painted
facades to stately forts with Atlantic Ocean
views. Explore Santurce's industrial strip,
buzzing with hip cafes and restaurants that
spill onto street-art-dipped sidewalks. Sandy
beaches line the coast, and natural wonders
area day trip away. Thesland's capitalis
glamorous, gritty and on the cutting edge.

San Juan
Central
Mounteins East Coast
Central Mountains

OUTDOOR ACTIVITIES &
TAINO TRADITIONS

Thrill seekers take note: the roller-coaster roads

weaving through these mountains lead to rp-

foaring adventures. Caving, canyoning, climbing

craggy cliffs and jompinginto ivers willleave

you breathless. Top it all off with tours of rustic
coffee haciendas, and deep Taino roots, visible

atarcheological stes honoring the island's
indigenous past.

East Coast

TROPICAL TRAILS
& BREEZY COASTS
El Yunque's palm-packed rainforest
looms large over the east, with roaring
cataracts, soul-stirting vistas and wildlife
aplenty. As the mountains rolltoward the
coast, you'l find fried-food kiosks lining
sugared shorelines and Las Cabezas de
San Juan - aiot of beaches, mangroves,
reefs,a dry forest and a bio bay.

Vieques &
Culebra

Vieques & Culebra

HIDDEN NATURAL
WONDERS AWAIT
These slands might be ashort skip from
the ‘mainland, but they're energetically
on another planet. Semi-vild horses roan
free on Vieques and sea turtles floatin
clear waters off Culebra. The diamond-
dusted beaches are a Caribbean dream,
and Bahia Mosquito s the brightest
bioluminescent bay inthe world.
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FROMTHEAIRPORT
0ld san Juan and other major neighborhoods
are no more than 20 minutes from the airport
by car.Rideshares are relatively newand can
be takento and from the airport. Rental cars.
areavailable as well for approximately $12to
$30aday.

®

RIDESHARES & TAXIS

Taxis certified by the Puerto Rico Tourism
Company will be identified and usually have
flat fees. Rideshare app Uber works in the
entire San Juan area, but once out of the urban
centers, t's quite difficult to getarideshare at
night or after hours.

WALK
Walkingis bestin neighborhoods such as
Condadoand Old San Juan, as they are
areas that cater to tourism and are best
seen on foot. Explore the 16th-century
forts and buldings, try some local beers
and coffee andtakeinthe salty air.

@

TRENURBANO

This train stops at major education
institutions - such as the University of
PuertoRico and Sacred Heart University
- and can be taken through the financial
center. A 28-minute trip can take you out
of San Juan to Bayamén weekdays from
5:30am to 11:30pm.
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Walk around the solemn
stones of ancient Taino
ceremonial plazas

®

Old San Juan

Skip from brightly
colored buildings to
colonial forts

Santurce

Strollthrough San Juan's
outdoorart gallery

Cayolcacos

Sailaway fora day of swimming
and snorkeling
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luminescent bay
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® This stand oasiss full
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Diveinto the ocean, *
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Caribbean
Sea
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OCEAN

Cayo Luis

Honda

Peila

Sonda de Vieques

Culebra

Find some of the most

beautiful snorkeling

beaches,islands and cays
in Puerto Rico, along with

some fine seafood.

FERRY

The Ceiba ferry terminal, inside the
former US Roosevelt Roads naval base,
is approximately one hour by car from
Luis Mufioz Marin International Airport.
Puerto Rico Ferry operates several
crossings daily from Ceiba to Vieques
and Culebra. There is a Vieques-
Culebraservice, but it's sporadic, so
don't count on it without checking with
the operators.

®

CAR

Once on Vieques and Culebra, there:
are several companies with car rentals
avallable, along with street-legal UTVs,
scooters and off-road vehicles.Itis
recommended to rent one to tour the
islands at your leisure.

AIRPLANE
RooseveltRoads s also home toan
airport where you can take daly flights.
toairports in Culebra and Vieques.
There's the possibility of chartering
costly flights to both istands from
companies such as Vieques Air Link.
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PUBLICTRANSPORT
Inshort, there isn't any except the
elusive publicos that may or may not
link townsin the areato each other
and other parts of the island. This
would bea truly miserable way of
gettingaround.

CAR

Essentially the only way of seeing
the Porta del Solistohire a car,
either atSan Juan airport on arrival
or locally. Highway PR2 inks the

coast's north and south. Rincénis on Rincén

the detouring PRII5. Grab aboard and paddle outto
those breakers inthe Caribbean's
premier surfing spot, or just enjoy

0 ~ thesunsets in Puerto Rico's coolest

BICYCLE ducstionlocaton

Apart from having a car, the only.
other way we can think you might
getaround the region is by bike, but Bakiade
the heat and the busy roads mean ,?mf\(ff
it's notrecommended.

Puerto de
Mayagiiez,

o)

Mayagiiez
‘The west coast's largest city serves up a few

urban distractions, a sprinkling of worthwhile . Bahia | settlements, this is the west's only
restaurants and one of Puerto Rico’s signa- Bramaths ) nigmbelouﬁmuﬁtywﬂhavag‘;{ly
turedessets, European feel running thiovghits

atura

Playade Joyuda® o\

ElCombate

‘This beachside village s all about its
3km-long strip of sand, popular with
PuertoRRicans and holidaymakers alike.

Refugio Nacional
CaboRojo

Mangroves and snow-white
salt flats, red limestone cliffs.
and turquoise seas lapping.
onto cream-hued sand - this
far-flung comer of the island
hasitall

Puerto
Quijano

Bahia

Salinas
" pava
Santa

Caribbean
Sea

®

One of Puerto Rico's oldest

Reserva
e colonial-era grd of streets.

o LaParguera

Boquerén
Beach and barfun are whatthis
slightly quirky seaside village areall
about -t a place of sun lotion by day
andrum cocktails come dusk.

Laguna de
Gudnica

o
Gugnica
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