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La Candelaria neighborhood in Bogotá
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night view of Avenida Séptima.





Colombians from every corner of the country come to its sprawling capital seeking opportunity and freedom. It’s no surprise that it’s the country’s cultural capital as well. Something is always going on: a festival, a concert, a gallery opening. Bogotanos’ reputation for being gloomy and cerebral is unfair. The alegría after dark is proof.


When the city becomes too intense, páramos, cloud forests, and lakes beckon. Parque Nacional Natural Chingaza, Parque Natural Chicaque, and Laguna de Guatavita are all only an hour away. A little farther are Boyacá and Santanderes, rich in history, natural beauty, and outdoor activities.


Forward looking and hopeful, Bogotá has laid out its welcome mat: ¡Bienvenidos!




[image: image]


street artist






Explore Bogotá



Planning Your Trip


When to Go


Because Colombia straddles the equator, the temperatures and length of days are nearly constant year-round. There are, however, distinct dry and rainy seasons. Throughout most of the country, the months of December through February and July through August are considered verano (dry season). Invierno (rainy season) is usually between April and May and again between September and November.


Colombia’s high tourist seasons run from mid-December through mid-January. However, Bogotá becomes a ghost town at this time, when residents flock to the Caribbean coast. This can also be true during Easter week (Semana Santa), and, to a lesser extent, school vacations from June to August.


Passports and Visas


Travelers to Colombia who intend to visit as tourists for a period of under 90 days will need only to present a valid passport upon entry in the country. You may be asked to show proof of a return ticket. Tell the immigration officer if you intend to stay up to 90 days, otherwise they will probably give you a stamp permitting a stay of 60 days. Language schools and universities will be able to assist those who may require a yearlong student visa.


Vaccinations


There are no obligatory vaccination requirements for visiting Colombia. However, if you are traveling onward to countries such as Brazil, Ecuador, or Peru, you may have to provide proof of the vaccine upon entry to those countries.


The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) recommends that travelers have hepatitis A and typhoid vaccinations. Hepatitis B, rabies, and yellow fever vaccinations are recommended for some travelers. If you plan to visit the Amazon region, antimalarial drugs may be recommended.


Transportation


Most travelers arrive by plane at the modern Aeropuerto Internacional El Dorado in Bogotá. There are numerous daily nonstop flights into Bogotá from the eastern seaboard of the United States, as well as from Houston, Dallas, Los Angeles, and Toronto. Intra-country flights are easy, safe, economical, frequent, and quick. Private buses and taxis are ubiquitous in the city, but the best way to sight-see is on foot.



The Best of Bogotá



Day 1


Fly into Bogotá. Set in the Andes at an elevation of 2,625 meters (8,612 feet), the Colombian capital city can be especially cool and the sun particularly potent. Dress in layers and take along sunscreen and an umbrella. In the late afternoon, wander the historic Candelaria district and marvel at the treasures of the Museo del Oro. Stay at the Casa Platypus downtown or Cité in the north.


Day 2


Visit the Quinta de Bolívar, Simón Bolívar’s old country home. Don’t miss the Cerro de Monserrate, a pilgrimage site with unsurpassed views of the metropolis. Hike up, then take a ride on the gondola or tram back down.


Learn about Colombia’s past from the time of the Muiscas to its shaky years as an independent nation in the city’s excellent museums, like the extensive art galleries of the Manzana Cultural and the mesmerizing Museo del Oro.
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Museo del Oro





Day 3


Take a bus or hire a car for the 3.5-hour trip to the low-key pueblo of Villa de Leyva, one of Colombia’s best-preserved colonial towns, in the department of Boyacá.


Enjoy the unique atmosphere in Villa de Leyva by walking its stone streets. Check out the woolen ruanas (ponchos) at Alieth Tejido Artesanal, and if you have time, visit the Convento del Santo Ecce Homo in the surrounding desert.


Stay at Renacer, a friendly hostel, or splurge at the Hotel Plaza Mayor, where the views of the plaza can’t be beat.



Day 4



Visit the Santuario Flora y Fauna Iguaque just outside of town and hike to the mist-shrouded Laguna Iguaque for some morning exhilaration. Relax in Villa de Leyva for the evening.


Day 5


Return to Bogotá. If it’s a weekend day, go to the top of the Torre Colpatria for an incredible 360-degree view of the massive city. If it’s a Sunday, enjoy the city’s Ciclovía by renting a bike and joining the thousands of Bogotanos hitting the streets in this weekly ritual.
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Bogotá’s Ciclovía





Walk along the pedestrianized Carrera 7, spending some time at the fantastic museums of the Manzana Cultural, including the Museo Botero. Catch a concert in the Florentine Teatro Colón or hear the Orquesta Filarmónica de Bogotá play at the Universidad Nacional campus.
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Monserrate as seen from the Quinta Bolívar
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Biblioteca Virgilio Barco.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S Plaza de Bolívar: Colombia’s most important and most photographed plaza is named for Simón Bolívar, the man who gave the country independence (click here).


S Iglesia Museo Santa Clara: This colonial-era church, an example of Mudejar architecture, is often host to edgy art exhibits (click here).
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S Manzana Cultural: Colombia’s tumultuous history has given rise to some noteworthy creative expression that is on display in the art museums of the city’s cultural block (click here).


S Museo del Oro: Anthropology, history, and art combine in this extraordinary presentation of pre-Columbian gold artifacts (click here).


S Cerro de Monserrate: The views from atop this hill are incredible both by day and by night (click here).


S Ciclovía: When a city can get a quarter of its population to get out and ride a bike on a Sunday, you know it’s doing something right (click here).


S Nemocón: The plaza and streets of this little-visited salt-mining town are full of charm (click here).


S Laguna de Guatavita: This sacred lake is the source of the El Dorado myth (click here).





A few years ago, visitors would arrive at the El Dorado airport and spend two days maximum in this busy Andean metropolis. Now people are staying awhile, and it’s easy to see why.


There is the Museo del Oro, of course, undoubtedly one of the best museums in Latin America. There are precious few reminders of the Muisca settlement of Bacatá in this vast concrete jungle of today, but this museum is a stellar tribute to a people who all but disappeared within decades of the Spanish conquest.


Then there is the living museum that is the historic district, La Candelaria. Every street block has its unique story to tell: the flower vase that changed history, the loyal companion who saved the Liberator’s neck, the generosity of a famous painter. Colonial churches surprise with their quiet, steadfast beauty, and grandiose buildings along Avenida Jiménez stand as testament to the aspirations of the “Athens of South America.” Red buses, glitzy shopping areas, and stunning libraries set in manicured parks are proof that Bogotá can, with a little investment and good government, overcome the formidable challenges of its recent past.


HISTORY


As early as AD 300, the Muisca people settled along the Cordillera Oriental (Eastern Mountain Range) of the Andes Mountains, forming a loose confederation. Bacatá (now Bogotá) was the seat of the Zipa, head of the southern confederation. The Muiscas had an agricultural economy but also extracted salt and emeralds, wove fine textiles, and actively traded for cotton, shells, and gold with other indigenous peoples. The names of many of their settlements—Chía, Suba, Engativá—survive, though no physical traces remain.


Lured by tales of riches, three European armies converged on Muisca territory in 1538. An army headed by Spanish conquistador Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada arrived from Santa Marta. Another army, headed by Spaniard Sebastián de Belalcázar, approached from the south. A third army, led by German expeditionary Nikolaus Federmann, followed a route from present-day Venezuela.


By the time Federmann and Belalcázar arrived, Jiménez de Quesada had plundered the Muisca lands. In August 1538 Jiménez de Quesada founded a settlement that he named Santa Fe de Bogotá del Nuevo Reino de Granada de las Indias del Mar, and by the late 17th century the town was home to roughly 15,000 people. European diseases had almost completely wiped out the Muisca population by that time, and marriages between Muiscas and the Spanish formed the mestizo base of the city.


The city was the seat of the first provisional government established after Colombia’s declaration of independence in 1810. In 1819, the name of the city was changed to Bogotá, and it became capital of the newly formed Gran Colombia. The city was not connected by railroad to the outside world until the end of the 19th century—and then only to Girardot, a port on the Río Magdalena.


The early decades of the 20th century were a period of growth and prosperity. The postwar period was a time of rapid, haphazard development that saw the establishment of many new industries. Much of the growth was unplanned, and sprawling slums developed, especially in the south of the city.


By the 1990s, Bogotá had become synonymous with poverty, crime, and urban sprawl. A series of mayors, including Enrique Peñalosa and Antanas Mockus, transformed the city with large projects such as the TransMilenio rapid bus system and by investing heavily in education and basic services. In 2015, the city reelected Peñalosa on his promises of a metro, expanded public services, and greater security.


Despite all its challenges Bogotá continues to be the economic, cultural, and educational powerhouse of Colombia. The city is a magnet for people from all over the country and, in recent years, even from abroad.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


At the minimum, give Bogotá two days. In that short time span, you can cover La Candelaria, head up to Monserrate, discover the Museo del Oro, and enjoy some good meals in the Zona T, Zona G, or the Macarena.


With about five days you can explore neighborhoods like the Macarena, check out the botanical gardens, or make a day trip to the Parque Natural Chicaque or to Laguna de Guatavita. If you’re here over a Sunday, you’ll absolutely have to head out to the Ciclovía.


If you are staying in Colombia for 10 days, you can try a city-country combo by adding Villa de Leyva or exploring further afield in Boyacá and Santander.
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Many museums are closed on either Monday or Tuesday. The Museo del Oro is closed Mondays and the art museums of the Manzana Cultural are closed Tuesdays. During the end-of-year holidays and Holy Week (Semana Santa), Bogotá becomes a ghost town as locals head for the countryside, the coast, or abroad. There is very little traffic at those times, but many restaurants are closed and nightspots are empty, especially around Christmas. Bogotá is a particularly dull place to be on New Year’s Eve. Semana Santa is perhaps less lonely and can be a good time to visit, especially when the biennial theater festival is on. On long weekends, many Bogotanos skip town; those from the provinces come for a visit.


SAFETY


Bogotá is much safer than it once was. The best advice is to, as Colombians would say, “no dar papaya.” Literally, that translates to “don’t give any papayas.” Don’t hand someone the opportunity to take advantage of you.


While strolling in La Candelaria, keep a watchful eye on cameras and other gadgets. Better yet, leave valuables—including passports—locked away in the hotel safe if possible. Private security guards and police now regularly patrol La Candelaria at night, although it may feel a little spooky after 10pm or 11pm.


Traveling by the city’s SITP buses is safe and comfortable. The red TransMilenio buses can get crowded, so be aware of pickpockets. Private buses and colectivos are less safe and drivers can be reckless.


Bogotá has had a serious problem with taxi crime, commonly known as paseo milonario. But recent technological advances have nearly eliminated these crimes. Tappsi and EasyTaxi are popular and free smartphone apps in which you can request a cab, find out the name of the driver, and have your trip tracked by a friend. Alternatively, you can use ride-sharing apps like Uber. Avoid hailing cabs off the street, particularly when you are alone, when it is late at night, and when you are near nightclubs and upscale dining areas.


If you are heading out for a night on the town, do not accept drinks from strangers. Leave credit/debit cards, your passport, and expensive cell phones at home.


During an emergency, call 123 from any phone.


ORIENTATION


Sprawling Bogotá covers some 1,776 square kilometers (686 square miles), filling a large part of the altiplano (high plateau), or savannah. Much of your time will likely be spent along the corridor that is Carrera 7 or Avenida 7 (called the Séptima). The Séptima extends, parallel to the eastern mountains, from the Plaza de Bolívar in La Candelaria north through the Centro Internacional and Chapinero, and then to Usaquén and beyond.


Bogotá street addresses are generally easy to figure out. Calles (streets) run east-west (perpendicular to the mountains), while carreras go north-south (parallel to the mountains). For example, the Museo del Oro address is Calle 16 No. 5-41. This means it is on Calle 16, 41 meters from Carrera 5. The Centro Andino shopping mall is at Carrera 11 No. 82-71, or on Carrera 11, 71 meters from Calle 82. The higher the number of the calle, the farther north you are. Similarly, the higher the number of the carrera, the farther west you go.


The city planners also created avenidas (avenues), diagonales, and transversales. Both diagonales and transversales are streets on the diagonal. To add to the fun, some calles are also called avenida calles, because they are major thoroughfares, and likewise there are some called avenida carrera. Avenida Calle 26 is also known as Avenida El Dorado. Carrera 30 is also known as Avenida Quito or NQS. There are some streets that are called bis, as in Calle 70A bis or Carrera 13 bis. It’s like an extra half street. Finally, addresses in the south of Bogotá have sur (south) in their address. The address for the 20 de Julio shrine is Calle 27 Sur No. 5A-27.


La Candelaria


La Candelaria is the oldest part of town, dating to the 16th century. With the Plaza de Bolívar at its heart, it is a neighborhood full of historic buildings, interesting museums, and hostels. This area, combined with Avenida Jiménez and Centro Internacional, is generally considered Bogotá’s downtown or Centro. La Candelaria is bounded by Carrera 10 on the west, Calle 7 to the south, Carrera 1 to the east, and Avenida Jiménez to the north.


Avenida Jiménez


The northern border of La Candelaria, Avenida Jiménez is also known as the Eje Ambiental. This pedestrian street that is shared with a TransMilenio line winds from Carrera 10 eastward to Carrera 3, where it morphs into Carrera 2A. In addition to being the home of the Museo del Oro, colonial churches, the Quinta de Bolívar, and the Cerro de Monserrate, the area is also known for its grand early-20th-century architecture.


Centro Internacional


North of La Candelaria, the Centro Internacional is home to the Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá and the Museo Nacional, as well as the bullfighting ring and the iconic Torres del Parque complex. This neighborhood straddles the Séptima (Cra. 7) and spans from Avenida El Dorado (Cl. 26) north to Calle 36.


Just above this is the quirky neighborhood of Macarena, full of art galleries and cozy restaurants.


Chapinero


Most people consider Chapinero to extend from around Calle 45 to about Calle 72, although officially it continues north to Calle 100. Its western boundary is Avenida Carrera 14 (also known as Avenida Caracas), and its eastern boundary pushes up against the mountains.


The neighborhood’s eastern half (east of the Séptima) is known as the Chapinero Alto and is mostly residential. To the west of the Séptima is a gritty commerce center that is also considered a hub of gay nightlife. There are no major sights in Chapinero.


Northern Bogotá


Northern Bogotá does not have many tourist sights, but it offers myriad options for dining, shopping, and nightlife. This neighborhood has its southern border at Calle 68 and houses pockets of activity in the Zona G (between Clls. 69-70 east of the Séptima to Cra. 5), the Zona Rosa (between Clls. 81-85 and Cras. 11-15), and the Parque de la 93 area (between Clls. 91-94 and Cras. 11-15).


In the Zona Rosa, Calle 82 and Carrera 13 form a T—hence the moniker Zona T—and are pedestrian streets lined with restaurants and thumping watering holes.


East of the Séptima between Calles 120 and 125 is Usaquén, a once traditional pueblo that has been enveloped by Bogotá. Usaquén is known for its Sunday flea market and restaurants.


Western Bogotá


Western Bogotá (west of Av. Cra. 14) includes the Parque Simón Bolívar, along with the Jardín Botánico and the Biblioteca Virgilio Barco.


Farther west, Avenida Carrera 30 intersects with Avenida El Dorado (Calle 26), which connects the El Dorado airport with downtown. In addition to its TransMilenio line, this nicely designed thoroughfare is lined with hotels, shopping centers, and the fortress-like U.S. Embassy.


Sights


Everything you need to see in Bogotá is downtown, from La Candelaria to the Centro Internacional. Most museums have at least limited English explanations, and some have English-language tours.


LA CANDELARIA


La Candelaria is a living museum. It is a reminder of Spanish power and ambition in the New World; a tribute to the yearning for freedom embodied by Colombia’s founding fathers; and a reflection on the tenacity of the independent Colombian republic to persevere in the face of adversity. La Candelaria is a bustling place and has been for centuries. These days, university students, government bureaucrats, tourists, and old-timers who have lived in the area for decades pass each other along the narrow streets and frequent the same cafés.
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You could spend a couple of days admiring the colonial churches and exploring the many museums in the area, but if you don’t have that much time, three or four hours will give you a good sense of the area and its significance. All of the sights in La Candelaria are easily and best visited on foot. Areas above the Chorro de Quevedo (toward the eastern mountains), as well as some parts to the west, bordering Avenida Caracas, can be a little sketchy and should be avoided.



S Plaza de Bolívar



Every respectable Colombian city has a Plaza de Bolívar, but none have quite the history of this one. Between Carreras 7-8 and Calles 10-11, the Plaza de Bolívar is the natural starting point for any tour of La Candelaria. Originally known as the Plaza Mayor, the plaza has had several reincarnations during its history. In colonial times, it was where the Friday market took place. It was also the setting for executions, including that of independence heroine Policarpa Salavarrieta. Following the death of Simón Bolívar in 1846, Congress renamed the plaza in his honor. A diminutive statue of the Liberator, the first of many Bolívar statues in the world, stands in the middle of the plaza. Today it’s the location of demonstrations, inauguration ceremonies for the Bogotá mayor, and concerts.
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Plaza de Bolívar





CATEDRAL PRIMADA AND CAPILLA EL SAGRARIO


The neoclassical facade of the Catedral Primada (9am-4:30pm daily) dominates the plaza. Built in 1807, the cathedral was designed by Capuchin architect Fray Domingo de Petrés. The tombs of Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada, founder of Bogotá, and independence figure Antonio Nariño are in a side chapel on the right. Next door to the cathedral is the Capilla El Sagrario (Cra. 7 No. 10-40, 8:30am-11:50am and 1pm-4pm Mon.-Fri., 8:30am-5pm Sun.). This chapel was built much earlier than the cathedral, in the 1600s. The interior is decorated with a Mudejar or Moorish-style vaulted wooden ceiling. Along the sides of the cross-shaped chapel are several large works depicting biblical scenes by Colombian baroque painter Gregorio Vásquez de Arce y Ceballos. A ceremony was held here to honor the army and Simón Bolívar following their decisive victory over the Spaniards at the Battle of Boyacá in 1819.


CASA DEL FLORERO


Across Calle 10 on the northeast corner of the plaza is the Casa del Florero (Cra. 7 No. 11-28, tel. 1/334-4150, 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun, COP$3,000), also known as the Museo del 20 de Julio or Museo de la Independencia. This small house used to be a general store run by a Spaniard, José González-Llorente. The story goes that his refusal to lend a vase to a pair of Creoles sparked the ire of either incredibly sensitive or cunning locals, who launched a protest during the busy market day against Spanish rule. Historians today dispute much of the tale, but the shattered remains of that colorful vase are exhibited today in the museum. Maybe the most interesting exhibit in the museum is a room that shows the transformation of the Plaza de Bolívar over time, with raw footage of two of the most traumatic events in recent Colombian history: the Bogotazo riots following the assassination of Jorge Eliécer Gaitán in 1948 and the siege of the Palacio de Justicia following a takeover by the M-19 guerrilla group in 1985. There are some explanations in English. Tours are also available, usually in Spanish.


GOVERNMENT BUILDINGS


The newest building on the plaza, completed in 1991, is the Palacio de Justicia on the north side. Housing the Supreme Court and other high courts, this building replaced the previous structure, which was destroyed following the tragic events of 1985. (That building had replaced a previous justice building that was burned to the ground during the Bogotazo riots.) On November 6 of that year, M-19 guerrillas stormed the building, perhaps in cahoots with infamous drug kingpin Pablo Escobar, killing several justices and holding some 350 people in the building hostage. After an hours-long standoff, the military counterattacked, coordinating its assault from the Casa del Florero. The fight concluded the next day with the building engulfed in flames, the result of a military rocket. More than 100 people were killed, and controversy remains about the tragedy and the government’s actions. Five years after the attack the M-19 demobilized, becoming a political movement. Today, it is telling that there is not even a plaque mentioning the tragedy. Nevertheless, clearly some wounds have healed: Former M-19 guerrilla Gustavo Petro was elected mayor in 2011, with his office (alcaldía) in the Palacio Liéviano on the west side of the plaza.


On the south side of the square is the neoclassical Capitolio Nacional, home of the bicameral Colombian Congress. Designed by architect Thomas Reed, the Capitolio took more than 70 years to build, finally being completed in 1926. Gargoyles keep watch atop the building behind the Ionic columns of the front. For about two months in 2009 the entire facade was covered with 1,300 massive ants, a project of Colombian artist Rafael Gómezbarros. The work was a commentary on forced displacement resulting from Colombia’s armed conflict.


West of the Plaza


ESCUELA DE ARTES Y OFICIOS DE SANTO DOMINGO


One of the best trade schools in Latin America for woodworking, embroidery, silversmithing, and leatherworking is the Escuela de Artes y Oficios de Santo Domingo (Cl. 10 No. 8-73, tel. 1/282-0534, www.eaosd.org, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., free). Attracting artisans from around the world, this school receives support from the Fundación Mario Santo Domingo. Tours (9am, 10am, 11am, and 3pm Mon.-Fri.) are offered at four different times on weekdays; sign up by phone or email. Classes are open to anyone. The school is housed in two lovely colonial buildings from the 1600s that are connected by a courtyard. A store—which could be mistaken for a design museum—sells items made by students.


IGLESIA DE LA CONCEPCIÓN


The Iglesia de la Concepción (Cl.10 No. 9-50, 7am-5pm daily) was completed in 1595, making it the second-oldest church in the city. Along with a convent, it used to take up an entire block of old Santa Fe. The convent (which no longer exists) was built for the daughters and granddaughters of the conquistadors. The spectacular geometric designs on the ceiling and the polychromatic presbytery are among the most striking aspects of the church. If you pop in, you will see many faithful—most of humble means—in the pews, praying. This city block is called Calle del Divorcio. This refers to a nearby residence for separated or single women who were banished from their homes and not allowed into convents.


Farther down the street beyond the Iglesia de la Concepción is the historic labyrinthine artisans market known as the Pasaje Rivas.


MUSEO DE LA POLICÍA NACIONAL


The grandiose Palacio de la Policía, built in the early 20th century, was once the headquarters for the national police and today is home to the Museo de la Policía Nacional (Cl. 9 No. 9-27, tel. 1/233-5911, www.policia.gov.co, 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., free). Tours are given by knowledgeable and friendly cadets who are fulfilling their one-year public service obligation. The museum does have its fair share of guns, but there are also exhibits on different technologies employed by police in pursuit of the bad guys, along with tributes to police dogs. If you go up to the rooftop, you can catch a unique perspective of the city. In the streets nearby are dozens of shops selling police and military uniforms.



S IGLESIA MUSEO SANTA CLARA



It is easy to overlook the stone exterior of the Iglesia Museo Santa Clara (Cra. 8 No. 8-91, tel. 1/337-6262, www.museoiglesiasantaclara.gov.co, 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun., adults COP$3,000), but that would be a shame: This is one of the most beautiful sights in Bogotá. Once part of a convent for barefoot Franciscan nuns, known as Clarisas, the little church is an extraordinary example of Mudejar style in Santa Fe. The convent was completed in 1647; it originally housed 12 nuns who were descendants of conquistadors, along with 12 Creole maidens. Perhaps the most stunning design aspect can be admired by craning your neck and looking up: The single nave is beautifully illuminated by hundreds of golden floral motifs. The church is now strictly a museum, and it often hosts edgy contemporary art exhibitions. Admission is free on Sundays.
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Golden floral motifs adorn the nave at the Iglesia Museo Santa Clara.






South of the Plaza



CASA DE NARIÑO


You can have your picture taken with members of the Presidential Guard (they don’t mind) at the gates of the neoclassical Casa de Nariño (Cra. 8 No. 6-26, www.presidencia.gov.co), home to Colombia’s presidents. As its name suggests, the presidential palace stands on the site of the birth house of Antonio Nariño, one of the early voices for independence in New Granada (the name given to the territory by the Spanish). In 1906 Nariño’s house was razed to make way for the first presidential palace, which was designed by the same French architect who designed the Palacio Liévano on the Plaza de Bolívar. The palace has served as home for Colombian presidents off and on since 1886. Minutes after the 2002 inauguration of President Álvaro Uribe, the exterior of the palace was slightly damaged by missiles fired by FARC guerrillas. Several missiles landed on humble homes in slums nearby, killing 13.


Tours are given of the Casa de Nariño, but you must make a reservation several days in advance by filling out the form on their website. Even if you don’t visit the interior of the palace, you can watch the changing of the Presidential Guard on Wednesdays and Fridays at 2:30pm and on Sundays at 3pm.


Also on the grounds of the Casa de Nariño is the oldest astronomical observatory in the New World. This was the initiative of famed botanist and scientist José Celestino Mutis. It was completed in 1803.


IGLESIA AND CLAUSTRO DE SAN AGUSTÍN


Facing the palace on the south side, the Iglesia de San Agustín (Cra. 7 No. 7-13, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sun.) was part of the first Augustinian monastery in the Spanish New World, completed in 1668. It is a three-nave temple, which distinguished it from other churches at the time. A 1785 earthquake destroyed the two towers (they rebuilt just one). In 1861, during liberal reforms, the government took control of the church from the Augustinians. The next year the church was the scene of a presidential coup attempt during the Battle of San Agustín, as Conservatives attacked Liberals who were holed up in the church and adjacent monastery (which no longer stands). The church suffered damage yet again during the Bogotazo riots in 1948.


The Claustro de San Agustín (Cra. 8 No. 7-21, tel. 1/342-2340, 9am-5pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-4pm Sun., free) didn’t serve long as a seminary, and in fact was used as a garrison in which Antonio Nariño was imprisoned. During the Bogotazo rampage, international delegates in town for the 9th Pan-American Conference sought shelter there from the mayhem on the streets. Today this beautiful cloister is run by the Universidad Nacional, which puts on temporary art exhibits and hosts educational activities.


MUSEO ARQUEOLÓGICO


The Museo Arqueológico (Cra. 6 No. 7-43, tel. 1/243-0465, www.musarq.org.co, 8:30am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-4pm Sat., 10am-4pm Sun., COP$4,000) holds an extensive and nicely presented collection of ceramic work of pre-Columbian indigenous peoples. There is also a room containing colonial-era decorative arts, in acknowledgement of the history of this 17th-century home of a Spanish marquis. A small café adjoins the museum.


East of the Plaza


MUSEO COLONIAL


Well worth a visit, the Museo Colonial (Cra. 6 No. 9-77, tel. 1/341-6017, www.museocolonial.gov.co, 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun., COP$3,000) showcases a fine collection of art and religious artifacts from the colonial era, including the largest collection of works by Gregorio Vásquez de Arce y Ceballos. On the bottom floor is an exhibit that explores life in colonial times. The museum courtyard is quiet and green. Admission is free on Sundays.


This museum was historically part of the Manzana Jesuítica, a complex that included the adjacent Colegio Mayor de San Bartolomé (Colombia’s oldest school, built in 1604) and the Iglesia de San Ignacio, from 1643.


TEATRO COLÓN


Modeled on the Teatro Santi Giovanni e Paolo in Venice, the Teatro Colón (Cl. 10 No. 5-32, tel. 1/284-7420, www.teatrocolon.gov.co) was designed by Pietro Cantini to commemorate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s 1492 landing in the New World. The theater was closed for several years during a massive overhaul. Today it sparkles. Tours (3pm Wed.-Thurs., noon and 3pm Sat., COP$5,000) are given, but the best way to experience the theater is by enjoying a performance.


PALACIO DE SAN CARLOS


Today housing the Ministry of Foreign Relations, the colonial-era Palacio de San Carlos (Cl. 10 No. 5-51, closed to the public) was the home of Colombian presidents from 1825 until 1908. During the Bolívar dictatorship and the turbulent Gran Colombia period, Bolívar’s companion Manuela Sáenz earned the nickname “Liberator of the Liberator” for helping him escape through a palace window—saving him from an 1828 assassination attempt. A plaque marking the exact spot draws the curiosity of passersby today.


MUSEUMS


The Museo de Trajes Regionales (Cl. 10 No. 6-18, tel. 1/341-0403, www.museodetrajesregionales.com, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-2pm Sat., COP$3,000) showcases traditional costumes from the different regions of Colombia but is best known for being the home of Manuela Sáenz, Simón Bolívar’s companion. The museum is next door to the Plaza de Cuervo, a tropical patio in the middle of historic Bogotá. Behind the elegant palm trees is the house where Antonio Nariño is said to have translated the Declaration of the Rights of Man from French into Spanish in 1793. After making about 100 copies of it for distribution to rouse the masses, he panicked and began to frantically destroy them. (He would later be imprisoned by the Spanish authorities.)


The Museo Militar (Cl. 10 No. 4-92, tel. 1/281-3086, www.museo-militar.webnode.com.co, 9am-4pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun., free, must present identification) is in a 17th-century house that was home to independence hero Capt. Antonio Ricaurte. Dozens of mannequins dressed in Colombian military uniforms keep visitors company as they amble the corridors of the museum. One room is dedicated to Colombia’s participation in the Korean War, in which 4,300 Colombians fought, with 163 losing their lives. Colombia was the only country in Latin America to send troops in support of the United Nations/United States coalition. Two patios are filled with cannons, tanks, and fighter jets.


The Museo de Bogotá (Cra. 4 No. 10-18, tel. 1/352-1864, www.museodebogota.gov.co, 9am-6pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.-Sun., free) has a permanent exhibition that examines the development of Bogotá through the years, and temporary shows have highlighted photography, historical figures in the city, and neighborhood profiles.



S Manzana Cultural



The Manzana Cultural (Cl. 11 No. 4-41) of the Banco de la República is the most important “Cultural Block” in Colombia. It comprises the Biblioteca Luis Ángel Arango, the library’s concert hall, the Museo Botero, the Museo de Arte, the Colección de Arte del Banco de la República, and the Casa de la Moneda.


BIBLIOTECA LUIS ÁNGEL ARANGO


The plain Biblioteca Luis Ángel Arango (Cl. 11 No. 4-14, tel. 1/343-1224, www.banrepcultural.org, 8am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-4pm Sun.) is reportedly one of the busiest libraries in the world, with over 5,000 visitors each day. Part of the same complex and located behind the library, the Casa Republicana (8am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-4pm Sun., free) often hosts temporary art exhibits. There is also a stunning chamber music concert hall in the large complex.


COLECCIÓN DE ARTE DEL BANCO DE LA REPúBLICA


With 14 galleries highlighting Colombian art from the 17th century to present day, the Colección de Arte del Banco de la República (Cl. 11 No. 4-21, tel. 1/343-1316, www.banrepcultural.org, 9am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun., free) is an excellent opportunity to discover Colombian art. Look for the series of “dead nuns.” It was customary to paint nuns twice in their lifetimes: once when they entered the convent and once more moments after passing away. The nuns from this series lived at the nearby convent of the Iglesia de la Concepción.


Another highlight is the spectacular—if a tad gaudy—La Lechuga monstrance (a monstrance is a receptacle to hold the Host). It’s called La Lechuga, meaning lettuce, because of its 1,486 sparkling emeralds, but it is also adorned by hundreds of diamonds, rubies, amethysts, and pearls. The Spaniard who created this extraordinary piece charged the Jesuits the equivalent of a cool US$2 million when he finished it in 1707. Hidden away in a vault for over 200 years, it was acquired by the Banco de la República in 1987 for US$3.5 million.


Nineteenth-century landscapes, portraits by impressionist and Bogotá native Andrés Santa María, and works from an array of well-known Colombian artists from the 20th century (including Alejandro Obregón, Eduardo Ramírez, Guillermo Wiedemann, and Luis Caballero) are other museum highlights. Free guided tours in Spanish are offered several times a day.


MUSEO DE ARTE DEL BANCO DE LA REPÚBLICA


Behind the Colección de Arte, and housed in a brilliantly white boxlike construction, is the Museo de Arte del Banco de la República (Cl. 11 No. 4-21, tel. 1/343-1316, www.banrepcultural.org, 9am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun., free), which hosts temporary exhibits and has one floor dedicated to 20th-century Latin American and European art from the Banco de la República collection.


MUSEO BOTERO


In the Museo Botero (Cl. 11 No. 4-41, tel. 1/343-1316, www.banrepcultural.org, 9am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun., free) there are still lifes, portrayals of everyday life in Colombian pueblos, and social commentaries by one of the most well-known contemporary Colombian artists, Medellín-born Fernando Botero. In addition to paintings of corpulent Colombians, there are bronze and marble sculptures of chubby cats and bulgy birds. One side of the lovely colonial house, which surrounds a sublime courtyard, displays the artist’s collection of European and American art, including works by Picasso and Dalí—all donated by the maestro so that Colombians of all backgrounds could enjoy them without paying a peso. Once the home of archbishops during the colonial era, the building was torched during the 1948 riots of the Bogotazo. It’s been painstakingly restored. Guided tours are offered daily.


CASA DE LA MONEDA


Connected to the Museo Botero and the Colección de Arte by patios and a Botero gift shop, the Casa de la Moneda (Cl. 11 No. 4-93, tel. 1/343-1316, www.banrepcultural.org, 9am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun., free) was where the New World’s first gold coins were produced starting in the early 17th century. The museum’s Colección Numismática shows the history of the Nueva Granada mint.
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courtyard at the Casa de la Moneda





CENTRO CULTURAL GABRIEL GARCÍA MÁRQUEZ


Designed by Rogelio Salmona, the Centro Cultural Gabriel García Márquez (Cl. 11 No. 5-60, tel. 1/283-2200, www.fce.com.co, 9am-7pm Mon.-Sat., 10:30am-5pm Sun., free) was a gift from the Mexican government in honor of the 1982 Nobel Prize winner for literature, Colombian Gabriel García Márquez. (The author lived in Mexico from the 1960s until his death in 2014.) On the main level, where you can enjoy a sunset view of the cathedral, is a bookstore with an ample selection of books on Colombia. Next to the Juan Valdez Café below is an exhibition space.


AVENIDA JIMÉNEZ


Avenida Jiménez used to be the Río San Francisco and the extreme northern boundary of Santa Fe. Most of the historic buildings on this street can only be enjoyed from the exterior. In 2000, in an effort to reinvent the historic Avenida Jiménez, architect Rogelio Salmona created the Eje Ambiental (Environmental Corridor), which extends from the Universidad de los Andes campus to Avenida Caracas. Vehicular traffic is banned here except for the red buses of the TransMilenio. Ample pedestrian space has made this a pleasant place for a stroll.


A fantastic pedestrian zone extends along Carrera 7 from the Plaza de Bolívar to Calle 26. This busy commercial area is a fun way to check out the city’s core and do a little shopping, sightseeing, and people-watching.


Historic Architecture


Impressive buildings line the entire length of Avenida Jiménez. Most of these gems were built in the early 20th century. To the west side of the Séptima (Cra. 7) are: the neoclassical Palacio de San Francisco (Av. Jiménez No. 7-56), prior home to the Cundinamarca departmental government; the Edificio López (Av. Jiménez No. 7-65), by the same construction firm that built the Chrysler Building in New York; and the modernist Edificio Camacho, farther down and on the right.


It was on the southwest corner of the Séptima and Avenida Jiménez that populist Liberal Party presidential candidate Jorge Eliécer Gaitán was assassinated on April 9, 1948, the event that sparked the tragic Bogotazo riots. Up to 3,000 were killed in the unrest. This precipitated the bloody period of La Violencia that quickly engulfed the entire country. At the present-day McDonald’s, a plaque and flowers mark the spot where the tragedy took place. A young Gabriel García Márquez, then a law student at the Universidad Nacional, lived near the Palacio de San Francisco at that time, and with his building in flames, it’s said that he and his brother rushed back inside—to save his typewriter.


On the eastern (mountain) side of the Séptima, notable buildings include the modernist Banco de la República (Cra. 7 No. 14-78); the Universidad de Nuestra Señora del Rosario (Cl. 12C No. 6-25), founded in 1653, which is housed in a colonial building that was originally a monastery; the Edificio Monserrate (Av. Jiménez No. 4-49), which was home to El Espectador newspaper; the fabulous restored Hotel Continental (Av. Jiménez No. 4-19), once the most exclusive hotel in town; the neoclassical Academia Colombiana de Historia (Cl. 10 No. 9-95); the 17th-century Iglesia and Convento de las Aguas (Cra. 2 No. 18A-58), where Artesanías de Colombia has a store; and finally (at the end of the Eje Ambiental), the campus of the Universidad de Los Andes, one of the top universities in Latin America, with several stunning new buildings. Los Andes has around 19,000 students.


Churches


Typical of most all colonial-era churches, the Iglesia de San Francisco (Cl. 16 No. 7-35, 6:30am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 6:30am-12:40pm and 4:30pm-8pm Sat.-Sun.) looks somber from the outside, but inside it’s adorned with a fantastic golden altar, considered a masterwork of American baroque. This is the oldest of all the churches in the city, built by the Franciscans in 1557. The church is often full of working-class faithful. Adjacent to the San Francisco is the Iglesia de Veracruz (Cl. 16 No. 7-19), which is where several independence figures, executed by the Spaniards, are laid to rest.


The third church in this row is called Iglesia La Tercera (Cl. 16 No. 7-35, 7am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-1pm Sat.-Sun.), and it is one of the jewels of colonial churches in Bogotá. It was built in the late 18th century, about 50 years before Colombian independence. Architecturally, a highlight is its barrel-vaulted ceiling decorated with geometric designs and altarpieces made of cedar and walnut. Unlike other churches, the interior is not covered with gold leaf.



S Museo del Oro



Some visitors come to Bogotá specifically to see the world-renowned Museo del Oro (Gold Museum, Cra. 6 No. 15-88, tel. 1/343-2233, www.banrepcultural.org/museo-del-oro, 9am-6pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-4pm Sun., COP$4,000). The museum tells the story of how—and why—the native peoples of Colombia created such incredibly detailed and surprisingly modern designs of gold jewelry and religious objects. What’s on view is but a fraction of the museum’s collection, which begin with its first acquisition in 1939.


What is astonishing about the collection is the sophistication of the work. It is almost all smelted, with Muisca and Sinú peoples employing a “lost wax” technique, with various metals being purposefully alloyed. Here, rather than large, hammered pieces as found in countries like Peru, you will see intricately crafted and designed jewelry.


One of the highlights is the golden raft created by local Muisca people. The raft portrays the ritual of El Dorado, “the Golden One.” Another piece to look for is the collection’s first acquisition, the Quimbaya Póporo. This was used during religious ceremonies. The unforgettable Offering Room is filled with golden treasures. English explanations are excellent throughout the museum (so is the audio tour). Just beyond the gift shop is a restaurant that specializes in Colombian and Mediterranean cuisine. Saturday is a good day to visit the museum, as there may be fewer school groups visiting. On Sunday, admission is free. There are guided tours (11am, 3pm, and 4pm) daily, some of which are in English.


Museo de la Esmeralda


On the 23rd floor of the Avianca building is the Museo de la Esmeralda (Cl. 16 No. 6-66, tel. 1/482-7890, www.museodelaesmeralda.com.co, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., COP$5,000). The museum has an impressive re-creation of an emerald mine and several examples of different emeralds from Colombia and elsewhere. Guides, fluent in Spanish and English, will make sure you know that the best emeralds do—without a doubt—come from Colombia, primarily from the Muzo mines in the Boyacá department. Although there is little pressure to do so, you can purchase all different classes of emeralds, and the facility’s jewelers can transform the emeralds you choose into rings or earrings within a day. Even if you are not interested in purchasing an emerald it is fun to check out the gems under a magnifying glass, as you learn why some emeralds are much more precious than others. The museum also has a small store on the main floor of the building that sometimes has coupons for discounted museum entry. Security at the Avianca building is stringent, and you will need to bring a photocopy of your passport and produce the telephone number of your hotel for entry.


Quinta de Bolívar


The Quinta de Bolívar (Cl. 21 No. 4A-30, tel. 1/336-6410/19, www.quintadebolivar.gov.co, 9am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-4pm Sat.-Sun., COP$3,000, free Sun.) is a lovely country estate that was presented by Francisco de Paula Santander, vice president of the República de Gran Colombia, as a gift to Simón Bolívar in 1820. Bolívar stayed there during his brief and sporadic visits to Bogotá, a city he did not like. He spent approximately 432 nights here, give or take. Built in 1800, the estate is a beautiful example of a late colonial-era house. It’s furnished with period pieces and set in a beautiful garden under cypress and walnut trees. It is just a five-minute walk uphill from the Quinta to Monserrate.



S Cerro de Monserrate



It’s worth the ride or hike to the top of Cerro de Monserrate (Cra. 2 Este No. 21-48, tel. 1/284-5700, www.cerromonserrate.com, 6:30am-midnight Mon.-Sat., 6:30am-6:30pm Sun.) for memorable views of the city by day or night. There are two different ways to reach the peak, one easier than the other. For the easy way, take either the funicular tramway (6:30am-11:45pm Tues.-Fri., 6:30am-4pm Sat., 6:30am-6:30pm Sun., round-trip COP$19,000) or the gondola (6:30am-midnight Mon., noon-midnight Tues.-Sat., 10am-4:30pm Sun., round-trip COP$19,000). It’s cheaper on Sundays, so expect long lines.


The second option involves hiking to the top. Due to large crowds on weekends and holidays, this is a good plan for a weekday morning. The path is open 5am-4pm Wednesday-Monday. There is no charge to make the somewhat challenging ascent on foot. Moving at a brisk clip, the walk will take less than 45 minutes.
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