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Idyllic colonial towns, fast-paced cities, stunning archaeological sites, jaw-dropping scenery, and secluded beaches should be enough to put Colombia on your must-see list. But what really seals the deal is the contagious alegría (happiness) of the people you will meet along the way.

Bogotá and Medellín offer all the architecture, culture, restaurants, and nightlife that you would expect in any major world city. For urbanites, these are destinations in their own right. But they are also excellent bases to enjoy creature comforts while organizing trips throughout the country.
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Cartagena and the towns of Villa de Leyva and Barichara will transport you back to the 18th century, when citizens were ruled by a king in Madrid. Cartagena never fails to seduce those who stroll along its narrow, cobblestone streets adorned by bougainvillea cascading from balconies above.

The Andes Mountains combined with Colombia’s tropical location mean that every possible natural setting is within reach. The Sierra Nevada del Cocuy, virtually unknown outside of Colombia, offers incredible trekking amid glaciers and snowcapped peaks. Coffee farms are nestled in verdant valleys abundant with orchids. Los Llanos, Colombia’s eastern plains, and the Amazon basin are tropical wonderlands, with innumerable opportunities for nature and wildlife viewing.
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Even the beaches here are varied. The Caribbean Coast features gems like Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona, where glacier-fed streams flow from snowcapped mountains into the Caribbean Sea. The Pacific Coast offers solitude and a chance to spot humpback whales breaching. And, far from the mainland in the Caribbean, the islands of San Andrés and Providencia are a sultry respite from the rush of city living.

Colombia is one of the most biodiverse countries on the planet. Its people are just as diverse. Beyond differences in language, dialects, and accents, you can tell where someone is from by the songs that they sing, the instruments that they play, and the dances to which they move. In Cali, salsa, with its the fancy footwork, color, and brass instruments, is nothing less than an obsession. In the Llanos, joropo is a tribute to Colombian cowboy tradition.

A remarkable transformation has occurred in this corner of South America. And now is a great time to experience this change. Colombia has laid out its welcome mat and beckons: ¡Bienvenidos!
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Planning Your Trip


  Where to Go

  Bogotá



Against the backdrop of the Andes Mountains, the country’s cool capital is a cosmopolitan melting pot. It’s a city of stunning colonial and modern architecture, art and culture, glitzy shopping, five-star dining, and euphoric nightlife.

Cartagena and the Caribbean Coast

The Caribbean coastline runs the gamut from the eerie desert landscapes of La Guajira in the far north to the untamed jungles near Capurganá along the Panamanian border. In between are the tropical jungles and mystical Ciudad Perdida of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, as well as Cartagena, the seductive colonial jewel of the Caribbean.
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Boyacá and the Santanderes

Cradle of Colombian independence, the departments of Santander and Boyacá are graced with stunning countryside, from the awe-inspiring Cañón del Chicamocha to the snowcapped peaks of the Sierra Nevada del Cocuy. San Gil is the outdoor adventure capital, while nearby Barichara is one of the most beautiful colonial pueblos in the country. The sacred Laguna Iguaque and the nearby town of Villa de Leyva, with its serene whitewashed buildings and cobblestone streets, are truly picturesque.


  IF YOU HAVE...

  • ONE WEEK: Visit Medellín, stay at a coffee farm, and fly to Cartagena.

  • TWO WEEKS: Add the Caribbean Coast, then Bogotá and Villa de Leyva.

  • THREE WEEKS: Add Cali, Popayán, and Parque Nacional Natural Isla Gorgona.

  • FOUR WEEKS: Add an excursion to the Amazon or Los Llanos.



Medellín and the Coffee Region

Ambitious Medellín is known for its temperate climate and fun nightlife. For a break from the city, the Reserva Natural Río Claro makes a fantastic midweek distraction. Photogenic Paisa pueblos abound, with Jardín, Jericó, Salamina, and Salento some of the most colorful. Stay at one of countless coffee haciendas in the lush rolling hills. The landscape is dotted with towering wax palms and brightly colored barranquero birds. The snow-covered volcanic peaks of Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados beckon mountain climbers.

Cali and Southwest Colombia

Colombia’s third-largest city is a joyous one of music and dance. When the sun goes down it’s hard to resist Cali’s hypnotic salsa rhythms. To the west, beyond the endless sugarcane fields of the Valle de Cauca, stands the White City of Popayán, a historic colonial city of presidents and poets. It makes a great base from which to explore the páramos of the Parque Nacional Natural Puracé and, beyond that, the mysterious archaeological sites of Tierradentro and San Agustín. Under the looming shadow of Volcán Galeras, Pasto is known for its raucous Carnaval de Negros y Blancos in January. In the bucolic countryside south toward Ecuador are mountains and emerald-green lakes.
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  Iglesia La Ermita, Cali



The Pacific Coast

The Pacific is Colombia’s wild coast, where the thick jungles of Chocó meet the beaches and endless ocean at wonderfully remote Bahía Solano and Nuquí. Warm Pacific waters are a playground for humpback whales that spend August through October here. Sea turtles are return visitors, too. Parque Nacional Natural Isla Gorgona is simply spectacular, an island home to endemic species such as the blue anole lizard. Serious divers will want to make the journey to Santuario de Flora y Fauna Malpelo, where schools of hammerhead sharks slowly circle.

San Andrés and Providencia

The paradises of English-speaking San Andrés and Providencia offer everything you’d expect from a Caribbean island vacation. Fantastic diving will keep you occupied for days off of sunny San Andrés. The daily routine of lounging on remote beaches, eating fresh seafood, lazing in hammocks, and stargazing on the beach in perfect Providencia will have you hooked.

The Amazon and Los Llanos

The Amazon rainforest is the lungs of the world. Visit an eco-lodge on the Río Yavarí, where you can take canoe rides above the treetops in the flooded jungle. Observe birds and pink dolphins by day and look for alligators as darkness falls. Spend a couple of days in the Ticuna village of San Martín and enjoy the blissfully car-free hamlet of Puerto Nariño. In Los Llanos, take in the astonishing wildlife at Hacienda La Aurora. Bathe in the multicolored waters of natural wonder Caño Cristales.
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  the Colombian Amazon




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, 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.

In San Andrés and Providencia, June through November is rainy and from February through April it’s drier. In the Amazon the drier months are between June and September and the rainy season is December through May. It’s worth a visit during either season. In the Pacific coast region, it rains year-round.

High tourist seasons run from mid-December through mid-January, during Easter week (Semana Santa) and, to a lesser extent, school vacations from June to August. During high season, hotel rates and airline ticket prices soar. Colombians from the interior flock to the Caribbean coast during the New Year’s holidays, creating a party atmosphere. In contrast, Bogotá becomes a ghost town during the major holidays. Hotels and flights can also get booked up on the 10 or so puentes (long weekends) of the year.

Many of the major festivals and celebrations take place between December and February: the Feria de Cali, the Carnaval de Negros y Blancos in Pasto, Hay Festival in Cartagena, and the Carnaval de Barranquilla. Easter week celebrations are big in colonial cities such as Popayán, Mompóx, Pamplona, and Tunja, while during that time every two years Bogotá puts on the Festival Iberoamericano de Teatro. Humpback whales make their appearance off the Pacific coast from July to October.


  
[image: Image]


Caño Cristales in Los Llanos



Before You Go

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 year-long student visa.

Vaccinations

There are no obligatory vaccination requirements for visiting Colombia. However, proof of the yellow fever vaccine may be requested upon arrival at the Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona or at the Leticia airport in the Amazon. This vaccination can be obtained at Red Cross clinics throughout the country. 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 travelers to have all of the basic vaccinations updated. In addition, for most travelers to Colombia, the CDC recommends the hepatitis A and typhoid vaccinations. Hepatitis B, rabies, and yellow fever vaccinations are recommended for some travelers. If you plan to go to the Amazon region, antimalarial drugs may be recommended.

Transportation

Most travelers arrive by plane to Colombia, with the vast majority arriving at the Aeropuerto Internacional El Dorado in Bogotá. There are numerous nonstop international flights into Bogotá from the eastern seaboard of the United States and one flight from Toronto. From Florida and New York there are nonstop flights to Cartagena and Barranquilla. There are flights from Florida to Medellín, Armenia, and Cali.

There are overland border entries from Venezuela (into Cúcuta) and Ecuador (to Ipiales) and by boat from Peru or Brazil to the Amazonian port of Leticia and from Panama to Capurganá or Cartagena.

Intra-country flights are easy, safe, increasingly more economical, and, above all, quick. Taking the bus to just about anywhere in the country is an inexpensive, popular, and slower option. Renting a car is a viable option in the coffee region where roads are good. In the major cities, there are extensive rapid bus networks, and in Medellín there is a clean and efficient Metro. Private buses and taxis are ubiquitous in cities, although cabs should be ordered by phone. The best way to see the sights of most cities is usually on foot.

What to Take

For those interested in jungle exploration, waterproof hiking boots and possibly some collapsible trekking poles are musts. If going to the Amazon, Capurganá, or to the Pacific coast, a waterproof camera bag and silica gel may prevent the heartache of a ruined camera. For caving, visiting the tombs of Tierradentro, and for finding your way at night, a small flashlight will be of great use and comfort. To spot humpbacks, anacondas, and birds, binoculars will be great to have. If you plan on spending much time on the coast, bringing your own snorkeling gear is a good idea.
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  sunset in Puerto Nariño, the Amazon



To protect against the sun, pack a wide-brimmed hat; against the rain, a lightweight rain jacket and compact umbrella; against the cold, a sweatshirt and lightweight sweaters; against mosquitoes, lightweight and light-colored long-sleeved shirts and some strong repellent. For long bus rides, earplugs, eye masks, and luggage locks will make the trip more relaxing. Finally, a Latin American Spanish dictionary will help you get your point across and make friends.

Casual attire is fine at most restaurants, theaters, and religious venues. Some restaurants in Bogotá and Cartagena may expect more of an effort. In large cities, you’ll want to dress to impress in bars and clubs. Shorts are generally frowned upon in interior cities.


The Best of Colombia


There’s not one clear-cut, common way to visit uncommon Colombia. For a first-time visit, a tour of the coffee region and Cartagena on the Caribbean coast will be a beautiful and easy week-long introduction to this fascinating country. In two weeks, you can squeeze in Medellín, a Paisa pueblo or two, the sublime colonial town of Villa de Leyva in Boyacá, and cap it all off with a weekend in fast-paced Bogotá. With a third week, you can explore southwest Colombia and salsa the night away in Cali.

Medellín and the Coffee Region

DAY 1

Arrive in the evening at the Aeropuerto Internacional José María Córdova in Rionegro, outside of Medellín. Make the one-hour trip via cab or bus into town. Get settled at the no-nonsense Hotel Ibis, across from the Museo de Arte Moderno de Medellín, or at the friendly Urban Buddha hostel in the leafy Laureles neighborhood.

Head to the always-lively Parque Lleras area of the Poblado neighborhood. Familiarize yourself with Colombian cuisine at Mondongo’s, then have a beer at the coolest corner store in town, El Social Tienda Mixta.
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  Medellín at night



DAY 2

Discover downtown Medellín by taking a ride on the Metro. Here you can check out the finest art museum in the region, the Museo de Antioquia, and have your picture taken in front of your favorite rotund Fernando Botero sculpture in the adjacent plaza.

Hop on the Metro again to see symbols of the new Medellín: the Metrocable gondola network and the Biblioteca España, a boldly designed public library built on the side of a mountain. From there, transfer once more to another Metrocable line to the Parque Arví, a huge recreational area.

Head back to your hotel and freshen up before checking out a salsa or tango bar after dinner.


DAY 3


Take the three-hour bus ride through the southern Antioquian countryside to the picture-perfect Paisa town of Jardín. Hang out with the locals in the sublime Parque Principal, a park bursting with flowers. Explore the neo-gothic Basílica Menor de la Inmaculada Concepción. Nurse a beer or sip a hot tinto at one of the park’s tiendas (shops).

Relax at the low-key hostel Casa Selva y Café, a pleasant walk away from the town center. Birding and nature enthusiasts will want to stay at La Esperanza.

DAY 4

Set off for the coffee region by heading to Manizales in the morning on a five-hour bus ride. Once in town, have a coffee under the shadow of the remarkable El Cable tower, a gondola system that once transported coffee over the mountains to the Río Magdalena.

Check in to a coffee farm in the valleys near Chinchiná in the late afternoon. The folks from Hacienda Venecia or Hacienda Guayabal, only about a half hour away, can pick you up in town.
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  verdant valleys in the coffee region



DAY 5

Take a tour of a coffee farm today, and admire the orderly rows of deep green coffee plants adorned with bright red beans. Cap it off with a cup of 100 percent Colombian—served black. It’s called tinto. In the afternoon, take a bus to one of the region’s cutest pueblos, Salento, a five-hour trip.

Stay at the bright orange Tralala hostel and have dinner at wonderful La Eliana.

DAY 6

Walk through pasture land and tropical forest of the Valle de Cocora to the Reserva Acaime, where you can watch the hummingbirds flit about at the feeders while you warm up with a tinto (coffee). Then head back down through a wonderland of 60-meter-high (200-foot-high) wax palms, Colombia’s national tree, in the Valle de Cocora.

Spend the night again in Salento. Before you retire for the night, stroll the atmospheric Calle Real.


  
Jet-Setting
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Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona



If you don’t have the time for a long overland trip, consider flying to these destinations from the major cities.

Getaways close to airports in larger cities such as Santa Marta, Neiva, Montería, and Yopal are served by various major airlines. Check smaller airlines such as Satena (Colombian toll-free tel. 01/800-091-2034, www.satena.com) or Aerolínea de Antioquia (Colombian toll-free tel. 01/800-051-4232, www.ada-aero.com) for the smaller destinations.

FROM BOGOTÁ

• Hacienda La Aurora: See wildlife like never before at this cattle ranch and nature reserve in the Llanos. (Airport: Yopal)

• Caño Cristales: Discover the secret of the multicolored waters at this serene national park in the southern Llanos. (Airport: La Macarena)

• San Agustín: You’ll be blown away by Colombia’s best-preserved archaeological site, nestled in the rolling mountains south of Neiva. (Airport: Neiva)

• Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona: Enjoy a quick beach break at the spectacular PNN Tayrona. Be sure to save some time for a jungle hike to El Pueblito, remnants of a former Tayrona settlement high in the mountains. (Airport: Santa Marta)

FROM MEDELLÍN

• Pacific Coast: Breathtaking sunsets, remote beaches, and the chance to see visiting humpback whales make for a memorable getaway from Medellín. (Airport: Bahía Solano or Nuquí)

• Capurganá: On the Panamanian border, Capurganá is a Darien Gap outpost, home to tropical rainforest and wild beach landscapes. (Airport: Acandí or Capurganá)

• Reserva Natural Viento Solar: Rejuvenate at this nature reserve set in tropical dry forest along a strip of forgotten coast north of Montería. (Airport: Montería or Tolú)

FROM CALI

• Parque Nacional Natural Isla Gorgona: Colombia’s version of the Galapagos Islands was also once its Alcatraz. You’ll have this incredible island park almost all to yourself. (Airport: Guapi)




Cartagena and the Caribbean Coast


DAY 1

From nearby Pereira, fly to Cartagena, 1.5 hours away. Once you land and change into the airy attire standard for the sultry city, get to know the area by taking a stroll on the massive ramparts protecting the city.

Have dinner at La Vitrola, a Cartagena classic. Spend the night at the Hotel Sofitel Legend Santa Clara or the Blue House hostel, a good budget option.

DAY 2

Walk the Old City streets, getting lost and found again as you amble from the divine Plaza de Bolívar to the Plaza Santo Domingo to Las Murallas, the city’s walls. Be sure to check out the impressive Castillo de San Felipe in the late afternoon.
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  Bougainvillea spills onto the streets of Cartagena’s Old City.



Don’t miss out on the old-style fun at Café Havana, and be sure to try one of their famous rum drinks. Go for pizza afterward at nearby Pavia before returning to your hotel for the night.

DAY 3

For a change of pace, take a cab or bus to Bocagrande, Cartagena’s version of Miami Beach. A walk along the bay in the Castillo Grande district is a fine way to pass the day.

Spend some time in the hip and happening area of Getsemaní, a neighborhood of tapas bars and watering holes. For inventive local cuisine, try La Cocina de Pepina.

DAYS 4-6

From the Muelle Turístico in town, take a boat to the beaches of Islas del Rosario, the area’s finest beaches, and spend a couple of nights at an island hotel. It’s worth splurging for the Coralina Isla Boutique.

Return to Cartagena in the late afternoon and take one last walk on the walls, enjoying a cocktail at Café del Mar and dinner at La Cevichería.

EXCURSION TO LA GUAJIRA

If you have 4-5 extra days, consider taking a trip to La Guajira, a desert peninsula that is home to the Wayúu people.

Start at the beach in Palomino or in Riohacha, the departmental capital of La Guajira, and join up with an organized tour group. After a dusty ride past countless cacti and lonely goats, you’ll arrive at Cabo de la Vela, where you can take a dip in the Caribbean Sea or try your luck wind- or kite-surfing.

The next stop is Punta Gallinas, the northernmost point of South America. Spend a day or two on a photo safari of the unusual landscape of desert dunes that drop dramatically into the sea.

Take a canoe trip to explore the mangroves, then share a huge, freshly prepared lobster with a friend. If there’s time, check out the Santuario de Fauna y Flora Los Flamencos to the southwest for an early morning or late afternoon canoe ride in search of flamingos.

Bogotá and Boyacá

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, so pack some layers and an umbrella. In the late afternoon, wander the historic Candelaria district and visit the world-famous Museo del Oro. Stay at the Casa Platypus downtown.
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  the Plaza de Bolívar in Bogotá



DAY 2

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, check out the Convento del Santo Ecce Homo in the desert nearby.

Stay at the Casa Viena Hostel or splurge at the Hotel Plaza Mayor, where the views are great.

DAY 3

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.

DAYS 4-5

Return to Bogotá and, if it’s a weekend day, go to the top of the Torre Colpatria for an incredible 360-degree view of the massive city. Spend a night in the Zona Rosa and splurge on a meal at Andrés Carne de Res, Colombia’s most famous restaurant. Here, the line between dining and rumba gets blurred at around 8 o’clock.


  
Music And Dance Festivals
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dancers getting ready for Carnaval in Barranquilla



Get your groove on at these colorful music and dance festivals.

CALI

Caleños boast that their city is the world capital of salsa, and there’s no denying that it’s an integral part of daily life in Cali. The last week of the year is the Feria de Cali, a week-long event of salsa concerts, parties, and pageantry that takes over the city.

Other festivals worth checking out are August’s Festival Mundial de Salsa, which showcases the glitz and frenetic footwork of the dance, and the Festival Petronio Álvarez, a September celebration of Pacific Coast music and culture.

VILLAVICENCIO

On the Llanos, the great eastern plains of Colombia, cowhands work on cattle ranches during the day. At night, they get out their harps and jam a Llanero form of waltz called joropo. During the Torneo Internacional del Joropo in June, musicians and dancers from across the Llanos converge on Villavicencio, participating in open-air concerts and competitions. Cowboys show their stuff in Llanero rodeos during the week-long festival.

MEDELLÍN

Tango has a long history in Medellín. The Festival Internacional de Tango is held each year in June, offering four days of free concerts and dance performances across the city.

BARRANQUILLA

Colombia’s favorite festival is the Carnaval de Barranquilla, held each year in February. Cumbia, an intriguing mix of indigenous, African, and Spanish musical styles, takes center stage at this multi-day event of parades, concerts, and parties.

BOGOTÁ

Typical of the way this metropolis rolls, Bogotá doesn’t have just one music celebration. From July to November, the action takes place in the city’s largest park, the Parque Simón Bolívar, during the Festivales al Parque series of festivals: Salsa al Parque, Jazz al Parque, Opera al Parque, and the thumping Rock al Parque. Best of all, it’s free.



If the next morning is a Sunday, enjoy the city’s Ciclovía by renting a bike and joining the thousands of Bogotanos hitting the streets for a little exercise. If it’s not a Sunday, you can still stroll the streets.

San Agustín, Popayán, and Cali

DAYS 1-2

Fly into Neiva and immediately head south to San Agustín, the most important archaeological site in Colombia. It’s the country’s version of Easter Island, set amid lush countryside in the Cordillera Central of the Andes. Take your time visiting the park: Two days should do it.
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  pre-Columbian statue in San Agustín



Stay within walking distance of the park at one of the cute hotels dotting the countryside.

DAY 3

Flag down a bus headed westward and check out the country’s other archaeological site. Tierradentro is a series of underground burial tombs spread atop hills in the lush Valle de Cauca countryside. It’s a scenic place, and you should take your time and walk the sites at a leisurely pace.

Stay in the village of San Andrés de Pisimbalá at the La Portada hotel.

DAY 4

Take the four-hour scenic bus ride to the historic White City of Popayán. Wander the streets and linger in the beautiful Parque Caldas.

Stay at the Hostel Caracol, where friendly staff will let you take the hostel dog for a late-afternoon walk around town. Before retiring, settle into a booth at El Sotareño and listen to some tango music over a cold beer.

DAY 5

Take the easy two-hour bus ride to Cali. In the late afternoon, enjoy the atmosphere of the Parque San Antonio, the best place for people-watching or enjoying the sunset.

Have dinner in one of the cozy restaurants in the sloping San Antonio neighborhood, and stay there, too, at the Ruta Sur hostel or the San Antonio Hotel Boutique. Later, check out a salsateca (dance club) for a truly authentic Cali experience. Get a good night’s rest to prepare for your flight home tomorrow.

Excursions and Side Trips

SAN ANDRÉS AND PROVIDENCIA

If you’re looking to get away from it all, go to the island of Providencia, part of the San Andrés Archipelago, off the coast of Nicaragua. Allot at least four days for some solid beach relaxation time.

Fly into San Andrés. To get to Providencia from there, it’s just a short flight. Once in Providencia, stay at the Hotel Sirius, where dive experts can take you to the reefs for a few underwater adventures. Add 1-2 days in San Andrés if you’re into snorkeling, diving, and drinking coco locos.
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  iguana in San Andrés



THE AMAZON

This quick but meaningful Amazon adventure will require at least four days. Leticia is the gateway to the Colombian Amazon. It’s a two-hour flight from Bogotá. At the Reserva Natural Tanimboca, you can stay in a treehouse in the jungle, just minutes from town.

For the next couple of days, take a boat up the world’s most powerful river and visit the Ticuna community of San Martín. Continue onward to the decidedly eco-friendly Puerto Nariño.

Alternatively, you can head straight to the eco-lodges along the Río Yavarí, in Brazil, where you can take day and nighttime safaris, discovering the abundant life of the Amazonian rainforest and river.


Mountain Highs

Colombia is a great place to conquer the longest continental mountain range in the world, the famed Andes Mountains. Extending from Chile and Argentina northward to Colombia and Venezuela, the Andes split into three chains at the Colombia-Ecuador border.

The highest mountains in Colombia are within about 40 kilometers of the palm-lined beaches of the Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona. This is the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, a mountain chain independent of the Andes, which comprises the world’s highest coastal mountains.

• Ciudad Perdida: Take the famed multi-day jungle hike to archeological site Ciudad Perdida (Lost City), high in the mountains of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta.

• Sierra Nevada del Cocuy: Dramatic snowcapped mountains, valleys filled with armies of frailejón plants, and crystalline mountain lakes await at the stunning Sierra Nevada del Cocuy. You can spend two or three days day-hiking through the Parque Nacional Natural Cocuy, or the more adventurous can organize a six-day tour.

• Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados: Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados, in the Cordillera Central, offers hikers of all abilities the opportunity to explore misty cloud forests and get glimpses of snow-covered volcanoes. Take a day tour to the park from Manizales, a one- or three-day trek toward Laguna del Otún from Pereira, or a challenging multi-day trek from Salento to the Nevado del Tolima. Keep your eyes peeled for the iconic Andean condor.

• Parque Nacional Natural Puracé: In Parque Nacional Natural Puracé, ambitious hikers can get up at dawn, hike through the tropical forest to the top of Volcán del Puracé, and be back in Popayán for dinner.

• Parque Municipal Natural Planes de San Rafael and Parque Nacional Natural Tatamá: In the Cordillera Occidental, check out the lesser-visited Parque Municipal Natural Planes de San Rafael, a former cattle ranch that has been converted into a nature reserve. Beyond that, there’s Parque Nacional Natural Tatamá, where you can see the Pacific Ocean beyond the carpet of green of the Chocó rainforest.
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the Ciudad Perdida, in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta



• Parque Natural Chicaque and Parque Nacional Natural Chingaza: Within minutes of busy Bogotá are various mountain adventures fit for day trips. Parque Natural Chicaque is a private park south of the city. Start your hike in the cold cloud forest, and within minutes the climate and natural surroundings have morphed into tropical hot country. PNN Chingaza is a serene national park of páramos and mountain lakes, and is the source of water for eight million thirsty Bogotanos.




The Wild Coasts


If you have the time and an adventurous spirit, check out some of Colombia’s wildest stretches of coastline, from the rocky Pacific to the Darien to the dry tropical forests of Córdoba. Try this itinerary in September or October when the whales are frolicking in the Pacific, the waters are calm in the Caribbean, and the tourists have gone back to work and school.

Caribbean Coast

This week-long itinerary takes you to lesser known points along the Caribbean coast. Be prepared to take several modes of transportation in order to get around. If you don’t have a full week to spend here, prioritize a visit to Capurganá or Reserva Natural Viento Solar.

DAY 1

From Medellín, take the hour-long flight to the Darien Gap community of Capurganá. On the Caribbean side of the isthmus, a horse-drawn taxi will take you to your jungle lodge. Stay at friendly Cabañas Darius or at the honeymoon-worthy Bahía Lodge.

DAY 2

Walk through the jungle, over the mountain, to the sleepy community of Sapzurro, paying no attention to the cacophony of annoyed howler monkeys. Continue on to Panama if you’d like: It’s just a 20-minute hike away, on the other side of a steep and muddy hill. At La Miel on the Panama side of the border, take a dip in the calm waters.
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  poison dart frog, Capurganá



DAY 3

Spend the day diving or snorkeling around the reefs off the coastline of Capurganá. Enjoy dinner on the beach at Donde Josefina.

If you have more time, contact Posada del Gecko to arrange a side trip to Panama’s San Blas islands, where you can visit a Guna indigenous village.

DAY 4

Take a boat to the port of Turbo (or fly to Montería) and hop on a bus to Reserva Natural Viento Solar. It’s a long day of interesting traveling from the Darien, usually involving several modes of transportation. Expect to be on the road and sea for about eight hours.

This nature reserve is in tropical dry forest on the Córdoba coast. Take a relaxing walk on the beach in the afternoon.

DAY 5

Walk through the forest surrounding Reserva Natural Viento Solar and look for impossibly cute osos perezosos (sloths). Snooze in a hammock, then kayak in the calm waters before the sun goes down. Spend your last night at the reserve in an open-air thatched roof hut, lulled to sleep by the gentle breeze and rolling waves in the distance.

DAY 6

Make your way to the beach community of Tolú, with a detour to San Antero. Have a spectacular meal at Pesecar, with an even more spectacular view of Bahía de Cispatá and the mangroves beyond.

Take a mangrove cruise and visit the Asocaiman turtle and alligator nature refuge run by local fishers. Continue onwards to Tolú, where you can take an evening bici-taxi (pedicab) tour of this charming fishing town.

DAY 7

If you have more time, set sail to the Islas de San Bernardo and spend a night or two at a rustic or extremely swank hotel—your choice! If you’re there during the week, you might have your own private island. Otherwise, catch a flight at the Aeropuerto Golfo de Morrosquillo back to Medellín.

Pacific Coast

The Pacific coast is different from the Caribbean side. There are few roads, and the main mode of transportation is by boat. The best way to visit the Pacific is to pick a spot and limit your time to that area. If you make your accommodations arrangements beforehand, your hostel or lodge will pick you up from the airport. Your lodge can also arrange humpback whale-watching trips from July to October. Seeing these great creatures is a highlight of any visit to the Pacific.

BAHÍA SOLANO

This town at the fringe of the jungle is a great base for any activity. Go diving or sport-fishing, or hike in the jungle or along the beach to crystal-clear swimming holes and waterfalls like the Cascada Chocolatal. Or hang out in orderly and walkable Bahía Solano and experience city life, Pacific style.

Spend a few nights at one of Bahía Solano’s hotels, like Posada Turística Rocas de Cabo Marzo or Posada Turística Hostal del Mar. The flight to Bahía Solano from Medellín takes one hour. You can even walk from the airport to your hotel.

EL VALLE

El Valle boasts broad beaches and the fantastic Estación Septiembre Sea Turtle Hatchery, where newborn sea turtles are born and released into the turbulent waters of the Pacific Ocean, as well as unforgettable sunsets over Playa Almejal.
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  sunset on Playa Almejal, El Valle



Stay the night at one of the several fantastic beachside lodges and hostels of El Valle, or get to know the cultural life of the people of the Pacific by staying at one of the posadas nativas (guesthouses owned and operated by locals) here, such as Villa Maga or El Nativo.

Get to El Valle by flying into the Bahía Solano airport. El Valle is home to one of the few roads in this area, so you can hop on a colectivo to reach your lodge.

NUQUÍ

Five-star eco-lodges, as well as a few economical options, abound on the coastline near Nuquí. If you stay at one of the eco-lodges, like El Cantíl, Morromico, or Luna de Miel, you’ll quickly become accustomed to being pampered. Their all-inclusive packages include great seafood dinners, access to remote beaches, guided nature hikes (in search of poisonous frogs!), and day trips to Afro-Colombian villages.

The flight into Nuquí from Medellín takes 45 minutes.

PARQUE NACIONAL NATURAL UTRÍA

This beautiful national park between Nuquí and Bahía Solano is the perfect option for those who want to be surrounded by nature. Take a hike, discover a remote beach, or go swimming. At night, you can hunt for glow-in-the-dark mushrooms, then fall asleep to the sounds of the rainforest.
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  Parque Nacional Utría on the Pacific coast



You can reach PNN Utría from either the Bahía Solano or Nuquí airport. Park staff will pick you up.


Colonial Towns and Countryside


Gorgeous countryside, historic pueblos and cities, and outdoor adventures: Get a taste of what Bogotá, Boyacá, and Santander have to offer.

Days 1-3

Spend a couple of days in Bogotá wandering the Candelaria, the capital city’s centro histórico, then 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 Colección de Arte del Banco de la República and the mesmerizing Museo del Oro.
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  Catedral Primada, La Candelaria district of Bogotá



Days 4-5

After setting off from Bogotá, make your way to Tunja, a three-hour bus ride. Tunja is a city of spectacular colonial churches. Spend a few hours checking them out, then head on to the nearby colonial town of Villa de Leyva, one of the country’s most beautiful and well-preserved pueblos, just 45 minutes away.

Villa de Leyva’s charm is in its quiet atmosphere and lovely whitewashed colonial architecture. The Plaza Mayor is the top place to experience both. In the countryside nearby, check out the Santuario Fauna y Flora Iguaque for a half-day hike to Laguna Iguaque, which was sacred to the Muiscas. In the adjacent arid deserts, visit the lovely Convento del Santo Ecce Homo.

Day 6

Take a bus to Ráquira and spend the day visiting the Convento de la Candelaria, just outside of town. Tour the complex, then head back to town to shop for handicrafts, like the city’s famous clay pots.


Day 7


Today is a travel day. Return to Tunja to catch a bus bound for Barichara, which is Villa de Leyva’s rival for most beautiful pueblo. Judge for yourself as you walk the stone streets of this old tobacco town in the department of Santander.

Stroll the famous Camino Real to the indigenous village of Guane and return to Barichara in time for the spectacular sunset. Stay at the Color de Hormiga Hostel and wake up to the chirping of cheerful, amazingly colorful birds.

Day 8

Barichara makes a great base for all sorts of outdoor adventures in and around San Gil. Spend a day hiking to waterfalls, rafting, splashing in swimming holes, or caving. Have dinner at Gringo Mike’s in San Gil. Stay in Barichara unless you want to be in the middle of the action of San Gil.

Days 9-11

Head north to Bucaramanga. On the way there, visit the Cañón del Chicamocha and be blown away by the views. It’s a 1.5-hour trip to the canyon.


  [image: Image]

  vivid green hills near Bucaramanga



Once you make it to Bucaramanga, chat up other world travelers in town at the Kasa Guane. If charm is what you seek, head to the colonial district of nearby Girón, checking in at the Girón Chill Out Hotel Boutique and strolling the town’s old streets in the evening.

On your last morning in the area, cap things off by paragliding at Mesa de Ruitoque outside of Bucaramanga. If soaring above the green valleys is too much action, visit the beautiful Jardín Botánico Eloy Valenzuela in Floridablanca and munch on a sweet oblea (wafer) in the town center afterward.

From the Bucaramanga airport, catch a flight back to Bogotá.

Excursion to El Cocuy

Got more time and need some mountains to conquer? You can get to the Sierra Nevada del Cocuy by land directly from Tunja or from Bucaramanga, going through the highland university town of Pamplona. Add at least four more days for this option.
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Busy Bogotá is Colombia’s cool capital—and not just in terms of its famously chilly nights. A few years ago, visitors would arrive at the El Dorado airport and spend two days maximum in the Andean metropolis before taking the next flight to Cartagena. Now people are staying awhile, and it’s easy to see why.
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M 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).


M Iglesia Museo Santa Clara: This stunning colonial-era church is decorated in the Mudejar style (click here).


M 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).


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


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


M Jardín Botánico: Countless shades of green are on display in this lovely park minutes from downtown (click here).


M 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).


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


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


M Parque Natural Chicaque: Minutes from La Candelaria, the cloud forests of this park seem miles away from everything (click here).





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 the 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.


A melting pot of nearly eight million, Bogotá is home to Colombians from every corner of the country who come to study, seek opportunity, or crave the freedom and anonymity that this sprawling city of eight million offers. It shouldn’t come as a surprise that it is the country’s culinary and cultural capital as well. This is the place to enjoy nouvelle Colombian cuisine, with flavors from the two coasts at a host of innovative restaurants. It’s the place where there is always something going on—a massive theater festival, a symphony concert, a dance marathon courtesy of a big-name DJ, a gallery opening—it’s just a matter of finding out when and where. Bogotanos’ reputation for being gloomy and cerebral is unfair. You only need to experience the sheer alegría (joyfulness) of Andrés Carne de Res one weekend night for proof.


When the sensory overload and intensity of this over-caffeinated city becomes too much, the páramos (highland moors), cloud forests, and mountain lakes of extraordinary natural parks beckon. Parque Nacional Natural Chingaza, Parque Natural Chicaque, and Laguna de Guatavita are all only about an hour away.


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, arrived from the south. A third army, led by German expeditionary Nikolaus Federmann, arrived from present-day Venezuela.


By the time Federmann and Belalcázar arrived, Jiménez de Quesada had plundered the Muisca lands and had founded, in August 1538, a settlement that he named Santa Fe de Bogotá del Nuevo Reino de Granada de las Indias del Mar. In the late 17th century, the population was less than 15,000 inhabitants. European diseases had almost completely wiped out the Muisca population. 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 post-war 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. Peñalosa undertook large projects such as the TransMilenio rapid bus system, reclaimed public space, and invested heavily in education and basic services. Mockus worked to improve security and increase civic consciousness. Between 1995 and 2003, the city transformed itself.


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 Colombia and, in recent years, even from abroad. Today Bogotá ranks as the fifth largest city in South America.


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.
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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 the 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 make it a city-coast combo, adding a Caribbean Coast destination such as Cartagena or Santa Marta.


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, but it is no Copenhagen. 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 10 or 11 at night.


You will often come across homeless people or those who claim to be displaced. Most—but not all—of these people are harmless. While ample social services do exist in the city, many of the city’s destitute do not have the wherewithal to access them. When street people ask for money, you may want to have some spare change, a bottle of water, or leftover food to give out (but only if you do not feel threatened in any way).


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 made a noticeable dent in these crimes. Tappsi, a popular and free smartphone app, is indispensable. With this app, you can request a cab, find out the name of the driver, and have your trip tracked by a friend. Alternatively, you can order a cab over the phone. Avoid hailing cabs off the street, particularly when you are alone, when it is late at night, and 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 of Bogotá. In all likelihood, much of your time will be spent along the corridor that is the Carrera or Avenida 7 (most often called the Séptima). The Séptima extends, parallel to the eastern mountains, from the Plaza de Bolívar in La Candelaria through the Centro Internacional, Chapinero, and northern neighborhoods to Usaquén and beyond.


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.


Adjacent to La Candelaria is Avenida Jiménez, also known as the “Eje Ambiental.” This is a pedestrian street that is shared with TransMilenio. In addition to being the home of the Museo del Oro, colonial churches, the Quinta de Bolívar, and Monserrate, the area is also known for its grand early-20th-century architecture.
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northern Bogotá





Farther north is the Centro Internacional. Major banks have their headquarters in this part of town, and two major museums—the Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá and the Museo Nacional—are two of the major tourist attractions in the neighborhood.


Just above the bullfighting ring and the iconic Torres del Parque complex is the quirky neighborhood of the Macarena, full of art galleries and cozy restaurants. The popular Parque Nacional marks the end of this area that is often considered downtown.


The Distrito Capital of Bogotá comprises 20 localidades (official neighborhoods), each with its own local mayor and neighborhood council. Chapinero is one of the largest ones along the Carrera 7 (Séptima) corridor. It extends to Calle 100, but most people consider Chapinero to include the neighborhoods from around Calle 45 to about Calle 72. Below the Séptima is a gritty commerce center that is also considered the center of gay nightlife. There are no major sights of interest in Chapinero.


Chauffeured SUVs whizzing by and bodyguards lingering about on the street are tell-tale signs that you have arrived in the swanky northern neighborhoods. The Zona G, between Calles 69 and 70 above the Séptima; the Zona Rosa, between Calles 81 and 85 and Carreras 11 and 15; and the Parque de la 93 area, between Calles 91 and 94 and also between Carreras 11 and 15, are home to excellent restaurants, famous nightspots, glitzy malls, and fancy hotels. It is the center of hedonism in Bogotá. Finally, above the Séptima between Calles 120 and 125 is Usaquén, a sleepy pueblo that has been swallowed by big Bogotá. Usaquén is becoming a trendy restaurant area and is also known for its Sunday flea market.


If you look at a map of Bogotá you will realize that this corridor from La Candelaria to Usaquén is a tiny sliver of this massive city. West of the Séptima and in the center of Bogotá is the Parque Simón Bolívar, along with the Jardín Botánico and the Biblioteca Virgilio Barco. These are wonderful green spaces worth checking out on sunny days. These sights are not far from the Avenida El Dorado (Calle 26), which connects the El Dorado airport with downtown. In addition to its new TransMilenio line, this nicely designed thoroughfare is lined with hotels, shopping centers, and the fortress-like U.S. Embassy.
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Southern Bogotá includes massive working-class and poor neighborhoods. Sights are few and far between. The Santuario del 20 de Julio and Paloqueamo market are worth visiting and are just a few minutes south of the Plaza de Bolívar. In the huge localidad of Kennedy (named in honor of President John F. Kennedy, who visited the area while announcing infrastructure aid in 1961) is the fantastic Biblioteca Tintal public library. The Teatro Mayor Julio Mario Santo Domingo is in the localidad of Suba in the northwest of the city. Its stunning theater hosts concerts and dance performances from internationally renowned artists.


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 goes, the farther north you are. Similarly, the higher the number of the carrera, the farther west you go.


Perhaps because the calle and carrera system was a little too logical, the city planners have 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, and likewise there are some called avenida carrera. Just ignore the avenida part of the name. Avenida Calle 26 is also known as the Avenida El Dorado. Carrera 30 (which goes past the Estadio El Campín) is also known as the Avenida Quito or NQS. Lastly, there are some streets that are called bis, as in Calle 70A bis or Carrera 13 bis. It’s like an extra little 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.


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. Photography is allowed at most sights, although the military police guarding the Casa de Nariño are sensitive about photography. Some churches and shopping centers may prohibit you from taking photos.


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.


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 the Avenida Caracas, can be a little sketchy and should be avoided.



M Plaza de Bolívar



Every respectable Colombian city has a Plaza de Bolívar, but none have quite the history as 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 (whose picture graces the $10,000 peso bill). Following the death of Simón Bolívar, Congress renamed the plaza in his honor in 1846. A diminutive statue of the “Liberator,” the first of many Bolívar statues in the world, stands in the middle of the plaza. Today the plaza is home to political demonstrations, inauguration ceremonies for the Bogotá mayor, and concerts.
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CATEDRAL PRIMADA AND CAPILLA SAGRARIO



The neoclassical facade of the Catedral Primada (mass noon Tues.-Sat., 10:30am, noon, and 1:30pm Sun.) dominates the plaza. It was built in 1807, and this is the fourth cathedral built on that same site. 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, mass 7:30am and 5pm Mon.-Fri., 5pm Sun.). This chapel was built much earlier than the cathedral, in the 1600s, and is considered to be an excellent example of Santa Fe (as Bogotá was known) architecture. 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.




[image: Image]


the Presidential Guard





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. A free guided tour in English is given every Wednesday at 3pm.


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 one, 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.) On November 6, 1985, 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 hours of stand-off, the military counterattacked, coordinating their assault from the Casa del Florero. The fight concluded the next day with the building engulfed in flames, result of a military rocket. More than 100 people were killed. Controversy remains even today about the tragedy and the government’s actions. Several victims—mostly workers in the cafeteria—were seen being escorted to safety, never to be found again. Five years later 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 over 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 students and teachers from around the world, this school is supported by the Fundación Mario Santo Domingo. A brief tour of the school is possible (call ahead to arrange). You will notice a warm and collegial atmosphere at the school, where some 600 students are enrolled. If you are staying in Bogotá for a while, you can inquire about taking a class. 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 small design museum—sells a limited number of items made by students. Many more are sold at the annual Feria de Artesanías in December.


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 no doubt see many faithful—most of humble means—in the pews, in silent meditation. This city block is called the Calle del Divorcio. This refers to a nearby residence for separated or single women who were not allowed into convents and could not live in their family’s home.


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, 8am-noon and 2pm-5pm Tues.-Sun., free). Obligatory 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 get a unique view of the city. In the streets around the museum are dozens of shops selling police and military uniforms. Here you can pick up an official “Policía” baseball cap, but it wouldn’t be a good idea to wear it while in Colombia.



M IGLESIA MUSEO SANTA CLARA



It is easy to pass by 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, as this is one of the most beautiful sights in Bogotá. Once part of a convent, the little church is an extraordinary example of Mudejar style in Santa Fe. This convent for barefoot Franciscan nuns known as the Clarisas was completed in 1647. It originally housed 12 nuns, who were descendants of conquistadors, and 12 Creole maidens. Perhaps the most stunning aspect design-wise 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; 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 is suggested by its name, the presidential palace stands on the site of the birth house of Antonio Nariño, who was one of the early voices for independence in New Granada, which was how the Spaniards named the territory. 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 from 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. For more information on taking the tour visit the website. Even if you don’t visit the interior of the palace, you can watch the changing of the Presidential Guard on Wednesday, Friday, and Sunday at 4pm.


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. You can inquire about tours conducted by the Universidad Nacional at the Claustro de San Agustín.


IGLESIA AND CLAUSTRO DE SAN AGUSTÍN


Facing the palace, 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. The Franciscans and Dominicans beat the Augustinians to the punch in Santa Fe, relegating them to the far extremes of Santa Fe. It is a three-nave temple, which distinguished it from other churches at the time. San Agustín has seen its share of drama over the years. An earthquake destroyed the two towers in 1785 (they rebuilt just one). In 1861 in the midst of 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. 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 in 1948, international delegates in town for the 9th Pan-American Conference sought shelter from the mayhem there. 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., COP$3,000) holds an extensive and nicely presented collection of ceramic work of pre-Columbian indigenous peoples. In addition there is a room on 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


MANZANA JESUÍTICA


Three important colonial buildings make up the Manzana Jesuítica (Jesuit Block). In the early 17th century, the Compañía de Jesús, a group of Jesuit priests arriving from Cartagena, was given permission by the Spanish ruling authority to build a church and school on the southeastern side of the Plaza Mayor (later to become the Plaza de Bolívar). As part of its commitment to social justice and to education, the cloister of the Colegio Mayor de San Bartolomé (Cra. 7 No. 9-96, tel. 1/44-2530, closed to the public) was founded in 1604. The facade of the school was completed in the early 20th century and is considered an excellent example of Republican architecture. It has been in operation continuously since that year and is the oldest school in Colombia. Important figures in the Colombian independence struggle, such as Antonio Nariño and Francisco de Paula Santander were students at the school. Iglesia de San Ignacio, a church dedicated to the founder of the Jesuit order, was completed in 1643. The church has undergone a massive renovation for years, with the large cupola being restored, the roof above the nave being redone (it was on the verge of collapse), and meticulous restoration of the baroque interior, which includes paintings by many famous painters from the colonial era.


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.


TEATRO COLÓN


Inspired by the Teatro Santi Giovanni e Paolo in Venice, the Teatro Colón (Cl. 10 No. 5-62, tel. 1/284-7420) was designed by Pietro Cantini to commemorate the 400th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s 1492 landing in the New World. Tours of the theater have not been offered during the long restoration of the theater, but you can call or stop by and inquire about these. The best way of visiting the theater, of course, is to see a performance there.


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), which showcases traditional costumes from the different regions of Colombia, 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 became nervous and started to furiously destroy them. (He got busted by the Spanish authorities anyway.)


The Museo Militar (Cl. 10 No. 4-92, tel. 1/281-3086, 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 you company as you wander the corridors of this museum. One room is dedicated to Colombia’s participation in the Korean War. Over 4,300 Colombians fought in the war waged nearly 15,000 kilometers away, 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-5:30pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-4:30pm Sat.-Sun., free) may be of special interest to city planner types. A permanent exhibition examines the development of Bogotá through the years, and temporary shows have highlighted photography, historic figures in the city, and profiles of neighborhoods in the metropolis.



M Manzana Cultural



The Manzana Cultural (Cl. 11 No. 4-41) of the Banco de la República is a “Cultural Block” (not Cultural Apple) that 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. Without a doubt it is one of the most important addresses for visual arts in Colombia—and a required stop on any visit to Bogotá.


BIBLIOTECA LUIS ÁNGEL ARANGO


The 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. and 8am-4pm Sun., free) often hosts temporary art exhibits. There is also a beautiful 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. 4-41, 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 particular series lived at the nearby convent of the Iglesia de la Concepción.


Another highlight is the spectacular—if a tad on the gaudy side—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.
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courtyard at the Casa de la Moneda





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, in a sleek modern “white box,” is the Museo de Arte del Banco de la República (Cl. 11 No. 4-21, tel. 1/343-1212, 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. On the bottom floor is the Parqueadero (2pm-7pm Wed.-Mon.)—the “Parking Lot”—a sort of laboratory on contemporary art.


MUSEO BOTERO


In the Museo Botero (Cl. 11 No. 4-41, tel. 1/343-1212, 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 the most accomplished Colombian artist, Medellín-born Fernando Botero. In addition to paintings of corpulent Colombians, there are bronze and marble sculptures of chubby cats and pudgy birds. One side of the lovely colonial house, which surrounds a sublime courtyard, displays the artist’s exceptional personal collection of European and American art, including works by Picasso and Dali. All of these were donated by the maestro to the Banco de la República so that Colombians of all backgrounds could appreciate and enjoy them without paying a peso—an extraordinary opportunity. Once the home of archbishops during the colonial era, the building was set ablaze during the 1948 disturbances of the Bogotazo. It has been painstakingly recreated.



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. 1/343-1212, 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.


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. Gabo, as he is called, has lived in Mexico since the 1960s. On the main level, where you can enjoy a nice sunset view of the cathedral, is a bookstore with an ample selection of books on Colombia. Next to the Juan Valdez Café below is a space where photography and art exhibits are often shown.


AVENIDA JIMÉNEZ


The Avenida Jiménez used to be the Río San Francisco and the extreme northern boundary of Santa Fe. For the architectural enthusiast, there are several gems on this street that stand in tribute of the city’s inflated view of itself during the first half of the 20th century. Most of these historic buildings 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 the Avenida Caracas. Vehicular traffic is banned from the street except for the red buses of the TransMilenio. Ample pedestrian space has made this a pleasant place for a stroll.


In 2012, the city created a pedestrian zone from the Plaza de Bolívar to the Calle 26. This busy commercial area is now a fun way to check out the city’s core, do a little shopping, sightseeing, and people-watching.


Historic Architecture


You don’t have to be an expert on architecture to appreciate the many impressive buildings lining the entire length of the Avenida Jiménez. Most of these gems were built in the early 20th century. To the west side of the Séptima (Carrera 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), which was built 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, which sparked the tragic Bogotazo riots. Up to 3,000 were killed. This precipitated the bloody period of La Violencia that swept the country. At 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, he and his brother rushed back—to save his typewriter.


On the eastern 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 25,000 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 decorated by 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, the main 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.



M Museo del Oro



Some visitors come to Bogotá specifically to see the world-renowned Museo del Oro (Cra. 6 No. 15-88, tel. 1/343-2233, www.banrep.gov.co, 9am-6pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-4pm Sun., COP$3,000). During your museum experience, you will see just a fraction of the thousands of treasures of the Banco de la República, Colombia’s central bank, since its first acquisition in 1939. 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 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 in countries like Peru, you will see intricately crafted and designed jewelry.


One of the highlights, without a doubt, 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 good throughout the museum (so is the audio tour). Just beyond the gift shop is a very popular restaurant that specializes in Colombian and Mediterranean cuisine. If possible try to avoid visiting the museum on weekends, when crowds soar, especially on Sunday, when admission is free.


Museo de la Esmeralda


On the 23rd floor of the Avianca building is the Museo de la Esmeralda (Cl. 16 No. 6-66, tel. 1/286-4259, www.museodelaesmeralda.com.co, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat., COP$5,000). The museum has an impressive recreation of an emerald mine and then 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 no pressure to do so, you can purchase all different classes of emeralds, and their 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 discounted coupons for museum entry. Security at the Avianca building is stringent, and you will need to bring a photocopy of your passport and produce a telephone number of your hotel for entry.



Quinta de Bolívar



The Quinta de Bolívar (Cl. 20 No. 2-91 Este, tel. 1/336-6410/19, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-4pm Sun., COP$3,000) 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. El Libertador was president of Colombia from 1819 to 1830. Bolívar stayed there during his brief and sporadic visits to Bogotá, a city he did not like. He spent approximately 432 nights there, give or take. Built in 1800, it is a beautiful example of a late colonial-era house. Furnished with period pieces and set in a beautiful garden under cypress and walnut trees, it is one of the most popular touristic sights in the city. On Wednesdays there are guided tours in English at 11am (if there is a group of at least three). Reserve your spot the day before. Each day there are Spanish-language tours at 11am and 2pm, if you’d like to practice your español. An audio tour is available for just COP$1,000, but the narrators are a bit long-winded. Admission is free on Sundays. It is just a five-minute walk uphill from the Quinta to Monserrate.



M Cerro de Monserrate



Riding or hiking up to the top of this mountain, the Cerro de Monserrate, and taking in the views of the city by day or by night is a memorable one. To get to the top, take a funicular tramway (7:45am-11:45am Mon.-Sat., 6am-6pm Sun., daytime round-trip COP$15,400, nighttime round-trip COP$17,000) or the teleférico (cable car, noon-midnight Mon.-Sat., 9:30am-6:30pm Sun., daytime round-trip COP$15,400, nighttime round-trip COP$17,000).


You can also hike to the top, which, due to large crowds on weekends and holidays, 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. Those over 75 years old, under a meter tall, or very pregnant are supposedly prohibited from making the climb, but this doesn’t appear to be enforced. Going at a fast clip, the walk will take under 45 minutes. If you do decide to walk up, bring plenty of sun protection.
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Cerro de Monserrate, as seen from the Quinta de Bolívar





In the past there have been reports of bandits lingering in the woods along the path, but the security situation has vastly improved. Bored police cadets are stationed at three or four points along the trail until 4pm, and when there are no police there are plenty of vendors selling refreshments or several others huffing and puffing going up or leisurely coming down. If you feel as if you have done your exercise for the day, you can purchase a one-way ticket at the top to ride the funicular or tramway back down for under COP$8,000.


For the faithful, the white chapel atop, the Santuario de Monserrate, may be the goal of this hike. It is not of interest architecturally speaking, and it has been destroyed and rebuilt several times since the 1600s, but it is the highest church around, at about 3,152 (10,341 feet) above sea level. Inside, a 17th-century sculpture of the Fallen Christ of Monserrate attracts many believers. Some pilgrims climb the hill on their knees during Holy Week, believing that the Fallen Christ grants miracles to those who do so.


There are two pricey restaurants on the top of the mountain—a romantic setting for marriage proposals and a favorite spot for locals to bring visitors. These are French-Colombian Restaurante Casa San Isidro (tel. 1/281-9270, www.restaurantecasasanisidro.com, noon-midnight Mon.-Sat., COP$30,000) and Restaurante Casa Santa Clara (tel. 1/281-9309, www.restaurantecasasantaclara.com, noon-6pm Tues.-Sat., COP$25,000), which serves mostly Colombian fare.


To the south of Monserrate rises the Cerro de Guadalupe, with a large statue of the virgin. It can only be accessed by road and was, until recently, unsafe to visit. If you would like to visit (the views are about the same as from Monserrate), take a microbus on Sunday from the intersection of Calle 6 and Avenida Caracas. As you enter the ticket office at the base of Monserrate, you may see an old photograph of a tightrope walker crossing the 890 meters from Monserrate to Guadalupe blindfolded. This stunt was performed by Canadian daredevil Harry Warner in 1895.


CENTRO INTERNACIONAL


Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá


Across from the Parque de la Independencia on Avenida 26 is the Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá (Cl. 24 No. 6-00, tel. 1/286-0466, www.mambogota.com, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., noon-5pm Sun., COP$4,000). It often puts on interesting exhibitions highlighting Colombian and Latin American artists. The cinema shows independent films and documentaries. Nicknamed MAMBO, it is another creation by the late architect Rogelio Salmona.


Torre Colpatria Observation Deck


The Torre Colpatria Observation Deck (Cra. 7 No. 24-82, tel. 1/283-6665, 6pm-8pm Fri., 11am-8pm Sat., 11am-5pm Sun., COP$4,000) offers unparalleled 360-degree views of Bogotá. The vista of the city from the Colpatria bank tower is arguably superior to that of Monserrate. At 48 floors, the building remains Colombia’s tallest. At night the tower goes into disco mode, as it decks out in colorful lights.


Parque de la Independencia


The Parque de la Independencia, long a favorite for young lovers and those seeking a pleasant stroll under the towering eucalyptus and wax palm trees, was created in 1910 in celebration of Colombia’s 100-year anniversary of independence from Spain. The Quiosco de la Luz houses a tourist information center (Punto de Información Turística, or PIT). The park is undergoing a major expansion with the construction of a Parque del Bicentenario (it originally was to be completed in 2010). This exciting project will bring greenspace above the TransMilenio line on Calle 26.


PLANETARIO DE BOGOTÁ


On the north side of the park is the modernist Planetario de Bogotá (Cl. 26B No. 5-93, tel. 1/281-4150, www.idartes.gov.co, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., COP$3,000-10,000), which was built in the late 1960s and houses an air and space museum, Museo del Espacio. A statue of Copernicus stands outside.
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PLAZA DE SANTAMARÍA


Next to the planetarium is the former Plaza de Toros de Santamaría, now renamed Plaza de Santamaría. The neo-Mudejar brick arena was built in the 1930s by a Spanish architect and was modeled after bullfighting rings in Madrid. Less messy events such as meditation sessions and even diving exhibitions have taken plaza in the plaza since Mayor Gustavo Petro banned bullfighting in 2012.


TORRES DEL PARQUE


About 100 steps up from the bullfighting ring and planetarium are the iconic Torres del Parque. These three brick apartment buildings, running parallel to the eastern mountains, were designed in the 1960s by Rogelio Salmona, the most accomplished architect from Bogotá during the late 20th century. The buildings are perfectly integrated with the Parque de la Independencia and the Plaza de Santamaría. French-born Salmona studied with Le Corbusier and was awarded the Alvar Aalto Prize in 2003 for his lifetime achievements. Public space takes up almost three-fourths of the area in the towers complex, and art galleries, cafés, and bodegas are nice places to linger on a chilly day.
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The Torres del Parque were designed by Rogelio Salmona.





The Macarena


Just above the Torres del Parque, the laid-back Macarena neighborhood (also known as Zona M) is known for its art galleries and cozy restaurants. The adjective “bohemian” is frequently thrown about to characterize the barrio, which steeply slopes up from the Carrera 5 to the Circunvalar ring road. It is indeed an “artsy” place—that is most evident by the handful of galleries lining the east side of Carrera 5. While you may have to ring a doorbell to enter, gallery staff are more than happy for you to come in and check out what’s on. The gallery Valenzuela Kennler (Cra. 5 No. 26-28, tel. 1/243-7752, www.vkgaleria.com, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.) features experimental artists and, often, video art. Alonso Garcés (Cra. 5 No. 26-92, tel. 1/337-5827, www.alonsogarcesgaleria.com, 10am-1pm and 2pm-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat.) features work by major contemporary Colombian artists. It also has a nice bookstore. NC Arte (Cra. 5 No. 26-76, tel. 1/282-1474, www.ncearte.org, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat.) is a newcomer with cool installations. The mix of intellectuals, artists, students, leftists, hipsters, and foreigners makes this neighborhood like no other in Bogotá.


Museo Nacional


The Museo Nacional (Cra. 7 No. 28-66, tel. 1/381-6470, www.museonacional.gov.co, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-5pm Sun., free) was designed by English architect Thomas Reed (who also designed the Capitolio Nacional) in the late 1800s to serve as the penitentiary for Cundinamarca, which was at that time one of nine states of the United States of Colombia. This prison was a cross-shaped panopticon, with a central tower from which guards could monitor prisoners housed in the three wings. It was in the late 1940s that the prison was converted into a museum. The permanent collection examines the history of Colombia from pre-Columbian cultures to the 20th century. On the top floor is a nice introduction to Colombian art. The museum often holds temporary exhibits on the ground floor. There is a pretty good museum store, and Juan Valdez Café brews coffee in the lovely courtyard.


Parque Central Bavaria


Below Carrera 13 is Parque Central Bavaria (Cra. 13 No. 28A-21), a large urban renovation project on the first site of the Bavaria brewery. The Bavaria Kopp’s Deutsche Bierbrauerei was founded by German immigrant Leo Kopp and his four brothers. Bavaria is one of the few surviving—and thriving—businesses from the 19th century in Colombia. Its beers include Águila, Club Colombia, Costeña, Póker, and Pilsen. The brewery moved from this location in the 1980s and only two of the original brewery’s buildings remain today, now home to several restaurants.


Parque Nacional


A center of activity on the weekends, the Parque Nacional (between Cras. 5-7 and Clls. 35-39) is the largest park in downtown Bogotá and is the second oldest one in the city. The park is set between a lovely English Tudor-style neighborhood called La Merced and, to the north, the Universidad Javeriana, which was founded by the Jesuits. On Sundays and holidays when there is Ciclovía, free aerobics classes draw huge crowds in the park. In addition there are numerous fields and courts to practice sports, including several clay tennis courts. On the northwest corner of the park is a whimsical sculpture by Enrique Grau called Rita 5:30.


Cementerio Central


The most important cemetery in Colombia is the Cementerio Central (Cra. 20 No. 24-80, tel. 1/269-3141, 9am-4pm daily), where prominent political, cultural, and business figures rest. Before the cemetery was built in 1830, distinguished persons were buried in churches following Spanish tradition. Francisco de Paula Santander, who is known as Colombia’s Thomas Jefferson; Gustavo Rojas Pinilla, a military dictator from the 1950s; Luis Carlos Galán, a liberal presidential candidate who was assassinated under orders of Pablo Escobar in 1989; and Leo Kopp, the German founder of the Bavaria brewery, are all buried here. Some people pray at Kopp’s tomb, asking for wishes. There is also a part of the cemetery where thousands of victims from the Bogotazo riots from April 1948 are buried, many of them chillingly listed as “N. N.” (“no name”).


Immediately west of the cemetery is a remarkable art installation called Auras Anonimas by Colombian artist Beatriz González. An abandoned columbarium (structure to keep ashes) is covered with around 9,000 primitive black and white paintings of people carrying away the dead. It is a powerful reflection on the violence and death in Colombia.


CENTRO DE MEMORIA, PAZ Y RECONCILIACIÓN


A memorial to victims of violence associated with the armed conflict is adjacent to the Cementerio Central. The Centro de Memoria, Paz y Reconciliación (Cra. 19B No. 24-86, http://centromemoria.gov.co, 11am-1pm and 2pm-4pm Mon., 8am-10am, 11am-1pm, and 2pm-4pm Tues.-Fri., free) is one of the first memorials to victims of violence in Colombia—an important milestone.


CEMENTERIO BRITÁNICO


Neighboring Cementerio Central is the Cementerio Británico (English Cemetery, Cl. 26 No. 22-75, tel. 1/334-0057), which was donated by the city to the British government in 1829 in recognition of help provided by the British Foreign Legion during the war of independence. Since then it has been the main burial ground for the city’s Protestants. A fence at the back of the cemetery was made with the barrels of the legionnaires’ bayonets. It is a green, peaceful place—just knock at the door and the family of caretakers will show you in.


PARQUE RENACAMIENTO


The Parque Renacamiento, just west of the cemeteries, opened in 2000 and is noteworthy for its bronze sculpture Man on a Horse, donated by Fernando Botero.
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soaring wax palms at the Jardín Botánico





WESTERN BOGOTÁ


Parque Simón Bolívar


Nicknamed the city’s lungs, when it was built in the late 1960s the Parque Simón Bolívar (between Clls. 53-63 and Cras. 48-68, 6am-6pm daily) was in the countryside. Now, it’s almost exactly in the middle of the city. Two popes have celebrated mass there: Pope Paul VI in 1968 and Pope John Paul II in 1986. The park is an excellent place for watching ordinary Bogotanos at play, especially on the weekends. Numerous festivals and concerts take place here. There are more than 16 kilometers of trails in the park. In August, traditionally the windiest month, thousands of families try their luck catching a breeze for their colorful kites.


Biblioteca Virgilio Barco


Open since 2001, the stunning Biblioteca Virgilio Barco (Av. Cra. 60 No. 57-60, tel. 1/315-8890, 2pm-8pm Mon., 8am-8pm Tues.-Sat., 9:30am-5:30pm Sun.), across the street from the Parque Simón Bolívar, is yet another project designed by Rogelio Salmona and is one of four fantastic library-parks in the city created by Mayor Enrique Peñalosa. The purpose of these mega libraries is to provide citizens access to books, Internet, and cultural/educational opportunities in a peaceful environment. While relatively plentiful in northern neighborhoods, green spaces—even trees—are few and far between in the massive lower-income neighborhoods. A bike path (cicloruta) surrounds the park and is popular with young inline skaters. The well-maintained grounds are a playground for the young, the old, and the canine.



M Jardín Botánico



Colombia is one of the most biodiverse countries on the planet, and the Jardín Botánico (Av. Cl. 63 No. 68-95, tel. 1/437-7060, 8am-5pm Tues.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat.-Sun., COP$2,700) does an excellent job of showing off that diversity. It won’t be hard to find the Colombian national tree, the towering wax palm. And inside the greenhouse, be on the lookout for the Bogotá orchid—yes, Bogotá has its own official orchid! The gardens take you on a tour of the many different climates in the country—from the páramos (highland moors) to cloud forests to tropical jungles. Feel free to stray from the paths and get closer. The garden has its own farm and composting station that you can wander about as well. One of the perks of working there is getting fresh organic vegetables! Run by the city, the botanical garden also runs a community garden project in neighborhoods and carries out educational projects across the city.


Other Nearby Attractions


For the romantic ones, a stroll around the Parque de los Novios (Lovers Park, Cl. 63 No. 45-10, 6am-6pm daily) might be just the thing for a sunny afternoon. In addition to renting an aquatic bicycle you can also check out the motocross track. The highlight at the Museo de los Niños Colsubsidio (Av. Cra. 60 No. 63-27, tel. 1/225-7587, 9am-4pm Mon.-Sat., COP$5,500) is an old Avianca Boeing 727 jet that kids can explore. Also for the kids is the Salitre Mágico (www.salitremagico.com.co, 10am-6pm Wed.-Sun., COP$20,000-50,000) amusement park. There you can ride the rueda de Chicago (Ferris wheel) or the montaña rusa (roller coaster).


NORTHERN BOGOTÁ


Northern Bogotá does not have many tourist sights. But the shopping and restaurant areas might be nice to stroll around on an afternoon.


The Zona Rosa (between Clls. 81-85 and Cras. 11-15), an area of shopping, dining, and nightlife, is a tribute to hedonism. Well-known Colombian designers, such as Sylvia Tcherassi, Lina Cantillo, and Ricardo Pava, have boutiques here, catering to the Colombian jet-set. The Centro Andino, Atlantis Plaza, and El Retiro—the holy trinity of shopping malls—never seem to go out of fashion. On weekend evenings the entire area buzzes with activity and anticipation. Calle 82 and Carrera 13 form a T—hence the moniker Zona T—and are pedestrian streets lined with restaurants and happening watering holes. This is where Bogotá comes alive at night.


The Parque de la 93 (between Cras. 11A-13 and Clls. 93A-B) is a manicured park surrounded by restaurants. Workers from the area stroll the park on their lunch hour. Sometimes there are big screens set up with bean bags strewn about for people to watch soccer matches. At night it is a popular dining area, but not nearly as rowdy as the Zona T.


The Parque Chicó (Cra. 7 No. 93-01) is a quiet spot in the north on an old hacienda from the colonial era. The Museo (10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-noon Sat., COP$2,500) has a small collection of pre-Columbian art, religious art, and decorative objects from around the world.


Once upon a time, charming Usaquén was its own distinct pueblo. Now, not even at the fringes of big Bogotá, miraculously somehow Usaquén has retained much of its colonial charm. It has become a dining and drinking hot spot with many restaurants and bars around the main square. On Sundays the neighborhood comes alive during its popular flea market (Cra. 5 at Cl. 119B).


SOUTHERN BOGOTÁ


If you mention going to southern Bogotá for sightseeing, Bogotanos may give you a baffled look. El Sur, the South, is synonymous with poverty and violence for many. Barrios lack green spaces, and neighborhoods are almost across the board ugly. This is where the housekeepers and the drivers for wealthy families in the north live. They can earn in a month a little more than what some from Bogotá society spend on a dinner in the Zona G on a Friday night.


But it is not necessarily a place full of despair. The middle class is growing; young people are earning college decrees; the city government is investing in TransMilenio lines, parks, and libraries; and the private sector is building malls. This is evident in all the massive localidades (official neighborhoods) in the south: Bosa, Ciudad Bolívar, Kennedy, Los Mártires, and Soacha, which is its own municipality.


Divino Niño


The Templo del 20 de Julio (Cl. 27 Sur No. 5A-27, tel. 1/372-5555) is one of the most important pilgrimage sites in Colombia, set in the working class neighborhood of 20 de Julio, just a couple of blocks from the new TransMilenio Portal del 20 de Julio station. July 20, 1810, is the day celebrated as Colombia’s independence day. On Sundays and religious holidays, hundreds of thousands of faithful come to pray to the Divino Niño, a small statue of a smiling young Jesus in his pink robe, which is kept in a chapel behind the church. Around 30 masses are held between 5am and 7pm on Sundays to meet the extraordinary demand. It is indeed a colorful sight. Built by Salesian priests in 1942, the church provides groceries to poor families in the neighborhood who sign up for it. Nearby the church and plaza are shops selling Divino Niño statues and keychains.
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Biblioteca Tintal



The Biblioteca Tintal (Av. Ciudad de Cali No. 6C-09, 2pm-8pm Mon., 8am-8pm Tues.-Sat., 9:30am-5:30pm Sun.) is a beautiful, modern public library built on the site of an unused trash recycling facility. Inaugurated in 2001, it was one of many projects conceived and built by Mayor Peñalosa. The library is easily accessed by TransMilenio (Biblioteca Tintal station). The trip there will take you through the large southwestern localidad of Kennedy.


Entertainment and Events


Bogotá is, without a doubt, the cultural capital of Colombia. In 2012, the city was named a UNESCO City of Music. Because it’s the Colombian melting pot, all regions of Colombia are represented in their musical traditions here. Merengue, salsa, cumbia (traditional Caribbean music), vallenato (love ballads accompanied by accordion): You name it, you can hear it.


The city also attracts international artists, who perform at some of the city’s spectacular theaters, such as the gorgeous Teatro Mayor Julio Mario Santo Domingo in Suba, the architectural gem of the Sala de Conciertos Luis Ángel Arango for chamber music, and the iconic Teatro Jorge Eliécer Gaitán downtown. Pop icons such as Paul McCartney and Lady Gaga perform before the masses at the Estadio El Campín soccer stadium, and nearby in the Parque Simón Bolívar, the city puts on several “al Parque” free music festivals each year. Rock al Parque is the best known, but there is also Jazz al Parque, Opera al Parque, and even Gospel al Parque.
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the stunning Teatro Mayor Julio Mario Santo Domingo





NIGHTLIFE


The capital city is also Colombia’s nightlife capital. The Zona Rosa may still dominate the nightlife landscape, but downtown hasn’t completely surrendered. La Candelaria has its share of long-standing smaller bars, catering to Bogotanos and visitors alike; the non-SUV crowd hangs out in Macarena hideaways; while the party till dawn crowd throngs the nearby nightclub Radio Berlín. Gay bars and cafés thrive in Chapinero, with massive Theatrón, as it has for over a decade, reigning as the club with something for everyone.


Most of the nightspots are, like everything else, located along the Carrera 7. To get the latest on nightlife, and find out about parties, check out Vive In (www.vive.in) or Plan B (www.planb.com.co). Many electronic music parties, attracting big name DJs, take place outside of the city towards Chía, and often the best way to find out about them is by stumbling upon posters on streetlight posts.



Bars and Clubs



Thanks to Bogota Beer Company (tel. 1/742-9292, www.bogotabeercompany.com), a successful chain of pubs with several locations throughout the city, sipping on a Candelaria artisan beer has become trendy in Bogotá. They also serve decent burgers. Try one of the northern locations (Cl. 85 No. 13-06 or Cra. 11A No. 93A-94). Sitting on the terrace and listening to rock at the always-packed Pub Bogotá (Cra. 12A No. 83-48, tel. 1/691-8711, www.thepub.com.co, noon-close daily, no cover), you’re in a strategic position to watch people cruising the Zona T.


Most clubs have a cover between COP$10,000 and 30,000 (rarely). Covers usually include a consumible (complimentary drink). You can usually try to negotiate with the bouncer on the cover, especially if you’re with a group. Finally, it’s always a good idea to head out on the town with lots of smaller bills. Sometimes bartenders suffer from forgetfulness and fail to return your change. Tips are not expected at bars.


It doesn’t look like much from the outside, but inside El Coq (Cl. 84 No. 14-02, tel. 1/611-2496, hours vary Wed.-Sat., cover COP$20,000), a relaxed and groovy bar in the Zona Rosa, it is pretty stylish. Also in the Zona Rosa, Armando Records (Cl. 85 No. 14-46, www.armandorecords.org, hours vary Tues.-Sat., cover COP$15,000) attracts a slightly grungy but cool crowd. The terrace is a fun (but sometimes cold) spot. Live bands and well-known international DJs regularly play at Armando. La Villa (Cra. 14A No. 83-56, hours vary Tues.-Sat., cover COP$15,000) hosts the popular Gringo Tuesdays parties, but has all kinds of themed parties catering to locals and visitors alike.


For fans of vallenato (love ballads accompanied by accordion), the old-school Rincón Rafael Ricardo (Cl. 85 No. 14-55, tel. 1/530-2118, hours vary Thurs.-Sat., no cover) and flashy Matildelina (Cl. 81 No. 11-34, tel. 1/805-2933, 9pm-3am Thurs.-Sat., COP$20,000 cover) are the places to go in the Zona Rosa. Live bands from the Caribbean Coast perform regularly on the big stage at Matildelina, warming up the crowd. Salomé Pagana (Cra. 14A No. 82-16, tel. 1/221-1895 or 1/218-4076, 6pm-2:30am Tues. and Thurs.-Sat., cover COP$15,000) is a Zona Rosa staple that is your salsa and cubana headquarters, often hosting well-known singers and bands.


Céntrico (Cra. 7 No. 32-16, 41 floor, hours vary Wed.-Sat., cover COP$20,000) is a hot bar-restaurant where you can sip your cocktails while overlooking the city from the 41st floor. It is pretty fancy, so dress to impress.


Trampa de Vallenato Galerías (Cl. 53 No. 27A-31, no phone, 5pm-3am Thurs.-Sat.) may have the warm authenticity that you have been craving. This vallenato club is regularly voted as the top in the city. To hear cubana and salsa music, you can pop into the charming little downtown bar Son Salomé (Cra. 7 No. 40-31, 2nd floor, tel. 1/285-0547, hours vary daily) for a drink or two to unwind.


On Fridays it’s often rock that the students, hipsters, and visiting foreigners groove to at classic Candelario Bar (Cra. 5 No. 3-14, tel. 1/342-3742, 9pm-3am Fri.-Sat.), but don’t be surprised to hear electronic, reggae, or Latin beats. It also serves lunch during the week. Quiebra de Canto (Cra. 5 No. 17-76, tel. 1/243-1630, 6:30pm-3am Wed.-Sat., cover COP$10,000) is a classic haunt where jazz, funk, and salsa are often the order of the night. Wednesdays are especially popular in the two-floor joint. A different vibe can be found at the Viejo Almacén (Cl. 15 No. 4-30, 6pm-2am Wed.-Sun.), a tango bar named after the famous Viejo Almacén in Buenos Aires.


So, it’s 6am and you still need to dance? Near the bullfighting ring and in a basement, Radio Berlín (Cra. 6 No. 26-57, 9pm-5am Fri.-Sat., COP$20,000 cover) is almost too cool for school. It’s occasionally open on Thursdays. If you’re looking for a late-night groove, often featuring international DJs, this is your place.


In the Macarena, cool Baum (Cl. 33 No. 6-24, cell tel. 316/494-3799, 10pm-5am Fri.-Sat., COP$15,000) attracts a fun crowd and often hosts international DJs.



LGBT



Bogotá is not lacking in gay nightlife spots. At last count there were over 100 gay establishments in the city. This is the place, after all, where many gay Colombians gravitate to so that they can escape endless questions from relatives about when they are going to get married. This isn’t a gay bar town, as most people skip that step and head straight to the clubs.


On Wednesday nights the place to go is Cavú Club (Cra. 15 No. 88-71, tel. 1/249-9987, www.cavuclub.com, 9pm-3am Wed. and some weekend nights, cover COP$15,000). Here the music is música pa’ planchar (music to iron by), and there is usually a performance by a drag queen, such as regular La Lupe. At reliable Blues Bar (Cl. 86A No. 13A-30, tel. 1/616-7126, 9pm-3am Thurs.-Sat., cover COP$15,000) you can drink and listen to cool music as you warm up around the bonfire in the patio.


As far as clubbing goes, Theatrón (Cl. 58 No. 10-32, tel. 1/235-6879, www.theatrondepelicula.com, 9pm-3am Fri.-Sat., cover COP$20,000) is a humongous disco in Chapinero. Theatrón is one-stop shopping for the gay crowd. It has no fewer than nine dance floors, featuring different types of music, including reggaetón, vallenato, pop, house, and trance. In the main room there is usually a drag show or contest at around midnight on Saturdays. There are few bars and clubs specifically for women, although at Theatrón they won’t feel like second-class citizens. Theatrón occasionally puts on special parties for women. All the major electronic music clubs are gay-friendly. Salsa and vallenato clubs—not so much.


PERFORMING ARTS


Classical Music and Opera


You may not think of classical music when you think Bogotá, or South America for that matter, but the city is home to two excellent orchestras and an opera, and hosts talented performers year round. As is the case for most concerts and events in Bogotá, purchasing tickets in advance from Tu Boleta (tel. 1/593-6300, www.tuboleta.com) is the most convenient option.


The publicly financed Orquesta Filarmónica de Bogotá (www.filarmonicabogota.gov.co) and the Sinfónica Nacional de Colombia (www.asociacion-sinfonica.org) are the two main orchestras in town and the most important ones in the country. The filarmónica performs on the Universidad Nacional campus at the Auditorio Leon de Greiff (Cra. 45 No. 26-85, www.divulgacion.unal.edu.co); the Auditorio Fabio Lozano (Cra. 4 No. 22-61, tel. 1/242-7030, ext. 1905) at the Universidad Jorge Tadeo; and occasionally at the Teatro Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (Cra. 7 No. 22-47, tel. 1/379-5750, www.teatrojorgeeliecer.gov.co). The Auditorio León de Greiff is hard to miss: There is a huge iconic stencil of revolutionary Che Guevara on its exterior. There is often an international guest soloist at these concerts. Although tickets are available at the taquillas (ticket offices) at these theaters a few hours before performance time, it is recommended to purchase tickets, which are usually embarrassingly inexpensive (usually COP$20,000-40,000), in advance at a Tu Boleta outlet (such as in Centro Andino or El Retiro).


The sinfónica performs at the same theaters, as well as the Colsubisidio Auditorium (Cl. 26 No. 25-40, tel. 1/343-2673) and at the spectacular Teatro Mayor Julio Mario Santo Domingo (Av. Cl. 170 No. 67-51, tel. 1/377-9840, www.teatromayor.com), which has two concert halls. This theater, public library, and cultural center in the working class localidad of Suba is worth a visit regardless of whether there is a performance on. The prominent Santo Domingo family donated nearly US$31 million for the construction of this beautiful center.


At the Sala de Conciertos Luis Ángel Arango (Cl. 11 No. 4-14, tel. 1/381-2929, www.banrepcultural.org/musica, ticket office 1pm-8pm Mon.-Fri.) in La Candelaria, chamber music concerts featuring acclaimed international artists are regularly held in its spectacular, modernist theater in the Biblioteca Luis Ángel Arango. An added bonus: free tinto or aromática (herbal tea) at intermission.


The Ópera de Colombia (tel. 1/608-8752 or 1/608-2860, www.operadecolombia.com), one of few opera companies in South America, is highly regarded. They perform classic operas during their season, which usually extends from August to October. The Teatro Jorge Eliécer Gaitán (Cra. 7 No. 22-47, tel. 1/379-5750, ext. 213, www.teatrojorgeeliecer.gov.co) and the Teatro Cafam de Bellas Artes (Av. Cra. 68 No. 90-88, tel. 1/644-4900, www.teatrodebellasartesdebogota.com) host the soirees.


Theater


The largest theater company, the Teatro Nacional (Cl. 71 No. 10-25, tel. 1/217-4577, www.teatronacional.com.co), has three different theaters and performances take place just about every day. Their main theater is named in honor of Fanny Mikey, an Argentinian actress who moved to Bogotá and started its famed theater festival.


Teatro Libre (Cl. 62 No. 9A-65, tel. 1/542-1559, www.teatrolibre.org) has its main location in Chapinero and another in Candelaria (Cl. 12B No. 2-44, tel. 1/281-3516). In its 40-plus years of existence, its repertoire has included mostly classic theater as well as works by Colombian playwrights. Casa Ensamble (Cra. 24 No. 41-69, tel. 1/368-9268, www.casaensamble.com), in the cute neighborhood of La Soledad, is an alternative performance space, with avant-garde plays such as Títeres Pornos (Porno Puppets). The theater, which sometimes feels more like a cabaret, is a project of well-known Colombian actress Alejandra Borerro. Source of neighborhood pride, the Fundación Gilberto Alzate Avendaño (Cl. 10 No. 3-16, tel. 1/282-9491, www.fgaa.gov.co), in La Candelaria, puts on theater and music performances featuring local talent year round in addition to art exhibits. Many of their events are free of charge.


Film


Most movie theaters in Bogotá, as in the rest of the country, are located inside big shopping malls. In the north that means Centro Andino, Atlantis Plaza, and Centro Comercial Granahorrar, the latter also showing more independent flicks and hosting film festivals. A couple of small cinemas in the north specialize in independent films: Cinemanía (Cra. 14 No. 93A-85, tel. 1/621-0122, www.cinemania.com.co), near the Parque de la 93, and Cinema Paraíso Café + Bar (Cra. 6 No. 120A-56, tel. 1/215-5316, www.cinemaparaiso.com.co). Downtown, go to Calle 24 at the Cine Colombia Embajador (Cl. 24 No. 6-01, tel. 1/404-2463, www.cinecolombia.com) for the usual Hollywood releases. It’s across from the Museo de Arte Moderno de Bogotá (MAMBO, Cl. 24 No. 6-00, tel. 1/286-0466, www.mambogota.com). The museum often shows foreign, classic, and art films. It’s best to go in person to get the schedule.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


While Bogotá lacks celebrations that unite the whole city, such as the Carnaval de Barranquilla or the Feria de Cali, a number of annual festivals and events have their followers.


Festival Iberoamericano de Teatro


Every two years during Easter week, theater and dance take over the city during the Festival Iberoamericano de Teatro (www.festivaldeteatro.com.co). Attracting more than 100 prestigious international troupes and companies and over 170 representing Colombia, this festival is a living tribute to Fanny Mikey, an Argentinian actress who adopted Colombia as her home. She started the biennial affair in 1988. Known for her bright red hair and distinctive smile, she passed away in 2008. With over 800 performances in the span of two weeks, it is one of the largest such theater festivals in the world. There are always theater groups from English-speaking countries, and there are typically many circus and dance performances. To take a break from the show, you can always hang out at the Carpa Cabaret at night, where you can drink and dance alongside actors from across the globe. Besides performances in theaters, there is an impressive series of free performances in parks and plazas in neighborhoods across the city and workshops for acting students.


ArtBo


More than 50 art galleries representing 400 artists from the Americas converge on Bogotá each November during ArtBo (www.artboonline.com), the Feria Internacional de Arte de Bogotá, one of the top contemporary art fairs in Latin America. It is held each year at the Corferias fairground (Cra. 40 No. 22C-67, www.corferias.com). One space is dedicated to young, emerging artists.


Feria de Artesanías


In December, and just in time for Christmas, the Corferias fairground (Cra. 40 No. 22C-67, www.corferias.com) is the setting for the fantastic—if overwhelming—Feria de Artesanías (www.expoartesanias.com). During two weeks, artisans come from across Colombia to showcase and sell their handicrafts. Many artisans, particularly indigenous peoples and Afro-Colombians from rural areas, have their trip to Bogotá sponsored by Artesanías de Colombia, the event’s organizer. You will find that one day will not be enough to see—and buy—everything. The fair is also a great place for yummy Colombian snacks like patacones (fried plantains).


Music Festivals


In this city of music, free music festivals take place at the Parque Simón Bolívar during the latter half of the year. The series began in the mid-1990s and has grown in popularity ever since. The most famous outdoor music festival is by far the festival Rock al Parque (www.rockalparque.gov.co, July), the largest free outdoor rock festival in Latin America. The 2012 edition attracted 120,000 rockers. Variation include Salsa al Parque (Aug.), Ópera al Parque (Aug.), Jazz al Parque (Sept.), Hip Hop al Parque (Oct.) and Colombia al Parque (Nov.). Find schedule information online (www.culturarecreacionydeporte.gov.co).


International and national jazz and Latin jazz artists perform annually at the long-running Festival Internacional de Jazz de Bogotá. Most concerts are held at the Teatro Libre (Cl. 62 No. 9-65, tel. 1/217-1988, www.teatrolibre.org) in Chapinero. This usually takes place in early September, with tickets available at all Tu Boleta stands.


Races


If the altitude doesn’t make you huff and puff along the streets of La Candelaria, maybe you would be up for the challenge of a running race in Bogotá. The Media Maratón is the city’s biggest race, attracting runners from around the world. It usually takes place in August, starting at the Plaza de Bolívar and ending in the Parque Simón Bolívar. Nike sponsors its We Run 10K each year in October. The most unusual race of all takes place in December during the Ascenso Torre Colpatria race. That’s when runners ascend a stairwell 48 floors to the top of the Colpatria building downtown.


Shopping


HANDICRAFTS


Markets selling Colombian handicrafts will likely find you before you find them. The Pasaje Rivas (between Cras. 9-10 and Clls. 10-11) dates to the late 19th century. This traditional shopping corridor—one of the few remaining—makes for a fun detour. The passages are so narrow that it is impossible to not interact with the carpenters selling their furniture and women peddling their hand-woven baskets and curios.


The Pasaje Rivas is great for atmosphere, but if you are looking for high quality, visit one of the Artesanías de Colombia (www.artesaniasdecolombia.com.co) stores. The same people who put on the amazing Feria de Artesanías every December have two stores in Bogotá. The most picturesque, by far, is at a stunningly white colonial church, the Iglesia Las Aguas (Cra. 2 No. 18A-58, tel. 1/284-3095, 9am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-noon Sat.). You can also visit the Chicó location (Cl. 86A No. 13A-10, tel. 1/691-7149, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat.).
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Pasaje Rivas is a traditional shopping corridor.





El Balay (Cra. 15 No. 75-75, tel. 1/347-1462, 9:30am-7pm Mon.-Sat.) is another option in northern Bogotá. While they have their share of trinkets, you might find a nice hammock or chamba (casserole dish).


CLOTHES AND ACCESSORIES


Looking for a cool T-shirt? Check out America del Sur (Cl. 85 No. 12-83, www.americadelsur.com.co, 11am-7:30pm Mon.-Sat.), which has mostly Colombia-themed shirts, or BrincaBrinca (Cra. 14 No. 85-26, tel. 1/530-1136, www.brincabrinca.com, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat.). Cyclus (Cra. 7 with Cl. 54, east side, tel. 1/249-720, www.cyclus.com.co, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat.) is a unique store that makes all sorts of messenger bags, backpacks, and wallets out of recycled tires. The slogan of this environmentally friendly boutique is appropriately “It’s a round trip.”


ANTIQUES


One street near the Zona Rosa is dedicated almost exclusively to antiques. Nicknamed the Calle de los Anticuarios (Cl. 79A between Cras. 7-9), this pleasant one-way street, nice for a mid-morning stroll, is lined by a handful of antique shops as well as some restaurants and, at its top, the Iglesia Santa María de los Ángeles, a popular choice for weekend weddings.


Prominent on the street are: Cinco en Punto (Cl. 79B No. 8-31, tel. 1/248-9798, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.), offering a range of curios from vases to furniture; Anticuario Novecento (Cl. 79B No. 7-60, tel. 1/606-8616, www.anticuarionovecento.com, 10am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat.), with a wide collection that includes religious art from colonial Colombia along with Baccarat crystal from the 1930s; and Bolívar Old Prints (Cl. 79B No. 7-46, tel. 1/695-5006, www.bolivaroldprints.com, 10:30am-6pm Mon.-Sat.), which specializes in old maps from Latin America and is owned by a French expat. The website of Asociación de Anticuarios de Colombia (Cl. 79B No. 8-49, tel. 1/248-5756, www.asociacionanticuariosdecolombia.com) has a more complete listing of shops as well as an interesting page regarding Colombian heritage pieces that are in peril of disappearing through illegal sales and transport abroad.


A smaller antique area is in Chapinero on the Carrera 9 from Calle 60 to Calle 63. Check out Librería Errata (Cra. 9 No. 61-16, tel. 1/249-6234, www.libreriaerrata.com, 10am-6:30pm Mon.-Sat.) for old books and Ayer & Co. (Cl. 62 No. 9-11, tel. 1/219-9789, 10am-1:30pm and 2:30pm-6:30pm Mon.-Sat.), which sells de todo un poco (a little of everything).


FLOWERS AND MARKETS


The flower market at the Parque El Virrey (Cl. 86 at Cra. 15, daily) is always colorful, and, if you are the bargaining type, you might enjoy purchasing some flowers, if only to enjoy for a couple of days. A nearby florist, Flor Expres (Cra. 13A No. 86A-49, tel. 1/691-7335, 9am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat.), is also good, with many unusual varieties and orchids, but there’s no haggling involved. The king of all flower markets remains Paloquemao (Av. 19 No. 25-02, 3am-noon Mon.-Fri.) downtown, but to see it at its most vibrant, you have to get there really early. Best days: Friday and Sunday. Worst day: Monday. There is much more to Paloquemao, with all those exotic Colombian fruits, vegetables, meats, and more. There is a TransMilenio station nearby (Paloquemao station), but it’s best to cab it if you go early in the morning.


Two popular flea markets take place every Sunday. The Mercado de Pulgas San Alejo (Cra. 7 No. 24-70, 9am-5pm Sun.) takes place in front of the Torre Colpatria. Uptown in Usaquén is the Mercado De Las Pulgas Toldos De San Pelayo (Cra. 7B No. 124-77, 8am-5pm Sun.). The crowds that go to these are worlds apart!


JEWELRY


Colombia is one of the top emerald-producing countries in the world, boasting three major mining areas, mostly located in the Boyacá department. Bogotá is probably the best place in the country to pick up one of those gems, but it would be wise to walk into jewelry stores armed with knowledge about how you can tell what is a good gem, an idea about prices, etc. Downtown, check out the Museo Internacional de la Esmeralda (Cl. 16 No. 6-66, tel. 1/286-4268, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.); Joyeria Relojeria Museum (Emerald Trade Center, tel. 1/342-2957, 9am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat.); or the many stores on the block of Carrera 6 between Calles 10 and 13. You can also try your luck wheeling and dealing with the men milling about on the Jiménez just below the Séptima. But there, you’re on your own.


Two top-end jewelers at the Centro Andino are Liévano (Centro Andino Local 157, tel. 1/616-8608, 10:45am-7:45pm Mon.-Sat.) and Bauer (Centro Andino, tel. 1/478-5454, 11am-7pm Mon.-Sat.).


Specializing in Colombian gold is internationally recognized Galeria & Museo Cano (Cra. 13 No. 27-97, Torre B, Int. 1-19, tel. 1/336-3255, www.galeriacano.com.co, 9am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-5pm Sat.).


BOOKS


For English books, travel guides, newspapers, and magazines, Author’s (Cl. 70 No. 5-23, tel. 1/217-7788, 10am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-6pm Sun.) is the best and perhaps only place in town. Author’s also has a large selection of children’s books. In the north, try Librería Lerner (Cl. 92 No. 15-23, tel. 1/636-4295, www.librerialerner.com.co, 9am-7pm Mon.-Sat.), a great place to find Colombian literature, or Librería Central (Cl. 94 No. 13-92, tel. 1/622-7423, 10am-6pm Mon.-Sat.), which also has some English- and German-language books.


SHOPPING MALLS


Colombia is mall crazy, and Bogotá, with over 20 of them, is the capital of this infatuation. Symbolic of its growing middle class, glitzy shopping malls have popped up literally all across the city. The latest and largest is Titán Plaza (Cra. 72 No. 80-94, Cl. 80 at Av. Boyacá, www.titanplaza.com), proudly home of Colombia’s first Gap.


In northern Bogotá, Centro Andino (Cra. 11 No. 82-71, hours vary daily, www.centroandino.com.co) was a big deal when it opened in 1993, being the first high-end shopping center. The German school, the longstanding Colegio Andino, was razed to make way for it. Colombian men’s clothes brand Arturo Calle, Bosi for shoes and leather, high-end jeweler Bauer, and L.A. Cano (specializing in handicrafts) are a few of the many stores in the mall. There is a Cine Colombia movie theater as well. The food court on the top floor provides an unusual vista of the Zona Rosa, and cafés on the terrace below are popular for late afternoon onces (tea time).


Next door to Andino is glitzy El Retiro (Cl. 81 No. 11-94, www.elretirobogota.com, hours vary daily), home of the Plaza de Andrés restaurant; Mercedes Salazar, with whimsical jewelry; and Mundo Único, which sells skimpy men’s underwear. The TurisBog sightseeing bus stops in front of the mall on Calle 81.


Finally, the Atlantis Plaza (Cl. 81 No. 13-05, www.atlantisplaza.com, hours vary daily) has a Cinemark movie theater, the swimwear shop Onda de Mar, and restaurants such as Crepes & Waffles and Hard Rock Café.


Sports and Recreation


BIKING



M Ciclovía



The Ciclovía is one of the best things about Bogotá. No wonder it has been copied in cities around the world—from all across Colombia to New York to Brussels. Every Sunday and on holidays (two times at night, even) about 121 kilometers of Bogotá streets are closed to vehicular traffic so that cyclists, joggers, dog walkers, skaters, and people-watchers can claim the streets. The Ciclovía started small in the 1970s as a neighborhood initiative. Today it is an institution, and really one of the few spaces in which people of all classes in Bogotá mix. On particularly sunny days, over two million people have been estimated to have participated in the Ciclovía. That’s the equivalent of the entire population of Houston, Texas, out on a bike! Always be prepared for sun, cold, and rain.


While popular with joggers and others, it may be more enjoyable on a bike, especially because you can cover a lot more of the city pedaling rather than walking. The Ciclovía on the Avenida Séptima and on the Carrera 15 are two of the most popular routes, but those are just a fraction of the possibilities. You can go for miles and miles. In fact, this may be a chance to explore parts of the city that you would have never considered before.


There is no need to take a guided group tour, as the Ciclovía is easy to figure out. If you ever get lost, you can always ask the helpful Ciclovía staff, patrolling the routes. Or just ask one of the hundreds of thousands of others out for some fresh air which way to go. Bring money with you so you can grab a freshly squeezed orange juice along the way. Bike repair stations are located on all routes. Keep an eye on the time, as you don’t want to be far from your hotel when the cars come roaring back at the strike of 2pm.


Ciclopaseo de los Miércoles


Fast becoming an in-the-know institution is this group of over a hundred cyclists of all ages and abilities that gets together every other Wednesday night for a nighttime ride along the ciclorutas (bike paths) and streets of Bogotá. The Ciclopaseo de los Miércoles has been going strong for about seven years. The group meets at bike shop Welcome (Cl. 96 No. 10-57, tel. 1/256-0915) at 7pm. Find out about the next ride on Twitter (@elciclopaseo) or on Facebook. There is no charge.
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The Sunday Ciclovía is a Bogotá institution.





Bike Rentals


Many bike shops have begun to rent bikes specifically for the Ciclovía. Try Pure Bike Shop (Cra. 13 No. 78-47, tel. 1/476-5058, www.purebikeshop.com, daily rental COP$45,000), Eco Byke (cell tel. 311/519-2332), or Bogotá Bike Tours (Cra. 3 No. 12-72, tel. 1/281-9924, www.bogotabiketours.com). Many shops offer group bike tours.


RUNNING


Traffic in the city makes it tough to find pleasant places to run, but there are a few. The Parque Nacional (between Clls. 36-39 and Cras. 7-5), along with the cute English-style Merced neighborhood next to it, is not a bad place for a short morning jog downtown. The Parkway (Av. 24 between Clls. 45 and 34) is another option. This is a lovely strip of green in a quiet part of the Teusaquillo neighborhood. Of course the Parque Bolívar is also very popular, as is the park of the Biblioteca Virgilio Barco. In the north try the Parque El Virrey (Cras. 8-15 near Cl. 87). One side of the canal has a bike path, the other a foot path. In this play (fashionable) area, you may want to make sure your workout outfit is perfectly color-coordinated. Be careful crossing Carrera 11.


HIKING


The mountains surrounding the city are just too inviting to not explore. There are more mountain paths to conquer besides the one to the top of the Cerro de Monserrate.


Another hike in the north that is wildly popular is at the Quebrada La Vieja, a path that is operated by the Acueducto. It is open Monday through Saturday 5am-9:30am. On Sundays and holidays it is closed. It may be tricky to find the path at first. It is on the east (mountain side) of the Circunvalar at Calle 71. Most people walk up along the right side of Calle 72 and go through the tunnel under the Circunvalar to reach the path. The hike takes about two hours total.


Amigos de la Montaña (www.amigosdelamontana.org) helps to maintain the Quebrada La Vieja. They also arrange group walks. Another group, Camino Bogotá (www.caminobogota.wordpress.com), regularly organizes hikes in the mountains around the city. Most of these excursions are accompanied by police officers. A third organization, Caminar Colombia (tel. 1/366-3059 or 1/241-0065, www.caminarcolombia.com), offers “ecological walks,” usually on Sunday. These are usually outside of, but not far from, Bogotá. These walks cost around COP$40,000 including transportation. On the day of the hike, the group usually meets at 6:30am at the Los Heroes shopping center (Cra. 19A No. 78-85). The TransMilenio station there is called Los Heroes.
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flying kites at the Biblioteca Virgilio Barco





SOCCER


There are three professional fútbol clubs in Bogotá. Santa Fe (www.independientesantafe.com) is known as “Expreso Rojo” (the Red Express). Millonarios (www.millonarios.com.co) has, along with América of Cali, won the most national titles. Their color is blue. Both compete at the Estadio El Campín (Cra. 30 at Cl. 57). There is a TransMilenio station in front of the stadium (Campín station). The big match in town is Santa Fe versus Millonarios, and it can get quite heated in the stands. Note that you’re not allowed to bring in belts or sharp objects to the matches.


The green team, La Equidad (www.equidadclubdeportivo.com), is the third club in the city. They are affiliated with La Equidad insurance company. Their modern, covered stadium is in the south of the city.


Tickets for all matches can be purchased at Tu Boleta (www.tuboleta.com, tel. 1/593-6300) or Ticket Express (www.ticketexpress.com, tel. 1/609-1111) outlets. You can also go to each team’s ticket offices: La Tienda Roja (Cl. 64A No. 50B-08) for Santa Fe or La Tienda Azul (Centro Comercial Gran Estación, Local 2-50, Av. Cl. 26 No. 62-47) for Millonarios. The most sought-after seats in the house at the Estadio El Campín are platea occidental alta and baja. Ticket prices range between COP$20,000 and COP$70,000.


There are two soccer seasons each year. One goes from February to June and the second from June to December. Almost all the matches are on Wednesdays and on weekends.


Colombia hosted the Under 20 Soccer World Cup in 2011, which was a source of pride for the country, with the championship match (Brazil defeated Portugal) played in Bogotá. When the Colombian national team is playing a match, traffic magically disappears on the city’s streets!


TOURS


Walking Tours


A free walking tour of La Candelaria is given, in English, every Tuesday and Thursday at 10am and 2pm starting at the tourist information office on the southwest corner of the Plaza de Bolívar. Spanish tours are offered every day. Stop by or call (tel. 1/283-7115) a day before to reserve your place.


Architecture buffs might be interested in taking a Rogelio Salmona walking tour, exploring some of the architect’s most celebrated works. These are organized by the Fundación Rogelio Salmona (Cra. 6 No. 26-85, Piso 20, tel. 1/283-6413, www.fundacionrogeliosalmona.org). There are three different tours: Centro Histórico, the Centro Internacional, and the Biblioteca Virgilio Barco area. Tours last about three hours, each with an expert guide. English-speaking guides can be arranged. The tours are quite pricey, at COP$180,000 for two people. Prices lower substantially if you latch onto a group of at least 12 (COP$45,000).


Bus Tours


TurisBog (Parque Central Bavaria, Local 120, Manzana 2, tel. 1/336-8805, www.turisbog.com, adults COP$63,000) is a hop-on, hop-off bus tour that began operation in late 2012. The green double-decker bus makes seven stops: the Maloka science museum in Salitre, the Jardín Botánico, the Parque de la 93, El Retiro mall, Monserrate, the Parque Central Bavaria in the Centro Internacional, and the Corferias fairgrounds near the Calle 26. Included with the purchase of your ticket is a GPS-activated audio guide in both Spanish and English, a guided walking tour of La Candelaria, and discounts to several restaurants and attractions.


Bike Tours


If you’d like the camaraderie of a group of other visitors as you get to know the city and get in a little exercise, try one of the many excursions offered by Bogotá Bike Tours (Cra. 3 No. 12-72, tel. 1/281-9924, www.bogotabiketours.com). They offer bike tours around the city and also many other walking tours, such as an unusual graffiti tour.


Tours Outside of Bogotá


Many hotels can arrange tours to attractions such as Zipaquirá and Laguna de Guatavita, or visits to these can be made via public transportation or by hiring a driver for the day. An agency that specializes in daily Catedral de Sal tours is www.tourcatedraldesal.com. These cost COP$96,000 per person.


There are some extraordinary national natural parks (parques nacional natural, or PNN) quite close to Bogotá, making for excellent day hikes. Sometimes these are a bit more difficult to organize without transportation and not being familiar with the area. Aventureros (Cra. 15 No.79-70, tel. 1/467-3837, www.aventureros.co) organizes mountain bike trips outside of Bogotá, for instance to the Desierto de Tatacoita near Nemocón. Ecoglobal Expeditions (tel. 1/579-3402, www.ecoglobalexpeditions.com) organizes excursions to multiple destinations throughout Colombia, including the famous Caño Cristales and hikes in El Cocuy. They also can organize day trips to parks nearby Bogotá, such as the Parque Natural Nacional Sumapaz, containing the world’s largest páramo (highland moor), and the PNN Chingaza. Colombia Oculta (tel. 1/630-3172, ext. 112, cell tel. 311/239-7809, www.colombiaoculta.org) is a similar organization, with similar destinations.



Accommodations



As tourism has grown in Bogotá, so too have the number of accommodations options. This is evident in the Centro Histórico, with dozens of hostels catering to backpackers, and also in the north, with five-star hotels changing the landscape in upscale shopping and dining areas. Thus room rates tend to climb as you go from south to north, with Chapinero appropriately offering the most in-between options. Weekend rates are often less expensive in the larger hotels that cater to business people.


While it is probably more desirable to stay along the Carrera 7 corridor, other parts of town may be more convenient depending on your length of visit or budget. If you want to be close to the airport, many hotels, several quite new, line Calle 26 (Avenida El Dorado) in western Bogotá. This part of town is known for steel and glass, not colonial charm. There are few interesting restaurant options within walking distance at night; however, it is quite accessible to downtown during the day thanks to the new TransMilenio line (15-20 minutes) and at night by taxi. Besides being close to the airport, hotels in this area are close to the Corferias fairgrounds, the Parque Simón Bolívar area, and the U.S. Embassy.


North of Calle 100 there are many hotel options in what feels like suburbia. You might find some good deals online there, but you will be quite far from downtown attractions.


Hotel rates sometimes automatically include sales tax of 10 percent (IVA). Most hotels include free wireless Internet and breakfast (although the quality of breakfast will vary). While all the fancy hotels and backpacker places have English speaking staff—at least at the front desk—smaller hotels may not. Note that room rates usually depend on the number of persons, not necessarily on the size of the room.


Except for some international chains and upper-end hotels, most hotels will not have heating or air conditioning in their rooms. You’ll have to make do with extra blankets and body heat on those chilly Bogotá nights.


A final word: Moteles are always, residencias are usually, and hospedajes are sometimes Colombian love hotels.


LA CANDELARIA


Travelers on a budget will find plentiful, friendly options in La Canderlaria close to all the important sights. Yet it still might feel a little desolate late at night, especially on holidays when the university students are gone and Bogotanos skip town.


Under COP$70,000


Sleek Explora Hostels (Cl. 12C No. 3-19, tel. 1/282-9320, www.explorahostels.com, COP$22,000 dorm, COP$50,000 d) is small with minimalist decor. There is not much common space, so you might need earplugs at night if your neighbors are in party mode (unless you join them). Cranky Croc (Cl. 12D No. 3-46, tel. 1/342-2438, www.crankycroc.com, COP$23,000 dorms, COP$70,000 d) is big and airy with wood floors throughout, and always has excursions and activities on offer for its guests. Private security guards make this street feel safe after dark.


La Vieja Suiza (Cl. 12 No. 3-07, tel. 1/286-9695, www.laviejasuiza.com, COP$60,000 d) is a cozy and quiet place, run by two Swiss guys, that is connected to their bakery. It’s nice to be awoken by the aroma of freshly baked (Swiss) bread.


COP$70,000-200,000


Platypus Hostel (Cl. 12F No. 2-43, tel. 1/352-0127, www.platypusbogota.com, COP$22,000 dorm, COP$100,000 d) is the pioneer backpacker lodge in La Candelaria. Although somewhat worn, it is a welcoming place, where you can mix with other travelers. There are three houses in the Platypus kingdom, all on the same street. The main one, where you check in, is livelier. Platypus is just off the Eje Ambiental (Av. Jiménez).


The folks at Platypus now have gone upscale with the newish M Casa Platypus (Cra. 3 No. 12F-28, tel. 1/281-1801, www.casaplatypus.com, COP$40,000 dorm, COP$150,000 d). It is comfortable, sparkling clean, and friendly. The rooftop terrace is an excellent place to unwind with a glass of wine after a day hitting the streets.


M Masaya Intercultural (Cra. 2 No. 12-48, tel. 1/747-1848, www.masaya-experience.com, COP$22,000 dorm, COP$100,000 d) near LaSalle University offers different accommodation options depending on your budget or style, from luxurious private rooms to bunk beds. Tourists stay at this newish hostel range from backpackers to budget travelers. Staff are super friendly. Guests and students conglomerate by the bar/restaurant area in front.
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