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the Colonial City
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a kitesurfer in Cabarete
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rolling cigars.





It’s no surprise that the Dominican Republic now ranks as the most visited country in the Caribbean. The diamond white beaches and lavish resorts from Punta Cana to La Romana attract millions of sun worshippers every year. And while the blue waves, breezy palm trees, and sparkling sand are worth the trip, it’s the rest of the country that will make you fall in love.


The capital’s Colonial City is brimming with grand Spanish-style architecture, 16th-century cathedrals, and wrought-iron balconies. Outside the capital, beaches are lined with rows of frituras (fried food shacks) selling the day’s catch, along with red onion-spiced avocados and tostones (crispy fried plantains). Avid surfers and divers flock to the north, while the countryside offers enriching cultural expeditions to cacao and coffee plantations. Adventure awaits in the mountainous heart of the country, where you can hike through cloud forests and horseback ride to crisp, cool waterfalls. In the southwestern corner of the island, the possibility of sheer isolation still exists among the peaks, sand dunes, and deserted beaches.
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Carnaval
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Charcos de los Militares
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Puerto Plata





Regardless of where you find yourself in the DR, at the center of it all are unmistakably Dominican experiences. The constant stream of merengue and bachata in the air invites you to dance, whether in the middle of a park or at a rancho típico (open-air, roadside club). People gather on street corners, playing dominoes and throwing back Brugal rum or ice cold Presidente beers from the colmado (corner shop). You’ll find constant celebration, most notably during February’s countrywide carnivals, which offer a glimpse into the country’s eclectic African, Taíno, and Spanish heritage. Music mixes with laughter to create the daily soundtrack, because Dominicans enjoy every day to the fullest.


The Dominican Republic oozes life. They say New York City never sleeps, but the DR never stops dancing.
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a bright countryside home
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Isla Saona.
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Santo Domingo









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Santo Domingo


Santo Domingo was the first city of the Americas, and today, it is the most dynamic, cosmopolitan city in the Caribbean. The Cuidad Colonial, declared an UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1990, displays Spanish colonial and gothic architecture in its sprawling plazas and bustling streetscapes. The upscale Piantini district in the center of the city offers modern casinos, boutique hotels, and sleek bistros and lounges. On the weekends, city dwellers flock to the nearby beaches of Juan Dolio, Guayacanes, and Boca Chica. Santo Domingo is just a two-hour drive from Punta Cana via the Coral Highway.
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Juan Dolio





Punta Cana and the Southeast Coast


On the southeast and eastern coasts of the island are the DR’s most visited regions: Punta Cana, Bayahibe, and La Romana. Punta Cana is the crown jewel of Dominican tourism, covering 30 miles of powdery soft sand with all-inclusive resorts, with a handful of independent hotels in Bávaro. La Romana offers luxury inland with world-class resorts and golf courses. Bayahibe also boasts many resorts and tourists, though its colorful village center still provides a cultural window into the DR. Many take day trips from Bayahibe to the stunning Saona and Catalina Islands, both of which offer beautiful beaches and great diving.


The Samaná Peninsula


Jutting out of the northeast corner of the island is the Samaná Peninsula, with uncrowded beaches flanked by cliffs and coconut plantations. This region is a haven for European expats and independent travelers. There are three main areas: Samaná town, known for its seasonal humpback whale-watching; Las Terrenas, a funky and cosmopolitan town; and Las Galeras, home to top beaches like Playa Rincón and Playa Frontón. Offshore, the towering rocks of Los Haitises National Park are worth a boat trip for bird-watching and Taíno history. The Carretera Samaná links the peninsula to Santo Domingo in two and a half hours, and JetBlue flies direct to Samaná’s El Catey International Airport.


[image: image]


Puerto Plata and the North Coast


The North Coast of the Dominican Republic is the most well-rounded destination in the country. There are historical sights in Puerto Plata city, water sports in nearby Cabarete and Sosúa, and cultural excursions to amber mines and coffee and cacao plantations in the province’s various municipalities. Puerto Plata city is also attractive for its Playa Dorada resorts and beaches. If you’re a wildlife-lover, head west of Puerto Plata city to see manatees at the Estero Hondo Marine Mammal Sanctuary and mangrove swamps in Monte Cristi. Heading west there are even more beautiful beaches and offshore islands


Santiago and the Cibao Valley


The mountainous Cibao Valley, known as the breadbasket of the country, offers all kinds of adventure. There are a handful of national parks in and around Jarabacoa—including the tallest peak in the region, Pico Duarte—with freshwater rivers and lush hills for rafting and hiking. Nearby Constanza sits at 4,000 feet high, covered in pine forests, vegetable farms, and flower plantations. The Valle Nuevo National Park welcomes hikers to cooler temperatures and cabins with chimney fires. The Cibao Valley’s major gateway, Santiago, is the DR’s second largest city, a commercial hub known for its cigars and active nightlife.


Barahona and the Southwest


The least developed area of the Dominican Republic straddles the Haitian border in the southwestern corner of the country. It is also the most unique geographically, with a landscape that includes sand dunes, pebblestone beaches, and mountains in Barahona, to a host of lagoons, national parks, and roads lined with cactus in Pedernales. The country’s largest protected park, Parque Nacional Jaragua, is home to turtle nesting beaches and flamingos at Laguna Oviedo. American crocodiles glide in the salty Lago Enriquillo, the lowest point in the Caribbean, while 30 endemic bird species roam the Sierra de Bahoruco. The southwest’s best highlight is the remote Bahia de las Águilas, considered the best beach in the Dominican Republic.




If You Are…


• A CULTURE BUFF: Visit Puerto Plata province and stay in Tubagua; visit the mountains of Jarabacoa and Constanza; book a homestay in Barahona.


• HONEYMOONING: Stay in a luxury resort in Punta Cana; pick out a boutique hotel in Las Terrenas.
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Playa Blanca, Punta Cana





• A CITY OR NIGHTLIFE LOVER: Dance the night away in Santo Domingo, Puerto Plata, or Las Terrenas.


• ON A BUDGET: Visit Bayahibe and go island hopping; head to Las Galeras for beautiful beaches; stay at a beachfront cabin in Punta Rucia.


• AN OUTDOORS LOVER: Visit the Cibao Valley for waterfalls, river-rafting, and mountain hiking; stay in Barahona and the southwest for national parks, lagoons, and swimming holes.





When to Go


The Dominican Republic is blessed with sunny, warm weather year-round, with average temperatures in the mid-80s. It gets extremely humid and hot in the summertime, while cooler sea breezes make mid-November through January more pleasant. The rainy season has become unpredictable, with more rainstorms happening now in November than in hurricane season, which normally peaks in September and October. In the central mountains or the Cibao Valley, days are cooler and drier, but temperatures can drop to below freezing at night in December.


High tourist season runs from mid-December through mid-March—expect higher rates during this time. But it’s worth it if you’re coming for the humpback whale mating season in Samaná (which ends mid-March), or for Dominican Carnaval, which runs every Sunday in February around the island.


During Easter holidays or Semana Santa—Holy Week or the week preceding Easter Sunday—hotels fill up in popular areas from Juan Dolio to La Romana and Las Terrenas (look out for beach closures due to a high level of boozing that weekend). In Santo Domingo, the Malecón is partly turned into a pedestrian zone, and becomes a beach party in the city with games and music. It’s also a dangerous time to be on the road, so be wary.


The low tourist season (summertime) brings with it attractive airfare and slashed hotel rates, if you can bear the heat and humidity. Catch the merengue festival in Santo Domingo in July. November to mid-December is the best compromise between seasons, with fewer tourists, ideal weather, and good rates before the end of year holidays—not to mention the Dominican Republic Jazz Festival on the North Coast.



Before You Go



PASSPORTS AND TOURIST CARDS


Valid passports that won’t expire for an additional six months from your travel dates are required. North American or Western European travelers do not need a visa, but you must purchase a US$10 tourist card online or upon arrival at the airport. These cards are valid for a 30-day period; overstays will result in paying an exit fee at the airport upon departure, calculated according to the amount of time extended (up to US$110 for four additional months). For complete visa requirements, visit www.godominicanrepublic.com.


VACCINATIONS


There are no required vaccinations for entry to the Dominican Republic. However, it is recommended that you always keep up to date with routine shots for measles, mumps, and rabies. For longer stays, it is recommended that you also get hepatitis A and B, tetanus-diphtheria, chicken pox, and typhoid shots.


Note that the CDC issued an alert in 2015 for pregnant women or women who plan to conceive, advising that they postpone travel to many parts of the Caribbean, including the Dominican Republic, due to the spread of the Zika virus.


All other travelers should practice enhanced precautions to avoid mosquito bites. Always be sure to use insect repellent, wear protective clothing when venturing into the outdoors, and keep mosquitoes outside.


TRANSPORTATION


Transportation options abound: there’s always a bus, car, bike, or coach bus heading to your destination. The DR boasts 10 international and domestic airports at convenient points close to beach resort towns and cities. Taxis are easy to spot, and airport fares are displayed as you exit. Around town or cities, they have set fares; but these become open for negotiation for longer distances, especially in low season—agree on a price before entering any taxi to avoid being overcharged.


There are numerous public transportation options. Hop in the carritos, or shared public taxis, or the guaguas, shared minivan buses, that are sometimes beat up. These modes of transportation are dirt cheap, cramming up to seven people in one sedan, or up to 30 in a minivan, and run set routes while picking up passengers anywhere along the way. Motoconchos or motorbike taxis are popular among locals, and while they are the most cost-effective and fast way to get to your destination, they are the least safe, especially for big cities or highways (with no helmets provided).
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Motorbike taxis often accommodate more than one person.





Two major coach bus companies, Caribe Tours and Metro Tours, offer convenient itineraries between major cities and hubs. Traveling to the smaller towns is easily done by guagua—a private white van business, air-conditioned, with wireless Internet on many routes. There are express guaguas or regular ones that stop at every passenger hollering on the roadside.


Renting a car is a definite possibility, with major brands present around the island and its airports. Driving offers more flexibility in your itinerary. But beware that accident rates are high in the DR due to speeding, drunk driving, and multiple road obstacles (cows and bikes). It is safer to invest in a local driver. Gas prices are also high.


WHAT TO PACK


Pack any prescription drugs, sunscreen, a hat, and mosquito spray. Throw in some wipes for those long road trips, for when bathroom supplies might be lacking on the way.


Bring lightweight clothes, as well as long-sleeve cover-ups if you plan on taking any boat and catamaran excursions or hiking. If you’re heading to Jarabacoa and the beautiful mountainous central area, or even at a lodge in the hills of Puerto Plata, you’ll want warmer clothes, as it can get chilly at night. Mountain hiking, to Pico Duarte for instance, requires proper hiking boots, while sneakers are a must for the national parks and forests you plan on exploring.


Bring nice outfits: at resorts, some à la carte restaurants require it, and in the cities, Dominicans dress up. Clubs can even refuse entry if you show up in shorts. Sightseeing in cities also means not dressing like you’re going to the beach, especially if you plan on entering churches and cathedrals. Of course, on beaches or in beach towns, the dress is casual, but walking around in your bathing suit is frowned upon unless you’re actually on the beach. Nudity is forbidden altogether (but often overlooked in areas like Punta Cana).



The Best of the Dominican Republic



The Dominican Republic is a huge country—the second largest in the Caribbean—and the most diverse geographically. This 10-day itinerary will give you a solid glimpse into the DR’s beaches, culture, and adventure. It can also be used for a 4- or 7-day trip.


Santo Domingo: Culture and Nightlife


DAY 1


Arrive in Santo Domingo mid-morning and check into El Beaterio in the Ciudad Colonial. Grab an outdoor Dominican lunch on the sidewalk terrace of Cafetería El Conde and enjoy the views of the Parque Colón and the Catedral Primada de América while you eat. Walk lunch off by exploring the area’s stunning architecture and museums on foot, or rent a bike from Zona Bici. Make your way down Calle Las Damas, visiting the Fortaleza Ozama, Museo de las Casas Reales, and Alcázar de Colón, the former palatial home of Diego Colón, son of Christopher Columbus. For dinner, indulge in the seafood tasting menu at Pat’e Palo, the first-ever tavern in the Americas. Afterward, walk over to Lulú Tasting Bar for a cocktail on a colonial terrace. If it’s a Friday or Saturday, catch the free Santo Domingo de Fiesta folkloric dance show on the far end of Plaza de España. If it’s a Sunday, walk over to the San Francisco Ruins for the city’s most popular outdoor merengue, son, and salsa concert.
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Santo Domingo’s Malecón





The Samaná Peninsula: Beaches and Seaside Landscapes


DAY 2


Rise early and walk down Santo Domingo’s Malecón, the waterfront promenade, to the neoclassical, neighboring Gazcue district. Have a Dominican breakfast at Hermanos Villar, a cafeteria buffet with staples such as fried cheese and mangú. Ready for those sugary white beaches? Head north to the Samaná Peninsula by coach bus with Caribe Tours or by rental car (get your toll change ready). Enjoy spectacular views of coconut plantations on the 3-hour journey before arriving in Las Galeras. Check into Villa Serena and have lunch there. Walk to the main village beach and arrange for your next day boat ride to three of the area’s most beautiful beaches, and then spend the afternoon at nearby La Playita, a less crowded stretch of white sand with shallow turquoise waters. If you’d rather have a little more adventure, spend the afternoon horseback riding along the shoreline with Rudy’s Rancho. At sunset, walk back to the main village beach bar and join the locals with some rum and loud merengue or bachata music. For dinner, enjoy a casual Italian meal in the village at Ristorante Roma.


DAY 3


From the main beach, get whisked off to the Atlantic shores and towering cliffs of Las Galeras. You’ll have an entire day swimming, sunbathing, and snorkeling at three postcard-perfect beaches: Playa Madama, Playa Frontón, and Playa Rincón. After your excursion, have dinner at a romantic cliff-top table at El Cabito and take in Las Galeras one last time.
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fishing on Playa El Valle





DAY 4


Hop in a private taxi or catch a guagua (local bus) to funky Las Terrenas. Check into your cabin at Casas del Mar Neptunia and walk over to the beachfront. Stroll its length down to Playa Las Ballenas and have an affordable French gourmet lunch at La Vela Blanca. Spend an afternoon swimming and sunning on the beach. For dinner, grab a seafront table at La Terrasse along the lively Pueblo de los Pescadores restaurant row. Head over to Replay and dance the night away to Dominican and international tunes. Arrange for a taxi to El Catey Airport the next day, or continue on your trip.


Puerto Plata and Cabarete: Cultural Tourism and Water Sports


DAY 5


Rise at dawn and head to Puerto Plata, four hours by car and five hours by public bus. Admire the rustic beauty of the North Coast as you pass multiple fishing villages. Once in Puerto Plata, grab lunch at Café Tropical and then continue on to Tubagua village by taxi or car, another 20 minutes into the countryside. Drop your bags in your cabin at Tubagua Eco Lodge and take in the panoramic hilltop and sea views. The lodge’s local guide Juanin will take you on a three-hour hike through Tubagua village to gorgeous falls and pools at Charcos de los Militares. If you’d prefer to see the DR’s famous amber mines or a nearby coffee plantation, you can arrange it through your host at the lodge. Return to the lodge to enjoy the sunset while soaking in the pool tub.


DAY 6


Head out early by car or taxi to explore the northwest coast, stopping first at the Estero Hondo Marine Mammal Sanctuary. Go on a guided hike around the reserve’s mangroves and observe over a dozen manatees from a lookout tower. Continue on to nearby Playa Ensenada, for a Dominican lunch at one of several beachfront food shacks. After lunch, head to adjacent Punta Rucia Beach, where you will find boat captains ready to take you to offshore Cayo Arena. The boat will take you through the mangrove channels of the Monte Cristi National Park. Spend the rest of the afternoon snorkeling around the gorgeous corals off this tiny cay. Head back to Puerto Plata city and check into Boutique Hotel El Palacio. Walk over to Skina for dinner. This longtime local favorite serves authentic Dominican and Latin dishes.


DAY 7


If you’re up for it, catch the sunrise along Puerto Plata’s Malecón. Grab a morning breakfast and admire the Victorian architecture at Heladeria Mariposa, across from Parque Independencia. Head to Puerto Plata airport for your flight home, or continue your trip and hop into a carrito (local shared taxi) heading to Cabarete. Check into the beachfront Villa Taina Hotel and grab a light sandwich at Mojito Bar, a short walk away. Spend the day learning how to windsurf or kitesurf at Kite Beach. Later, have a beachfront dinner at La Casita de Papi for authentic Dominican seafood; burn the calories off at the two-story Lax Ojo dance club, Onno’s Bar, or one of the other numerous beachfront dance spots.


Jarabacoa and Constanza: Countryside Lifestyle


DAY 8


Experience the stunning mountainside of the DR in Jarabacoa, about a two-hour trip by car or bus. Check into Jarabacoa Mountain Hostel and head out for a casual Dominican lunch at El Taíno. From there, meet up with local guide David from Jarabacoa Eco Adventures, who will take you on a horseback or motorbike ride to Salto de Baiguate for a swim in refreshingly cool waters. In the evening, hop in a taxi for dinner at the mountaintop Aroma de la Montaña. Pick a candlelit table on the outdoor terrace and dine with views of the Cordillera Central.
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Salto de Baiguate
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Punta Rucia








DAY 9


After breakfast at the hostel, head out to neighboring Constanza by car or with César of Sindi-Taxi, riding through El Tireo village and its vast fields of vegetable crops and flower plantations. Once there, enjoy a fresh vegetable pizza and strawberry batida at Antojitos de Lauren. Drive up to El Divino Niño Monument, just outside of the town center, to meet the 48-feet high statue overlooking Constanza’s hills. Head back to town for a local Ferringer brew at the funky La Esquina bar, a local favorite. If you’re able to rent an all-terrain vehicle, drive to Valle Nuevo National Park, one of the DR’s natural wonders, and hike through its pine forests with a guide from Villa Pajón Eco-Lodge. Head back to Jarabacoa for the night and have dinner at Pizza and Pepperoni.
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Constanza's farmland





DAY 10


Grab an early coffee and breakfast from La Tinaja in downtown Jarabacoa before heading back to Santiago for your flight home. Hop on Caribe Tours (the bus terminal is a short walk from La Tinaja) or get a private taxi ride to the airport.




Best Beaches


PUNTA CANA AND BAYAHIBE


Playa Bávaro (click here)


One of the most well-known beaches in the DR, Playa Bávaro hosts many resorts, but that doesn’t take away from its glorious stretch. The crystal clear water is the perfect temperature for a dip.


Playa Macao (click here)


The undeveloped Playa Macao is great for surfing or taking a stroll along the palm-studded blond sand. It also has some of the best fish shacks on the Punta Cana coastline.


Playa Juanillo (click here)


On the southern tip of the Punta Cana coastline, the long, shiny white stretch of Playa Juanillo is dotted with towering, leaning coconut trees—a poster-worthy sight.


Isla Saona (click here)


A quick boat ride off the coast of Bayahibe, Isla Saona’s beaches are a brilliant white, dotted with tall coconut trees and facing a turquoise Caribbean Sea. The best of all is the uncrowded, beautiful Canto de la Playa at the edge of the island.


THE SAMANÁ PENINSULA


Playa Rincón (click here)


The crown jewel of the Samaná Peninsula’s beaches, Playa Rincón is a two-mile-long strip of white, soft sand and leaning coconut trees, just 10 minutes by boat from Las Galeras. Visit in the afternoon for fewer crowds.


Playa Cosón (click here)


The most stunning beach in Las Terrenas is Playa Cosón, a long, dreamy, blond stretch, dotted with a handful of luxury boutique resorts. Locals flock to the undeveloped stretch on Sundays to swim and indulge in the best fish shacks in the region.
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Playa Cosón in Las Terrenas





Playa El Valle (click here)


Tucked north of Samaná town, Playa El Valle is an ultra-remote, undeveloped golden beach, sitting at the foot of the towering, lush hills of El Valle. It is not a swimming spot due to riptides, but it makes for a lovely walk.


THE NORTH COAST


Punta Rucia and Cayo Arena (click here and click here)


Playa Punta Rucia is a jumping-off point to the offshore Cayo Arena, and each stuns on its own. The uncrowded Punta Rucia offers miles of unshaded white sand, which sparkles even brighter in the hot sun. The tiny Cayo Arena has beautiful turquoise waters and some of the best snorkeling in the DR.


Playa Cambiaso (click here)


Getting to Playa Cambiaso requires a bumpy, 1.5-hour ride from Puerto Plata city, but the remoteness of this stunning stretch is what makes it unique. Locals flock here on Sundays for swimming and seafood, but on weekdays you’ll have the beach to yourself—save for a couple of wild donkeys to keep you company.


Playa El Morro (click here)


Hugged by El Morro, a towering limestone mesa, the reddish blond eponymous beach offers breathtaking scenery. Soft stones shift from one half of the beach to the other with the tide.


THE SOUTHEAST


Bahia de las Águilas (click here)


The remotest of them all, and often said to be the most gorgeous beach in the DR, is Bahia de las Águilas, a protected, undeveloped stretch facing a stunning bay and hugged by a magnificent rocky landscape. The water is so clear that you can see your toes.






Romancing the DR



Intimate Lodgings


• Santo Domingo: Restored 16th-century quarters in verdant colonial courtyards await at Hostal Nicolas de Ovando, set on the first paved street in the Americas. El Beaterio’s charming convent turned guesthouse is small and peaceful, with a tranquil rooftop terrace.


• Punta Cana: Excellence Punta Cana offers sexy luxurious perks, like in-room spa tubs, a butler to draw your bath at turndown, and a shower with a see-through glass wall facing the bedroom.


• Samaná Peninsula: Lounge poolside or seaside at the charming Villa Serena, tucked at the edge of Las Galeras Beach. In Las Terrenas, glam it up at sumptuous Peninsula House, relaxing on your private sea-view veranda. Shack up in your cliff-top treehouse at El Cabito, taking in the views of Rincon Bay while the wind blows.


• Puerto Plata: At the hilltop Tubagua Eco Lodge, shower alfresco while staring at panoramic views of Puerto Plata or take a dip in the Jacuzzi at sunset.


• Punta Rucia: Enjoy a glorious sea view at Casa Libre, where you can take a stony path from your wooden cabin down to the beach. You likely won’t find another soul there.


• Jarabacoa and Constanza: Stay at villa turned guesthouse Jarabacoa Mountain Hostel and soak in your fancy bathtub. Snuggle by the chimney fire inside your cabin at Villa Pajón Eco-Lodge, surrounded with pine trees and mountains inside Valle Nuevo National Park, 2,286 meters (7,500 feet) above sea level.


• Pedernales: Glamp in the remote southwest of the DR at Eco Del Mar, with bed-furnished tents set right on La Cueva Beach.
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the beach at Eco del Mar in Pedernales







Diving and Snorkeling Spots


Many resorts offer complimentary snorkeling gear, as well as introductory PADI open water lessons. But the best underwater marinelife in the DR is often found away from resorts and in areas that aren’t visited as frequently. You’ll find at least two or three reputable PADI dive shops in each of these areas.


PUNTA CANA AND BAYAHIBE


Bayahibe is one of the best places in the DR for snorkeling as well as diving. The offshore, protected Saona and Catalina Islands, part of the Parque Nacional Del Este, offer colorful 40-meter (130-foot) wall dives—the Catalina Wall is especially impressive—local reefs teeming with critters, and several neat shipwrecks to explore.


• Sign up for an excursion around the islands with ScubaFun, which offers diving excursions daily, even in the slow season.


• Casa Daniel offers snorkeling excursions along the Dominicus Reef and to the Aquarium off Isla Catalina.


• Snorkel off Saona Island’s stunning beaches away from crowds on a Saona Crusoe VIP day trip with Seavis Tours.


Punta Cana’s best snorkeling can be found at The Aquarium, a five-minute boat ride off the Westin Puntacana Resort’s beach.
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a diving boat in Punta Cana





• Explore with Blue Vision Adventures.


THE SAMANÁ PENINSULA


The Samaná Peninsula offers more diving than snorkeling—particularly off Las Galeras, where you will find some of the most challenging but rewarding dives around Cabo Cabrón and Cabo Samaná. The reef facing Playa Frontón, at a depth of up to 12 meters (39 feet), is made up of tall elkhorn corals and is visited by spotted eagle rays. An advanced dive teeming with coral and marinelife is Piedra Bonita, at a depth of over 30 meters (100 feet). The reef is home to turtles, Creole wrasse, jacks, and other Caribbean critters.


• Go with Las Galeras Divers, who are experts in this region.


THE NORTH COAST


On the northwestern coast, off Punta Rucia beach is Cayo Arena, where you will experience some of the best snorkeling in the country with a vibrant reef and tropical fish.


• Hop on a boat to Cayo Arena with local captains parked on Punta Rucia or La Ensenada beaches.


• Arrange a day trip through Bávaro Runners in Puerto Plata.


An hour farther northwest, snorkelers and divers will find bliss off the coast of Monte Cristi, around the offshore islands of the Cayos Siete Hermanos.


• Sign up in advance with Soraya y Santos Tours for a snorkel tour of the islands.


• Go with Galleon Divers for advanced dives.






Candlelit Dinners



• Santo Domingo: Reserve a table in the lantern-lit courtyard of La Casita de Papi, set in a 16th-century building. For an alfresco dinner, it doesn’t get more memorable than a table along Plaza de España’s row of outdoor restaurants at dusk, facing the beautifully lit Alcázar de Colón palace.


• Punta Cana: Get serenaded by a Dominican guitar duo while feasting on fresh conch or curried lobster at the candlelit, waterfront La Yola, while the fish swim underneath the illuminated dock.


• La Romana: Reserve the only table for two on the lower level of the outdoor deck at La Casita, away from other diners, and enjoy seafood alfresco beside moored million-dollar yachts inside the illustrious Casa de Campo Marina. Indulge in fresh homemade pasta while taking in the panoramic views of the Chavón River from the romantic outdoor terrace at La Piazetta.


• Samaná Peninsula: In Las Terrenas, it’s hard to beat the beachfront setting of the restaurant row in Pueblo de los Pescadores, and La Terrasse is the best pick of all. Sit in a corner of the wooden deck and enjoy a French-Dominican menu under dim lanterns and cooling breezes. Over in Las Galeras, El Cabito’s tables perched at 14 meters (46 feet) above sea level offer a memorable sunset view of this fishing village’s dramatic cliffs and the Atlantic Ocean.


• Puerto Plata and Cabarete: Dine by candlelight in a lush garden away from the Puerto Plata city noise at Mares, where renowned Dominican chef Vasquez creates exquisite local cuisine with a twist—sit poolside and sample his Brugal rum-soaked goat stew or flambé baby lobsters. Catch the sunset and the open ocean views from the dimly lit, thatched roof dining room of La Otra Cosa, and feast on seared tuna in a ginger and flambé rum sauce.


• Punta Rucia: Go to Lino’s for a tiki torchlit dinner—barefoot if you choose—and feast on homemade Italian pizza.


• Jarabacoa: It doesn’t get more romantic than dining on the terrace at Aroma de la Montaña, perched 1,219 meters (4,000 feet) above sea level, while the night lights of all Jarabacoa flicker below.


Sexy Beaches


• Samaná Peninsula: The most beautiful, romantic stretches of sand are La Playita in Las Galeras and Playa Las Ballenas in Las Terrenas—a long shoreline with a lot of privacy.


• Puerto Plata: The bumpy ride to Playa Cambiaso will be worthwhile, particularly on the weekdays when your only company will be wild donkeys.


• Río San Juan: Playa Preciosa—adjacent to the better-known and busy Playa Grande—rewards with complete privacy and tranquility.


• Miches: The virgin beaches of Miches are far from the madding crowd of Punta Cana. Take a short drive and spend the day in bliss.


• Punta Rucia: Visitors primarily use Punta Rucia beach as a jumping-off point to Cayo Arena, but during the day it’s a stunning, uncrowded white stretch with shallow turquoise waters. Sunset is not to be missed—complete with a fiery red ball.


Secluded Escapes


• Bayahibe: Book a private sailing trip to Saona Island on the gorgeous 51-foot Dragonsmoke through Seavis Tours.




[image: image]


Bayahibe village





• Monte Cristi: Go off the beaten track and charter a boat for an excursion to the remote Cayos Siete Hermanos, off the coast of Monte Cristi. Spend a blissful day of sunning and snorkeling with no one else around.
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sunset in Monte Cristi





• Constanza: Experience the highest altitude in the Caribbean and bundle up in a cozy mountain cabin at Villa Pajón, tucked inside a protected national park. Spend the day hiking in pine forests and return to hot cocoa by your chimney.



Roots and Rhythms



The Dominican Republic is a cultural melting pot, where numerous aspects of daily life are a blend of European, African, and native traditions or beliefs. Dance to merengue beats, snack on a plate of plantain-based tostones, and venture into the markets to explore the botánicas, or herbal remedy shops. This is the real pulse of the Dominican Republic.


Day 1


Arrive in Santo Domingo on a Saturday morning and sample your first Dominican lunch cafeteria at Hermanos Villar in the charming Gazcue district; have a plate of rice and beans with chicken, or slices of chicharrón (pork) with sides of yucca. Walk to the Ciudad Colonial and check into the Hotel Conde de Peñalba. Take a sunset stroll through this historical area, down Calle Las Damas and to the Fortaleza Ozama. Walk back up Calle Las Damas and indulge in a romantic dinner at one of the bistros lining Plaza de España—Pura Tasca and Pat’e Palo are delicious options—imbibing chinola (passion fruit) sangria. After dinner check out the free outdoor folkloric dance performance by the Ballet Folklórico, also at the plaza. An alternative is to reserve a table at the lively El Conuco for Dominican food—try the sancocho stew—and a live merengue dance show. You may even be pulled onto the floor.


Day 2


Enjoy a rich Dominican breakfast of mangú, fried eggs, fried cheese, and ham or sausage, with a cup of Café Santo Domingo on the outdoor terrace of Cafetería El Conde. Walk to the Mercado Modelo, close to Chinatown, and shop for larimar or amber jewelry or Dominican-made ceramics. Don’t miss the clamor of the outdoor fruit and vegetable market, where botánicas, or traditional healers, have also set up shops selling mysterious potions. Have a toasted sub sandwich and a batida, or fruit smoothie, at Barra Payán. Visit nearby museums, starting with the Museo de las Casas Reales and the Alcázar de Colón to learn about the DR’s history from the colonial days, and then the Museo de la Resistencia, an excellent look at the DR’s political journey post-independence. Grab an early dinner at Mesón D’Bari, serving tasty Dominican seafood and meat dishes—try the goat stew. At 7pm, head over to the San Francisco Monastery Ruins and enjoy the best outdoor live merengue and son concert with the band Grupo Bonyé. Enjoy some Presidente beers and twirl away on the cobblestoned streets with the locals. Night owls can keep the party going afterward at Parada 77.
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Carnaval performers







[image: image]

a plate of fried fish, avocado, and tostones










Social Impact Tourism


You’ll quickly discover a diverse country that is much more than its beaches. Where to begin? Venture beyond the tourist zones and sign up for an excursion with one of the rural cooperatives that have mushroomed around the country. These inspiring entrepreneurial groups offer visitors experiences unique to their respective villages and towns—from cacao plantation visits to off-the-beaten path hikes. The income generated helps fund jobs and is reinvested into the cooperative. This evolving, exciting concept of community tourism is a win-win for travelers looking to experience the real Dominican Republic and locals working to secure a sustainable future. Find more information online at dominicantreasures.com.


PUERTO PLATA (click here)


Take a community tour through the Community Tourism Network of Puerto Plata (Red de Turismo Comunitario, tel. 809/696-6932, www.popreport.com/turisopp). They offer seven experiences unique to the province’s various towns:


• Dominican baseball: Visit Bartolo Colón’s home town and the stadium he built for his community.


• Cacao: Learn all about the production of organic cacao in the DR. Plant a pod, sample some chocolate, and get a chocolate mud treatment!


• Merengue: Spend the day immersed in all things merengue in a village that has produced generations of traditional merengue musicians.


• Columbus’ first home: Enjoy clifftop views and tour the ruins of Christopher Columbus’ home.


• Manatees: Hike two trails, paddleboard among the mangroves, visit a secluded beach, and witness dozens of manatees from a lookout tower at the Estero Hondo Marine Mammal Sanctuary.


• Amber: Tour the only place in the world where blue amber is found and where amber is actually mined.


• Coffee: Learn about the production of organic coffee in the DR from bean to cup.


JARABACOA (click here)


Stay in green lodging near the Rio Yaque del Norte at the Sonido del Yaque (Sonido del Yaque, tel. 829/727-7413, sonidodelyaque@gmail.com), run by the Club de Mujeres Nueva Esperanza, a cooperative of 30 women. They offer 10 rustic cabins tucked into the lush countryside, which are off the grid, using renewable energy and water sources. They also have a riverfront restaurant that provides organic, locally-sourced meals and they also provide local excursions.


BARAHONA PROVINCE (click here)


Arrange a homestay with local cooperative COOPDECI (Cooperativa para el Desarollo de La Ciénaga, tel. 829/560-3560, www.guanaventuras.com), based in La Ciénaga. You’ll get your own room and bathroom in the house of a cooperative member, and a unique perspective on the DR.


The cooperative also manages a tour operating arm, Guanaventuras. Tours are with a licensed local guide, who can take you on a range of excursions, including snorkeling in La Ciénaga, hiking to the Cueva de la Virgen on an exclusive trail, and visiting the larimar mines.


You can learn to make artisan marmalade with the women, or grab lunch at their local restaurant, Delicias Mi Siembra.







Adventure Awaits


BAGGING A PEAK


If you’re a thrill-seeker, hike to Pico Duarte, the tallest peak in the Caribbean at 10,105 feet. The excursion takes two days, beginning in Manabao just outside Jarabacoa. Local guide David Durán of Jarabacoa Eco Adventures is your best bet for a customized and affordable Pico Duarte trip. David can also take you on a climb to El Mogote—shorter yet more challenging than Pico Duarte, due to its steep and rocky terrain. You’ll be rewarded with a stunning 3,815-foot summit panoramic view of Jarabacoa.
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Jarabacoa





SPELUNKING


One of the most thrilling and remote caves to explore is Cueva Fun Fun inside Los Haitises National Park. Contact Rancho Capote to book a tour. The adventure begins with a horseback ride, then a hike through a wet forest, and finally a rappel down a narrow opening 28 feet below ground. You’ll spot critters while hiking past Taíno petroglyphs and pictographs. There are additional caving opportunities (with freshwater lagoons) inside the Parque Nacional Del Este. The southwest is home to the least visited caves at El Pomier and Las Caritas de los Indios.


CANYONING


The North Coast is ideal for rock climbing and canyoning off waterfalls. Both Cabarete and Puerto Plata are solid bases for trips to Damajagua Falls and lesser visited falls like the Big Bastard. Visit with popular outfitter Iguana Mama.


RIVER RAFTING


Take an exhilarating rafting excursion on Jarabacoa’s Río Yaque del Norte, the longest river in the DR. Contact Rancho Baiguate or Rancho Jarabacoa to book a tour.


MOUNTAIN BIKING


Hop on a mountain bike and brave the hills of the Cordillera Central. Out of Cabarete, Iguana Mama’s exhilarating 31-mile “Max Endurance” takes you on an uphill, downhill, and off-road ride through Cabarete’s El Choco National Park.


PARAGLIDING


Fly over Jarabacoa’s mountains and verdant scenery, above waterfalls and valleys, with Flying Tony (www.flyindr.com). Tony takes you on a 25-minute drive from Jarabacoa to Paso Alto where the exciting liftoff takes place. He will also take you out to Constanza.


ZIPLINING


Ziplining above the hills of Samaná’s dense El Valle forests and hills will have you screaming at the top of your lungs. Samana Zipline has the best engineered zipline in the country, which will take you 122 meters (400 feet) above El Valle over 12 lines. Flip upside down or ride together as a couple—the integrated braking system means all you have to do is focus on the panoramic views.


ATV AND QUAD RIDING


Riding at high speed down bumpy dirt roads and village tracks in an all-terrain vehicle is a fun way to get lost in nature and explore the DR countryside. In Puerto Plata, Outback Adventures offers ATV rides through the hills of Muñoz village, with visits to a local home. Samaná and Jarabacoa are also great landscapes to enjoy by ATV—rent your own from Jessie Car Rental.






Day 3



Rise at dawn and head north to Puerto Plata via Caribe Tours or Metro Tours, unless you’re driving. From the city, hop in a taxi, rental car, or combine guagua and motoconcho rides to reach the hilltop Tubagua Eco Lodge. Drop your bags and head on a three-hour afternoon hike through the village with the lodge’s local guide. You’ll meet the locals, sample fruit from the trees, and trek beside river streams. Grab a cold Bohemia beer or soda at the village colmado along the way and continue until you reach the stunning blue sinkholes and falls of Charcos de los Militares. After the hike, drive 10 minutes up the Ruta Panorámica to the small community of Yásica and feast on carne salada at Zero Discusión, washed down with some Brugal rum. Or stick to the lodge for a home-cooked meal in the palapa dining room, with panoramic starlit views of Puerto Plata.


Day 4


In the morning, head out on a day trip to the small town of Guananico with Puerto Plata’s local cooperative, Red de Turismo Comunitario. You’ll first stop at Hacienda Cufa for a chocolate tour and tasting at a cacao farm. After a Dominican lunch, you’ll head over to Rincón Caliente, where you’ll experience an afternoon of merengue típico with renowned merengue artists, and learn about drum making, accordion playing, and dancing to merengue. Head back to Tubagua for the night.


Day 5


Leaving Tubagua, drive south on the winding, bumpy Ruta Panorámica, with glorious views of the Cordillera Septentrional mountain range, lined with small villages and colorful roadside fruit and souvenir shacks. The road leads to Santiago, where you should stop for lunch at Rancho Chito, the region’s best lechonera, a restaurant specializing in pork roasted on a pit. The chivo or goat is delicious. Belly full, drive 10 minutes outside of the city to Higüerito, where you’ll find local potters and doll makers spinning wheels. Stop for guineos (bananas) roadside on your way back to Santiago. At this point, head for the airport or continue your trip to Jarabacoa and Constanza—see Day 8 of the Best of Itinerary for more details.
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restaurants in the Colonial City
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El Malecón.





Santo Domingo, the first city of the Americas, is the most dynamic and exhilarating city in the Caribbean. A palpable energy blankets its multifaceted neighborhoods, from the cobblestoned streets of the Ciudad Colonial to the sleek restaurants, hotel bars, and cigar lounges of the Polígono Central. No matter where you are, merengue pours out into the streets, keeping the pulse of the city.


Beyond its quaint charm lies a city with a fiercely independent spirit—thrown into relief by the statues of heroes that dot the horizon and stand for the struggle for freedom from dictatorship. The Spanish conquistadores used it as a base for conquering the Caribbean region and parts of the Americas. Santo Domingo was home to the first cathedral, the first convent for nuns, the first university, the first street in the New World, and was the first urban design template. It’s a city that many fought over and occupied, including British buccaneer Sir Francis Drake, the French, and even neighboring Haiti, but it has always fought back for independence.


Today, La Capital, as it is affectionately called, is a bustling metropolis of 2.5 million inhabitants. It’s the most cosmopolitan city in the Caribbean, with shopping malls that rival those in North America, fine dining, and more nightlife than your dancing feet could handle in one visit. Santo Domingo excels in and prides itself with promoting Dominican culture. There are festivals year-round, open museum nights, art exhibits, theatrical performances, and plenty more.


History buffs, culture lovers, shopaholics, music aficionados, and night owls—nearly every traveler will find their bliss here. Santo Domingo is a city of contrasts; it combines the past and present, the lifestyles of a seaside town and a modern metropolis, and Dominican culture with international influence.


Full of surprises: that’s Santo Domingo.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Most of the city’s major sights and activities are in adjacent areas or at least a short taxi ride away from one another—but expect city traffic delays in the daytime.




Highlights


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


S Ciudad Colonial: Stroll amid restored Spanish colonial buildings and bougainvillea-shaded alleys in an area that was once Christopher Columbus’ stomping grounds (click here).


S Parque Colón: Surrounded by stunning architecture, centuries of Dominican history, and boutique sidewalk restaurants, the leafy Parque Colón offers a slice of Dominican life (click here).
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S Catedral Primada de América: Admire the ornate interior of the first cathedral in the New World (click here).


S Museo de las Casas Reales: Journey through the Dominican Republic’s history, from the arrival of Spanish colonialists to the Trujillo years, at this museum housed in a former 16th-century royal court (click here).


S Alcázar de Colón: Immerse yourself in 16th-century royal culture by touring Diego Colón’s former home—the most impressive structure in the Colonial City (click here).


S Parque de la Independencia/Altar de la Patria: Pay your respects at the mausoleum of the Dominican Republic’s three independence heroes (click here).


S El Malecón: Stroll down Santo Domingo’s famed Malecón, a seafront promenade home to parks, casinos, and restaurants. Buy a fresh coconut roadside and enjoy the Caribbean Sea breeze (click here).


S Los Tres Ojos: These ancient Taíno caves once used for rituals reveal a stunning ecosystem. Hike past giant caverns and stalagmites, marvel at the freshwater lakes, and look for turtles (click here).


S Live Merengue and Son with Grupo Bonyé: Head to the San Francisco Ruins to enjoy Grupo Bonyé’s outdoor concert, held every Sunday from sunset until 10pm (click here).


S Playa Boca Chica: Relax on miles of white sand and indulge in fresh seafood at the bustling Boca Chica (click here).
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If you have a few days or more, your best bet is to pick one of several boutique hotels in the Ciudad Colonial as your base and spend a morning or evening checking out the nearby Gazcue neighborhood and the Polígono Central, comprised of three upscale neighborhoods. You’ll want to save a minimum of two days to fully appreciate the Cuidad Colonial and its parks, museums, plazas, and centuries-old architecture. Even if you’re not much of an arts and culture buff, you should spend at least half a day in this area—after all, this is where the first city of the Americas took shape.


Finally, spend a day or two exploring nature—in the caves at the nearby Los Tres Ojos or at the beaches of Boca Chica or Juan Dolio. You could also opt for an excursion to a cacao farm in the lush campo or countryside of San Francisco de Macorís northeast of the capital.


Only have a day? Spend the morning in the Ciudad Colonial—have breakfast at a sidewalk café, then walk up and down Calle Las Damas to visit the Fortaleza Ozama, the Museo de las Casas Reales, and the Altar de la Patria. Have lunch on the Malecón, a 10-minute walk away, then head to the Museo del Hombre Dominicano in the city center and relax in the gardens of the Plaza de la Cultura. For a sunset cocktail, hit Vertygo 101 Bar in the Piantini District or head back to the Ciudad Colonial for more options.


ORIENTATION


Santo Domingo was the first planned urban space in the Americas, designed as a square, and is actually easy to navigate.


The Ozama River divides the city into east and west. West of the river are the main areas frequented by tourists: the Ciudad Colonial, the Malecón, and the city center—essentially the area around the major arteries of Avenidas John F. Kennedy, 27 de Febrero, Winston Churchill, and Máximo Gomez.


Arriving from Las Américas International Airport and Avenida Las Américas, whether you’re heading to the Ciudad Colonial or the Malecón, you’ll cross the river bridge going west along the Ozama River and down Avenida Francisco Alberto Caamaño, which heads along the Ciudad Colonial’s outer edges, and turns into Avenida George Washington or the Malecón.


Heading over to the street parallel to the Malecón lands you on Avenida Independencia, where the tree-lined Gazcue neighborhood stretches all along the main thoroughfare as well as its side streets. It’s home to several budget guesthouses, affordable local restaurants, and bustling commercial services interspersed with neighborhood corner bars. The Gazcue neighborhood is 10-minute walk to the Ciudad Colonial. Use Independence Park as your landmark—it faces the pedestrian street of Calle El Conde.


Avenida Winston Churchill and Avenida George Washington will connect you to the city’s trendiest hubs, the three neighborhoods of Naco, Paraíso, and Piantini, making up the Polígono Central. Think upscale shopping malls, trendy bistros, and cigar lounges, plus movie theaters and the latest string of brand hotels with infinity pools.


Heading back east of the river and a stone’s throw outside of Santo Domingo is where you’ll find Los Tres Ojos. Continuing east leads to the city dwellers’ beach escapes: Boca Chica, Guayacanes, and Juan Dolio, all a string of white sand beaches that begin just 20 minutes outside the capital.



Sights



S CIUDAD COLONIAL


The capital’s historic district—the Colonial City, formally called Ciudad Colonial though some locals still refer to it as “la Zona Colonial” or even just “la Zona”—stretches approximately 10 blocks, starting along the west bank of the Ozama River and spanning west up to Parque de la Independencia (Calle Palo Hincado), and bordered north and south by Avenida Mella and the Malécon (Paseo Billini). It was declared an UNESCO World Heritage Site in 1990. Sure enough, it’s one heck of an architectural, historical, and visual feast to marvel at. This is the section of Santo Domingo where conquistadores like Christopher Columbus, his son Diego Colón, and first governor of the Americas Nicolas de Ovando ruled over the first city of the Americas and plotted their growing empire in the Caribbean region. So of course, it is filled with 16th-century edifices in the form of churches (including 22 chapels), palaces, and courthouses, as well as statues of key historical figures. Most of these colonial buildings have transformed into shops, museums, galleries, and boutique hotels.
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Stroll along the cobblestoned Calle El Conde—a pedestrian haven of shops and cafés running through the heart of the area reminiscent of Barcelona’s Las Ramblas. Idle away some time on a park bench alongside locals or sit at a sidewalk café with a cold Presidente and take in the seamless blend of old and new among the cathedrals and museums and wrought-iron balconies alive with flowers.


There’s never a dull moment in this formerly walled, historic zone. Guagua or local bus conductors shout and hiss as their slim bodies hang over the edge of the vans while looking for passengers. Men slam dominoes in the shade and whisper sweet nothings as women pass by. Motoconchos buzz about, while merengue echoes out of restaurants and bars. Limpiabotas—shoeshine boys—polish away while patrons read the paper or smoke a fat cigar.


In this single area, you’ll find most of what is iconic to the Dominican Republic: the interplay of life at cigar shops, sidewalk cafés, larimar and amber jewelry stores, mobile vendors selling chicharrón or pork rinds, Helados Bon ice cream carts, and colmados, the DR’s iconic corner store shops that double as bars.


Note that the Calle El Conde’s pedestrian buzz doesn’t get going until around 10am, and if you head there early, you’ll find only a couple of cafés open while all the other businesses have iron gates pulled down. Art vendors start wheeling out their wares later in the morning.



S Parque Colón



Undoubtedly one of the best people-watching spots and most popular parks in Santo Domingo, conveniently set along the pedestrian’s path on Calle El Conde, Parque Colón (Calle El Conde, from corner of Arzobispo Meriño) is where you’ll get a glimpse of Dominicans engaging in one of their favorite pastimes: taking a break with their loved ones under the shade, while indulging in sweet treats like palitos de coco, listening to local musicians’ ballads, and watching the world go by—from tourists to vendors and artists on easels. Sometimes you might even catch a play.. At the heart of this large square is a statue of Christopher Columbus—pointing south as he did when he first spotted the Dominican Republic from his ship—and at his feet the beautiful and valiant Taíno chief, Anacaona, who was sadly betrayed. Surrounding the park are notable buildings, including the first cathedral of the New World. Parque Colón is also where you’ll find licensed tour guides—look for their khaki pants, blue shirts, and a badge hanging from their neck. Feel free to barter for a tour of the Ciudad Colonial on foot, especially if it’s closer to sunset. At night, the park is no less lively, when couples stroll after work and young Dominicans hang on corners with their beverage of choice. Whether it’s just to laze away on a bench or to meet up with friends, there’s no place in the city like Parque Colón.



S Catedral Primada de América



Standing tall on the south side of Parque Colón is the first cathedral ever built in the Americas—La Basilica Catedral Santa María de la Incarnación or Catedral Primada de América (Calle Isabel La Católica, 9am-5pm daily, US$1.30 or 60 pesos, includes audio). It’s worth shelling out the small entry fee to tour this architectural wonder, with a guide and/or with your English audio headphones. Construction launched in 1512 and was completed in 1540. The end result is one of the most ornate buildings in the Americas, showing a gothic influence and coral rock facade. It is said to have once harbored the ashes of Christopher Columbus. If you only have time for one room, look inside the sacred Chapel 12—or the chapel for prayers—and prepare to gawk at the lavish designs. As an added bonus, the sanctuary is now nicely air-conditioned.
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Catedral Primada de América





Calle Las Damas


Known as the oldest and first paved street of the Americas, the Calle Las Damas or “Street of the Ladies” is where Maria de Toledo and her 39 compañeras would spend the evening strolling up and down from the palace. The street has kept its charm and is one of the loveliest in the Zona Colonial. You won’t see frocks and wigs, but you will still pass horse-drawn carriages. On this street you will also find venerable churches, colonial buildings-turned-upscale boutique hotels, and notable sights like the Fortaleza Ozama and the Panteón Nacional. The old-world glamour remains amid the restored colonial buildings. Taking a walk down Calle Las Damas is a must.


Fortaleza Ozama


The first military fortress in the Americas and the oldest military structure, the Fortaleza Ozama (Calle Las Damas, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 10am-3pm Sun., US$1.50) was built between 1502 and 1507 by the city’s first governor, Nicolas de Ovando, to resemble a medieval castle. It has a central tower, standing tall on a bluff above the river—the Torre de Homenaje—at nearly 19 meters (61 feet). At the fort’s entrance is a statue of Gonzalo Fernandez de Oviedo, known for authoring “The natural and general history of the Indies”—a key document in Santo Domingo’s colonial history. Climb the stairs to the top of the tower—it’s more fun to use the interior spiral staircase—and take in the panoramic views of the Ozama River on one side, facing the cannons and a view of the more recent port built in 1937, and the sprawling lawns on the other. Grab a pamphlet at the entrance, if you don’t need a guide—although they are usually ready and waiting for willing tourists.


Panteón Nacional


If you’re a history and architectural buff, you’ll immediately notice the Panteón Nacional (Calle Las Damas, 9am-6pm Tues.-Sun, free), an impressive, towering limestone building with a neoclassical facade. This 18th-century Jesuit church-turned-national mausoleum is said to keep the remains of over 40 famous Dominicans and national heroes who played a big part in the struggle for independence, like Gregorio Luperón. Eugenio María de Hostos, and María Trinidad Sánchez. In the doorway there will be a handsome, standing, uniformed presidential honor guard holding a Dominican flag (if you want his photo, be courteous and gesture to him if you can, they usually don’t mind). Take a quick peek at the vaulted ceilings bearing a stunning mural of the Resurrection and Last Judgment by Spanish painter Rafael Pellicer. You’ll also notice a giant lamp that was donated by former Spanish head of state Francisco Franco. Shorts and sleeveless tops are not always allowed, so dress appropriately.



S Museo de las Casas Reales (Museum of Royal Houses)



Once the Royal Court and first courthouse of the Americas, dating back to the 16th century, as well as the governors’ office, the Museo de las Casas Reales (Calle Las Damas, tel. 809/682-4202, 9am-5pm daily, US$2.20 or 100 pesos, includes English audio) covers the colonial history of the DR, from the arrival of Columbus’ three ships in 1492—replicas of La Pinta, La Niña, and La Santa María are on display—to the mapping of the first cities founded by Columbus and the brutal days of slavery. On the second floor, the reception hall of the governors or Gran Salón del Trono y Recepciones is a breathtaking display of opulence. Portraits of Spanish kings covering the walls look out onto mahogany floors, sparkling chandeliers, and windows opening onto the Ozama River. Directly across, the Salón de Armas houses armaments of various periods, including from Trujillo himself. Like most restored museums in the Ciudad Colonial, you’ll find various open courtyards, ideal for taking a breather.



S Alcázar de Colón



One of the most visited sights in Santo Domingo and the most impressive structures in the Ciudad Colonial is the Alcázar de Colón (Calle La Atarazana, Plaza de España, tel. 809/682-4750, 9am-5pm Tues.-Sun., US$2.25), the former and restored palatial home of Columbus’s son Diego Colón and his wife María de Toledo, niece of King Ferdinand of Spain. The building of the palace—a soft coral limestone structure—began in 1510, a year after Colón became governor and viceroy of the colony. Columbus himself died before getting a chance to see his son’s home, which held lavish events for the Spanish aristocracy, including the likes of Cortes, Balboa, and Ponce de León. The palace was ransacked around 1915 by Sir Francis Drake and immaculately restored in 1952. The rooms display artifacts and period furniture, as well as paintings and musical instruments. You can tour María de Toledo’s bedroom, as well as Diego Colón’s—with rare items like an elephant skin covered trunk imported from North Africa in the 17th century. Don’t miss the reception hall. A spiral staircase leads to a wide veranda with a lovely view of the Ozama River and the highway buzz of the modern city below. Buy entry tickets in the white building across from the museum, and avoid Tuesday and Saturday if you dislike big crowds.
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The Alcázar de Colón is lit at night.






Plaza de España



At the end of Calle Las Damas and starting immediately after the Museo de las Casas Reales, Plaza de España (Calle La Atarazana) faces the majestic riverfront Alcázar de Colón museum and former palace and captures the old romance and the modern allure of Santo Domingo in a wide-open, unshaded square that is indeed reminiscent of Spain. Pedestrians stroll the plaza while diners relax at one of a half dozen trendy, upscale restaurants and cafés in restored warehouse buildings lining the square. Plaza de España is favored for live performances and holiday events, including a twice weekly free folkloric dance show on Friday and Saturday evenings. It is particularly delightful to walk the space after sundown, when the gas lanterns glow over couples or dog lovers take a promenade. The sidewalk terraces fill with diners enjoying their meals al fresco with a stunning view of the illuminated palace across the way. At the center of the plaza is the obligatory statue: this time, a large bronze portrait of Nicolas de Ovando, the city’s first governor, known as the founder of the new Santo Domingo, but also the man said to have been behind the extermination of the Taíno. It’s incredible to think that just a few hundred years ago, Europe’s most famous conquistadores occupied this same space and walked the same ground.


Monasterio de San Francisco


The impressive ruins of Monasterio de San Francisco (Calle Hostos, Calle Duarte, and Calle Restauración) tower above several blocks of the Ciudad Colonial. Walk straight up Calle Hostos, up the hill past the Calle El Conde intersection, and you’ll end up there. Built in the 16th century, the first monastery of the New World was home to the first order of Franciscans to move to the Dominican Republic. Over the years, it suffered fire—at the hands of Sir Francis Drake when he took Santo Domingo—as well as several devastating earthquakes in 1673 and 1751. It was then used as a mental asylum from 1881 through 1930—the chains used on inmates can still be seen scattered inside the site. Today, the ruins serve as a dramatic backdrop and stage for outdoor concerts every Sunday evening as well as performances and even weddings.


Parque Duarte


A nicely shaded square, tucked a couple of blocks away from the central hustle and bustle of Calle El Conde, Parque Duarte (Calle Padre Bellini, corner of Av. Duarte) is a low-key favorite among the area’s older residents during the day, and by night, a popular hangout with occasional drumming. It was once DR founding father Juan Pablo Duarte’s “headquarters,” where he would meet with fellow independence heroes Mella and Sánchez. The park faces spectacular colonial buildings like the first convent of the Dominican Order in the Americas, built in 1510, and the first university. At the center of the park is a statue of Duarte.




Touring the Ciudad Colonial


There are numerous ways to explore the museums, churches, and cobblestoned streets of Santo Domingo’s Ciudad Colonial. You can pick one of these alternatives, or combine them if you have time to spare and depending on your level of comfort. It’s easy to explore on your own, but if you prefer having company, there are guided options as well. The beauty of the area may have you returning more than once.


• Take a self-guided walk: It’s perfectly safe to explore the details of La Zona at your own pace. You’ll get plenty of information on the various museums via the English audio headsets included in your entrance fee. The easiest path is to begin at Calle El Conde, across Independence Park, and walk all the way down the pedestrian street to admire the shops, sidewalk art, cafés, and restored colonial homes, until you reach Parque Colón. From there, you can head into the cathedral facing the park before continuing on down Calle El Conde onto Calle Las Damas, where more iconic sights await—including Fortaleza Ozama, the Panteón Nacional, and the Museo de las Casas Reales. After visiting the latter, walk to the edge of Calle Las Damas and you’ll stumble onto the grand Plaza de España. Wander over to the Alcázar de Colón Museum office for tickets, before entering the actual palace museum. Take a break and enjoy cocktails and bites on the terrace at one of the outdoor restaurants on Plaza de España. It’s easy to explore the entire area on foot. Don’t miss seeing the area at night—it’s truly romantic. Note that you should stay away from the seedier outlying parts and stick to the center of the Colonial City and its main sights, day or night.


• Hire a private tour guide: If you’re a history buff, a writer, or someone with an insatiable thirst for an in-depth knowledge of places beyond the usual basic tourist information, contact the passionate local historian Miguel Roman (tel. 809/299-4906, miguelfroman@gmail.com, US$20/hour), a former college professor in the United States turned freelance guide, for a private walking tour. Otherwise, you can head to Parque Colón and find a guide by looking for blue shirts and khaki pants. These folks are licensed by the tourism board and will usually spot you before you spot them. Pick one that speaks your language well and bargain for your walking tour. Prices start at US$10 and may rise, depending on your haggling skills and the guide. Guides are enthusiastic about their city and full of valuable information you might not glean from an audio recording. You might need to tell them to slow down if they speak too fast, but they also don’t mind stopping for your dozens of photos. If you can, tour closer to sunset—the golden light shining on the colonial buildings makes the area even more beautiful and the heat more bearable. A reliable local guide I’ve used and who is often onsite is Socrates Valenzuela (tel. 829/393-9629 or 809/407-8570)—you can ask around the park for him.


• “Trikke” your way through history: Sign up for a three-wheeled electric scooter tour of the area—day or night—one of the new fun ways to explore Santo Domingo. Trikke Colonial (Calle Padre Billini 54, tel. 809/221-8097, www.trikke.do, 9am-10pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-8pm Sun., US$35-45) has one-hour or 90-minute tours that come with headgear, a guide, audio, and water. Solo travelers can also show up at any time of day and get a one-on-one tour. Young and dynamic bilingual guides will lead you to the Zona’s main sights—including the cathedral, Calle El Conde, Plaza de España—occasionally stopping to take in some history and snap some photos. Soak up plenty of cultural tidbits along the way. I was nervous hopping on a motorized scooter and navigating the busy streets, but you get to warm up and practice for about 10 minutes before taking off. You’ll be relieved to know that cars are more inclined to slow down for Trikke riders than for pedestrians!


• Hop on the train: The Chu Chu Colonial (Calle El Conde 60, corner of Isabela La Católica, across Parque Colón, tel. 809/686-2303, www.chuchucolonial.com, 9am-5pm daily, US$12) is a train-like wagon that may look a little touristy, but it’s a fun way (for children in particular) to imagine the lives of Spanish conquistadores as you glide past ancient buildings to the sound of hooves on cobblestone. You’ll be placed in sections according to language preference for the audio recording. If you’re not up for walking in the sun or have kids and prefer a quick 45-minute historical tour in English that you can retrace on foot another day, then this is a nice option to get the lay of the land, if a tad pricey by local standards. Tours run throughout the day, every hour on the hour.


• Cruise on a bicycle: Rent a beautiful turquoise beach cruiser bicycle from Zona Bici (Calle Salomé Ureña, corner of Reyes, tel. 809/979-1260, 9am-1pm, 3pm-7pm daily, US$6.60/hour per bike, includes helmet and water bottle), the latest ecofriendly way to get around in this historical neighborhood. It’s conveniently located in the heart of the Zona, so you can zip through the small alleys and hidden corners at your own pace, with or without a guide. They also have a tricycle for those who might be a tad nervous, and 2- to 4-year-old baby seats if you need them. Bike locks are included, as well as a basket for any items you might be carrying.





There’s more buzz after sunset and later in the week, when groups of friends of all ages gather around drinks they bring from the colmado across the park. It’s also a popular pre-party rendezvous spot for gay Dominicans, especially on the weekends. Stick around at night instead of going to the disco and you might make some friends or end up dancing to impromptu drumming from a group of Rastafarians. It is a space that welcomes all to come to take in the beauty of the surrounding Ciudad Colonial. You’ll find local guides here as well during the day, but if you’re not interested, a simple no thanks will suffice.


Convento de los Dominicos


Set in a stunning brick and white colonial building on Parque Duarte is the church of the Convento de los Dominicos (Calle Padre Billini, corner of Avenida Duarte, tel. 809/683-1817, 8:30am-noon, 3pm-pm Mon.-Sat., US$3.40). The Dominican friars arrived in Santo Domingo in 1510, and established the oldest Catholic church as well as the first university in the Americas—one of its wings remains open, but the rest of the university was relocated. The friars were the greatest advocates for the Taíno, who were suffering at the hands of the Spaniards. One of the most outspoken was Friar Anto Montesino, whose gigantic statue you can see at the start of the Malecón. Inside, the church is a testament to Roman and Gothic architecture, with a vaulted ceiling, mahogany altar, and statue of Santo Domingo de Guzmán, the founder of the Dominican order. There are five chapels, and masses are held every morning and Sunday evenings.


Quinta Dominica


You might miss this spot unless you walk slow and observe. The Quinta Dominica (Calle Padre Billini No. 202, tel. 809/687-5944, http://quintadominica.com, 9:30am-6pm Mon.-Sat., free) just steps across from Parque Duarte is a delightful one-floor 16th-century former home turned gallery with rotating art such as portraits of various Spanish and British royalty, including one of Columbus himself. There are no English audio guides or labels, but the visual display is sufficient to appreciate. Most beautiful of all, however, is the open courtyard and its lush gardens at the back of the property. Grab a bench and take a respite in nature—right in the city, yet away from everything and everyone.


Museo del Mundo Ambar


Museo del Mundo Ambar (Calle Arzobizpo Meriño 452, tel. 809/682-3309, www.amberworldmuseum.com, US$1.10) is worth the stop if you have time to spare. This lovely 17th-century colonial building turned private museum houses a jewelry store and souvenir shop on the ground floor, and up a flight of stairs is the museum. Inaugurated in 1996 by Jorge Caridad, who worked with amber from age 12, this comprehensive display of stones of various sizes from various countries is well displayed with bilingual captions and includes details on the formation of amber. Look for the Dominican Hall corner for a display dedicated to Dominican amber and its history.



S Parque de la Independencia/Altar de la Patria



At the start of Calle El Conde, the Parque de la Independencia (Calle El Conde and Calle Palo Hincado, 8:30am-6pm) faces the busiest transportation hub and avenue in the city. Motoconchos, guaguas, and cars are almost incessantly zipping by at this intersection between old and new, past a park commemorating the Dominican Republic’s struggle for independence. At the park’s entrance, also facing Calle El Conde, you’ll notice a stunning arched entrance known as the Puerta del Conde. It indicates the start of the Ciudad Colonial and is one of the most symbolic locations in the country’s long history to freedom. It is here that Count of Peñalba defended against an invading British force in 1655. It is also here that in February 1844, independence fighters executed a coup against occupying Haiti and liberated the country to form an independent Dominican Republic. The first Dominican flag was raised on top of Puerta del Conde.
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Parque de la Independencia





Inside the gated park, up a series of steps on the west end, you’ll find the impressive Altar de la Patria, a white marble mausoleum. In the mausoleum, there are large statues of the country’s Founding Fathers, each of which is holding their respective remains: Juan Pablo Duarte, Matías Ramón Mella, and Francisco del Rosario Sánchez. On Independence Day, the president stops here to lay a wreath on the tomb of the Founding Fathers. Interestingly, Independence Park is considered the “kilometer zero” marker, or the geographical point from which all distances on roads and highways are measured.




Santa Bárbara’s Murals


On the northern edge of the Zona Colonial and directly facing the port behind ancient walls and cannons is the once forgotten and neglected neighborhood of Santa Bárbara. Home to the Santa Bárbara Church, where the DR’s Father of Independence Juan Pablo Duarte was baptized, and the Santa Bárbara Fort, which helped protect the city, it became known later as el eslabón perdido, or the missing link.
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one of Santa Bárbara’s murals





In April 2015, the area’s visibly run-down walls benefitted from a weeklong community revival art project, sponsored in part by the Ministry of Culture, called “Hoy Santa Bárbara.” Artists from the DR and the Latin Caribbean—including Esteban del Valle, Vero Rivera, Dominican Natalie Ramirez, and Bik Ismo—set up shop in the streets and painted vibrant murals, most of them representative of Dominican culture.


Thanks to the colorful murals, which increasingly bring local photographers for creative shoots, the area has seen a rapid transformation. Walk all the way past the Alcázar de Colón, take the stairs down to street level and keep straight without exiting the Colonial City. Within a block and a half, on your left hand side you’ll begin to spot Santa Bárbara’s new colorful walls. The murals can be found across a few side streets, so feel free to stroll around to view all of them—the locals are now used to tourists wandering up this way for photo ops.





MALECÓN AND GAZCUE


Palacio Nacional


The Palacio Nacional (Av. Dr. Delgado)—often a quick roadside stop included in city tours—is a regal building in Gazcue that stretches across an entire block. Inaugurated in 1947, the palace was built of roseate marble extracted from the Samaná Peninsula and designed in a neoclassical style by Italian architect Guido D’Alessandro. The building is now used as the offices of the Executive Branch of the Dominican Republic. An outside view and photo is likely all you’ll get, I’m afraid, as tours are not allowed.
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Museo Memorial de La Resistencia Dominicana


If you’re a political buff or want to understand the key moments in history that impacted Dominicans during the brutal Trujillo regime and after it, visit the Museo Memorial de la Resistencia Dominicana (Calle Arzobispo Nouel 210, tel. 809/688-4440, 9:30am-6pm Tues.-Sun., US$3.30 or RD$150, with audio). The most striking exhibit features a wall of heroes who fought against Trujillo and perished, and the gruesome history of the dictator’s regime, including the Haitian genocide of 1937 and the murder of the Mirabal sisters in 1960.



S El Malecón



An iconic landmark of Santo Domingo is the city’s seafront Avenida George Washington, known as El Malecón. Facing the Caribbean Sea and dotted with large hotels, casinos, seafront restaurants, and movie theaters, this is where locals escape the heat of urban life and catch some fun when they can. It’s also where you’ll see them getting some exercise or dancing by the sea after sundown. The Malecón is one of the features that contributed to Santo Domingo being declared the 2010 Culture Capital of the Americas. It’s come a long way, and while there’s still visible pollution along the promenade and in the sea—you’ll see plastic bottles, Styrofoam lunch boxes and other waste scattered in certain areas—it has seen some major improvement and remains a lovely place to walk and catch the breeze. Coconut vendors set up here, and there are parks and entertainment for families—notably, Plaza Juan Barón and Playa Güibia. It’s a safe area during the day, but don’t wear jewelry or carry valuables; thieves have been known to jump curbs to grab unsuspecting tourists’ cameras. The liveliest, and perhaps safest, stretch of the Malecón is near the Hilton Hotel, at Güibia Beach, with a playground for kids, workout machines for adults, and live Zumba classes, not to mention a stretch of beach good enough to sink your toes in. But remember: don’t bathe in these parts as the waters are polluted and the currents strong.


Plaza Juan Barón and the Obelisk


Facing the Caribbean Sea and renovated in 2009 as part of a large-scale effort to revitalize the Malecón, Plaza Juan Barón (Av. George Washington, Malecón, 4pm-midnight Sun.-Thurs., 4pm-2am Fri.-Sat.) is an outdoor recreational area for all, and particularly ideal for families. The kids can enjoy pizza and hot dogs, ride mechanical horses, zip around go-kart racing, biking and more. There are also various food stands. The cliff-top location is a dream for those seeking a break from the city madness. Events and karaoke nights are frequent, and there’s an onsite bar where you can sit and drink the night away. Across the Plaza is the iconic 40-meter-tall (130-foot) Obelisk of Santo Domingo—known locally as Obelisco Macho or male obelisk—originally built by Trujillo in 1935 when he renamed the capital after himself as Ciudad Trujillo. It’s one of the few dictator-built monuments to have survived destruction after his murder. The current mural illustrations represent the Mirabal sisters who spoke out loudly against the Trujillo dictatorship and were murdered for it. The obelisk serves as a reminder of la lucha—the struggle for freedom.
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Santo Domingo’s Malecón






Plaza de la Cultura



This treasure trove of Dominican art, history, and museums is centered on a gated, verdant courtyard where all that is Dominican is showcased. What you’ll find in this one space, officially known as Plaza de la Cultura Juan Pablo Duarte, is the Museo del Hombre Dominicano, the Museo de Arte Moderno, the Teatro Nacional Eduardo Brito, the National Library, the Museum of Natural History, the Museum of History and Geography, a cinema showing Dominican movies, the cinema’s café, and a restaurant. I like to call it the Smithsonian of the DR. With its sprawling lawns, fountains, and statues, it is a perfect cultural and educational oasis. Expect it to be busy on Friday, when students from the various area schools are brought here on a weekly field trip. Plaza de la Cultura also hosts a popular annual Book Fair in the spring. There’s a metro stop and station within the Plaza called the Casandra Damirón stop, convenient if you want to try the first metro system in the Caribbean.


MUSEO DEL HOMBRE DOMINICANO


If you only have time for one modern museum in Santo Domingo, make it the Museo del Hombre Dominicano (Plaza de la Cultura, Av. Pedro Henríquez Ureña, tel. 809/687-3622, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., US$2.30 or 100 pesos). Three floors of this spacious building are filled with information on the origins of Dominicans, from the first Taíno inhabitants to present-day DR through a detailed showcase of history, culture, and religion. The first two floors house Taíno pieces and rituals displays—including body decor, ceramics, and artwork. All the labels are in Spanish, but you can follow along thanks to an English audio recording device included in your entry fee. If time is short, head straight to the fourth floor and spend most of your time in the Ethnology Room covering the history of the DR from its so-called discovery by the Spanish to modern-day Dominican life. The Carnival displays alone are worthwhile, with hundreds of colorful masks covering the walls and costumes from the various carnival celebrations around the country.


MUSEO DE ARTE MODERNO


The four-story Museo de Arte Moderno (Plaza de la Cultura, tel. 809/685-2154, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., US$2.30) hosts rotating exhibits from various parts of the world. When I visited, I stumbled on an exhibition on Ethiopia in the basement. The most impressive permanent displays are of Dominican art dating from 1844 all the way to the present. There’s no coffee shop here, so bring a water bottle with you if you need it.


Museo Bellapart


The private Museo Bellapart (Av. J. F. Kennedy corner of Dr. Lembert Peguero, tel. 809/541-7721, ext. 296, 9am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-noon Sat., free) is housed on the fifth floor of a Honda building and hosts rotating exhibits as well as a permanent collection of more than 2,000 pieces of Dominican art from paintings to sculptures dating from the 19th century all the way to 1980s. It’s a great way to learn about the various stages in the country’s history and about its renowned artists, including Jaime Colson, Yoryi Morel, and Celeste Woss y Gil.


Playa Güibia


Playa Güibia is a seaside park and outdoor gym where you can feel the breeze as you enjoy the views of the Caribbean Sea and mingle with locals. The park livens up in the evening after sunset, particularly on the weekends, and turns into a giant entertainment center on public holidays, with street closures.


AROUND SANTO DOMINGO


Faro a Colón (Columbus Lighthouse)


This stand-alone, 204-meter-tall (670-foot) memorial building is an oddity in a desolate neighborhood and commemorates the life of Christopher Columbus. It was inaugurated on the 500th anniversary of his arrival to the Dominican Republic. Guards stand outside the cross-shaped Faro a Colón (Av. España, tel. 809/591-1492, US$2.25). It is said to house Columbus’ remains, although Spain and Cuba have previously disputed that fact. Another controversial aspect of this gigantic building is its lighting mechanism, which is said to project a cross straight up into the sky that can be seen as far away as Puerto Rico. Turning it on causes a complete black out in Santo Domingo, though, so it’s never lit. The most interesting part of this sight are the various chambers displaying—ironically—indigenous artifacts and history from each country in Latin America and the Caribbean. The surrounding neighborhood isn’t one to wander around in at any time of day. The Faro a Colón is a bizarre sight at best, and not worth a special trip. But if you are going, a taxi ride from the Ciudad Colonial would cost around US$5; you can negotiate to have your taxi wait for you.


Jardín Botánico Nacional


The largest botanical garden in the Caribbean and the fourth biggest in the world, the Jardín Botánico Nacional (Av. República de Argentina, esq. Av. Los Próceres, tel. 809/385-2611, www.jbn.gob.do, 9am-6pm daily, trolley departs every 30 min., US$5) is a lush 640-acre expanse of native trees, flowers, and plants from around the island. There are over 5,000 flower trees, including 360 species of orchids and over 100 species of palm trees. Founded in 1976, the full name of the garden is the Dr. Rafael Ma. Moscoso National Botanical Garden, named after the first Dominican botanist who documented and catalogued all the DR’s flora in 1943. You may also see the national bird, the cigua palmera—or palmchat bird—nesting atop a royal palm. Entry tickets include a guided tour of the museum—worthwhile to get a quick introduction to varied topography of the DR’s six regions—and a 30-minute open trolley ride (with a guide on loudspeaker, whose English you might not always get) that will take you through the gardens’ various sections. The Japanese garden is not to be missed—the trolley stops here and you get to walk around long enough for photo ops. From there, you can hop off anywhere you like to continue wandering on your own. There’s a free guided birding hike every Sunday—meet at the main entrance at 7am.



S Los Tres Ojos



A trip to Los Tres Ojos (Parque Mirador del Este, 8am-5pm daily, US$2.30) is one of the most popular tours closest to Santo Domingo and actually one of the most worthwhile. Prepare to gasp as you step onto a narrow staircase that leads you all the way down into a series of three limestone caves once used by the Taíno for sacred ceremonies. Hike around giant grottoes filled with stalactites and stalagmites and dotted with three phosphorescent blue freshwater lakes (hence the name, The Three Eyes). Look closely in these waters and you’ll spot turtles; they swim closer to the edge if you’re lucky.
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Los Tres Ojos





You can hop onto a hand-cranked wooden barge for US$0.50 to reach a fourth, separate cave with the most beautiful emerald lake. There’s a local who stays in the cave every day who will dive into one of the lakes if you tip him. It’s a gorgeous spot for photos and a lovely nature break from the city.


Entertainment and Events


Dominicans from around the island will tell you: they love Santo Domingo at night. Whether it’s the live music, the trendy clubs, or sidewalk bistros facing lantern lit, cobblestoned plazas—there’s something magical and energizing about this city after dusk. Blame it on the romantic ballads and catchy beats of the country’s national music ringing all over its neighborhoods. Each day of the week in La Capital brings another “place to be,” so keep an eye out for the latest, including happy hour specials, by consulting www.quehacerhoy.com.do.


NIGHTLIFE


Bars and Clubs


Get started by hitting up a colmado for some cold Presidente beers, music, and local vibes—there are some fantastic no-name ones in the Ciudad Colonial, particularly on Calle Pale Hincado, at the corner of Arzobispo Portes. Then go for a happy hour al fresco in the Ciudad Colonial or at a fancy hotel bar on the Malecón or in the Piantini District. And then go dancing.


In the Ciudad Colonial, you’ll find a whole row of bars on Calle Hostos, which intersects with Calle El Conde, and some fancy spots a block north of the Parque Colón. For a night of seeing and being seen, dress casual chic and head to Lulú Tasting Bar (Calle Arzobispo Meriño 151, corner of Padre Billini, www.lulu.do, 6pm-3am daily), one of the trendiest lounge-like places to hang out after work hours or on weekends with a gorgeous outdoor terrace and an equally attractive interior of tables and dim lit bars filled with top liquors. The bartenders are friendly and the food here is good. For live merengue music with bites, there’s the brand-new Jalao (Calle El Conde 103, tel. 809/689-9509, www.jalao.do, no cover), conveniently located across Parque Colón, opened by the owners of Lulu’s and Pat’e Palo. Dress appropriately for this one if you go in the evening.


For more of a chill-out bar party vibe, the popular chain Onno’s (Ciudad Colonial, Calle Hostos 57, corner of Calle El Conde, tel. 809/689-1183, www.onnosbar.com/zona-colonial, 9pm-3am, drinks US$4-10) never disappoints and attracts more foreigners. The volume and the mood rise as the clock strikes twelve, like at most watering holes in the area.




Barhopping Circuit


Santo Domingo is has the best nightlife in the DR. Start off in the Colonial City, where the happy hour buzz gets going at sunset—have a beer at a local colmado to warm up, and then go for some sangria at Tasca, overlooking the lit Alcázar de Colón. Afterwards, head over to Lulú Tasting Bar where the young and fabulous mingle over tapas and wine or a number of premium cocktails on an outdoor colonial terrace. From there, walk over to Doubles, a popular bar that fills up early.
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Lulú Tasting Bar





Take it up a notch with a taxi ride to the Malecón and park yourself at Parada Cerveza, for some Brugal rum or Bohemia over loud merengue and the sea breeze blowing from across the avenue. Feel like a fancier vibe? Continue on with a taxi hop to the open-air Vertygo 101 Lounge & Bar, at JW Marriott, with panoramic views over the city center.


When you’re ready and warmed up for more music with your drinks, grab another taxi and head to the first drive-through bar in the Dominican Republic at El Trompo (Av. Tiradentes, Ensanche Naco, tel. 809/878-5827), with happy hour from 6pm-10pm. You could also end your night back in the Ciudad Colonial, where patrons are packed on small dance floors under dim lights while the salsa, son, and merengue echo out onto the cobblestoned streets, starting with Onno’s. Then stumble down to Bio—just a couple of steps over—to dance some more. If you’re able to leave the exhilarating mood there, walk over to Parada 77 for even more dancing, some of which spills onto the sidewalk, or grab a taxi to La Cacibajagua—a hip and funky lounge set in a colonial building, with a DJ spinning old-school R&B to world beats.





La Cacibajagua (Calle Mercedes #319, corner of Sánchez, tel. 809/333-9060, Tue.-Sun., 10pm-2am) is another solid bet for a laid back and funky atmosphere, with DJs spinning rock, old school, and alternative music in a dim lit, cozy colonial building that spreads out into a courtyard. Expect a diverse, eclectic, 30-something crowd, and occasional live music.


You won’t see a sign outside, but El Sartén (Calle Hostos 153, tel. 809-686-9621, 10pm-2am, no cover) is a local dance spot and bar for the older crowd, playing Latin beats in a small space that gets crowded late at night. Most head here after Onno’s, just a couple of doors down. If you’re up for dancing in a crowded and more hip space, the small disco Bio Bar (across Falafel Restaurant, Calle Sanchez 125, tel. 829/766-8122, 11pm-3am, no cover) works for after midnight stops. The DJ spins a variety of international dance tunes while the light and smoke effects are full on. Head to the second floor and dance freely wherever you’re standing.


Parada 77 (Calle Isabela La Católica 255, one street before Plaza de España, tel. 809/221-7880, 7pm-1am Mon.-Thurs. and Sun., 7pm-3am Sat., no cover) is the preferred, casual hot spot in the Ciudad Colonial, with a twenty to thirty-something crowd dancing the night away to merengue, bachata, and salsa on a dimly lit open floor inside a colonial building. There’s a doorway to a back courtyard, as well, where you’ll find more couples twirling under the stars on a second floor. If you’re solo, don’t be afraid to ask a guy or gal to dance! Many also like to take a breather outside on the sidewalk with their drinks. This is a popular stop on Sundays after the outdoor Bonyé concert at the nearby San Francisco Ruins. Look out for any weekday live bands on the social media site.


Club Murcielago (formerly Guacara Taína, Av. Mirador del Sur 655, tel.809/533-1051, 9pm-2am Tues.-Sun., www.guacarataina.net, US$7) was popular in its heyday, but is now more of a tourist club, where newcomers experience the thrill of dancing inside a cavernous chamber underneath the Parque Mirador del Sur. Music ranges from merengue to contemporary genres like rap.


Jet Set (Av. Independencia 2253, tel. 809/535-4145, 9pm-3am daily, US$7) is the one nightclub that remains while others come and go like the wind—it’s been around at least 40 years. Skyline views of the city add to excellent live merengue and salsa bands during the week, including a popular live bachata night on Mondays that’s not to be missed.


Speaking of a jet-set crowd, mix and mingle with Dominican professionals and business travelers at the gorgeous Vertygo 101 (JW Marriott, Av. Winston Churchill 93, Piantini District, tel. 809/807-1717, drinks US$6-20). Bring your bathing suit if you dare, for a dip in the transparent, infinity pool while you sip on cocktails and nibble from the tasty bar bite menu. And don’t forget to stand on the glass floor terrace, where you can stare at your toes 101 feet above Avenida Winston Churchill.


East of the Ozama River, across the bridge and off the beaten path from the tourist-trail of the Malecón is another favorite among young Dominicans, Euphoria (Calle Venezuela #15, across from Burger King, euphoritard@hotmail.com), on a street famous for its string of clubs and bars, most of which are ultra-local and play Dominican beats. Just say “La Venezuela” to a taxi driver and he’ll know where to go. Leave the valuables at home and go with a local if you can.


If you’re a salsa fan, the place to be is Discoteca El Águila (Av. San Vincente de Paul 20, tel. 829/578-3434, infoaguilard@gmail.com, 9pm-4am Wed., 9pm-3am Fri.-Sat., 3pm-1am Sun., no cover), where you’ll see some of the country’s best salseros.


Live Music


One of Santo Domingo’s best features is its affinity for live music; it’s a big part of the capital’s culture. A number of restaurants and lounges across the city offer regular performances. Quite a few take place in the Ciudad Colonial, usually in some spectacularly romantic outdoor courtyard. From merengue to salsa and son, city dwellers love any excuse to enjoy dancing to bands all week long.


Owned by the same folks as Mesón D’Bari, Lucía 203 (Calle Hostos 203, tel. 809/689-5546, 10pm-1am Thurs., no cover) is a must for dancing, if you’re lucky to be in the capital on a Thursday. It’s the most popular live music spot and evening in the Zona and for good reason—a fantastic band performs son, as well as merengue, inside a beautiful colonial building, with seating centered around an open Spanish courtyard. The dancing usually kicks off around 11pm on a small but packed floor with a nice crowd of all ages. Reserved seating is available, but you’ll find plenty of space if you arrive early. Drinks and food are available all night, while you twirl the night away with friends or with others you meet there.


Earlier on Thursdays is the weekly Live Jazz in the Colonial City (Calle El Conde, 6pm, no cover), with various talents performing Afro-Caribbean rhythms, from rumba to son and samba, on the Escalinatas del Conde, or the stairs at the very end of Calle El Conde, just past the intersection with Calle Las Damas. You’ll often find a young international crowd gathered here, from neighboring hostels and local meetups.


Las Terrazas at Mesón de la Cava (Av. Mirador Sur 1, tel. 809/533-2818, www.elmesondelacava.com, 8:30pm-midnight, no cover) hosts local band Sonbossarengue, Tuesday through Friday, outdoors on its breathtaking, mood-lit garden dining terrace. Expect to eventually rise from your seat and burn off your meal with some hard-to-resist Latin beats.


Along the Malecón, on the poolside restaurant terrace of the Hotel Napolitano (Av. George Washington 51, tel. 809/687-1131, reservas@napolitano.do, Thurs.-Sat. 8:30pm-midnight, no cover) is a live merengue band that attracts plenty of locals on the weekends. It’s hard to beat dancing al fresco with the Caribbean Sea breeze blowing away.


Located inside a lively casino, Merengue Bar (Gran Casino Jaragua, Av. George Washington 367, tel. 809/221-1435, no cover) serves up plenty of cocktails and meal specials all week, but it also offers a live merengue band and ample dance floor every single evening starting at 9pm. The floor gets pretty packed with locals, pre- or post-gambling.



S LIVE MERENGUE AND SON WITH GRUPO BONYÉ



Bars and dance clubs there are aplenty in the Ciudad Colonial, but you won’t find a more lively and exhilarating ambience than the weekly outdoor Sunday night concert and bash with popular local band Grupo Bonyé (Calle Hostos, 5:30pm-10pm Sun., free) performing against the backdrop of the sprawling Ruins of San Francisco. For four hours, city dwellers from all corners to gather at this historic spot to dance from sundown to evening to merengue, son, and salsa. This brilliant cultural event is sponsored by the Ministry of Tourism and attracts everyone out of their respective neighborhoods across the city: tourists, locals, expats, rich and poor, young and old. It’s a safe environment to party in—just mind your purses and pockets. Ladies, you might be asked to dance, and it’s perfectly fine to accept or decline. Plastic tables and chairs are laid out across the plaza starting around 5pm—come early if you want to save space for your group. The dance floor gets filled with avid dancers almost as soon as the band hits their instruments, and the neon stage lighting glowing on the ruins, under starry skies, gives the place an atmosphere unlike any other. There are food vendors onsite, and drinks flow from Presidente booths, as well as small local bars set directly across from the event—order your jumbo Presidente bottle from the Riconcito de Don Guillermo for quicker service. This is one event you do not want to miss.




[image: image]


Grupo Bonyé at the San Francisco Ruins





Gay and Lesbian


There’s a solid gay and lesbian community in the city, as in any major metropolitan hub. While clubs and bars come and go, there are a couple of favorite gathering spots.


Parque Duarte (Ciudad Colonial, Calle Duarte and Calle Billini) is one of the popular meeting points and pre-party hangouts for young and old gay Dominicans, particularly on weekends. One long-standing bar is Esedeku (Calle Las Mercedes 341, a block north of Calle El Conde, tel. 809/763-8292, esedekubar@gmail.com, 9pm-1am Wed.-Sun., 3am close on Fri.-Sat.), named after the Spanish pronunciation of SDQ, Santo Domingo’s acronym. It calls itself “more than a bar” and a meeting place. You’ll find a young and lively, up-market crowd, often residents, mingling indoors and on a rooftop lounge. Be sure to dress appropriately—no tees and sneakers—as with other nightlife venues in the city. The Sunday karaoke nights are popular as well.


Click Bar (Calle Vincente Duarte, close to Plaza de España, tel. 829/449-5154, 9pm-3am Thurs.-Sun., no cover) is primarily for lesbians, but anyone is also welcome to come and mingle in this trendy club setting. Occasional male and female strip shows and drink specials are offered.


For a night of loud clubbing with a young crowd, head to Fogoo Discotec (Calle Arzobispo Nouel 307, 10pm-4am Thurs.-Sun., US$3 cover on Fri.-Sat.), always busy with plenty of sidewalk hustle and bustle, and special events or theme nights posted on social media channels. Adjacent is G Lounge (Calle Arzobispo Nouel 305, tel. 829/550-5565, 10pm-3am Thurs.-Sun., no charge), attracting crowds with fun drag shows and male strippers in barely-there thongs. Police have been known to shut the place down for noise.


For more on the gay and lesbian scene in Santo Domingo, check www.monaga.net.


THEATER


The Teatro Nacional Eduardo Brito (Av. Máximo Gómez 35, tel. 809/687-3191, www.teatro.com.do) hosts plays and musical performances year-round at the country’s most prestigious facility. The stunning building is within the Plaza de la Cultura complex, with three air-conditioned halls—the largest seats 1,800 people—and excellent acoustics. Check the website for scheduled plays. There’s a metro stop right by the theater, if you’re feeling adventurous.


On any given day of the week, there are multiple events at the active Casa de Teatro (Calle Arzobispo Meriño 110, tel. 809/689-3430) in the Ciudad Colonial. It’s one of the most active artistic centers in the city, founded in 1974. You’ll find art and photo exhibits, movie nights, plays, and a café hosting live music most nights. The calendar is updated often, so stay tuned to social media sites.


Other smaller and reputable theaters in the city offer plays every month, including Teatro Las Máscaras (Calle Arzobispo Portes 56, next to Plaza de la Cultura, US$10) holding just 50 seats, and Teatro Guloya (Calle Arzobispo Portes 205, between Hostos and 19 de Marzo, tel. 809/685-4856, teatroguloya@yahoo.com), with plays for children and adults.


For the latest plays, check the frequently updated online schedule on http://teatro.com.do.



CINEMAS



The Palacio del Cine (http://palaciodelcine.com.do) chain is your best bet—these theaters are exactly like the ones you find in the United States, with ultra-comfortable seats, air-conditioned rooms, your usual popcorn and soda stops—except they also sell beer. The latest movies are on display and show in English, with Spanish subtitles. One of my favorite locations has seven showings inside the Ágora Mall (Av. John F. Kennedy, corner of Abraham Lincoln, tel. 809/732-0800, US$5.50, US$7 for 3D). Other solid picks are the Blue Mall’s Palacio del Cine (Av. Winston Churchill, corner Gustavo M. Ricart, tel. 809/955-3086, US$5.50-10)—where there’s a separate VIP section, and the first IMAX theatre in the country at Caribbean Cinemas on the second floor of Galería 360 (Av. John F. Kennedy, tel. 809/567-0162, www.caribbeancinemas.com.do, US$5-7) or at the Acropolis Center (Av. Winston Churchill, tel. 809/955-1010, US$3-5).


A block away from the Fortaleza Ozama, tucked inside a restored colonial building, the Colonial Gate 4D Cinema (Calle Isabel la Católica and Padre Billini, tel. 809/565-0746, info@thecolonialgate.com, 9am-5pm daily, every 15 min., US$8) jolts you back to 1586 when Sir Francis Drake invaded the walled city of Santo Domingo. This is probably the most exhilarating five minutes I’ve experienced in a movie theater, from sudden seat movements to water mists in the air as pirate ships roam the seas by the Dominican Republic. The movie is available in both English and Spanish. There’s a lovely outdoor courtyard you can enjoy after the movie, as well as a photography display of various regions of the Dominican Republic.


CASINOS


The 24-hour Gran Casino Jaragua (Av. George Washington 367, www.casinojaragua.com, tel. 809/230-5383) facing the Malecón is one of the best and liveliest casinos in Santo Domingo. It’s beside the Renaissance Jaragua. Here, anytime any day of the week, you’ll find plenty of Dominicans trying their luck at slot machines as well as blackjack tables, roulette, and a closed-off VIP room. The atmosphere is laid-back, and the nicely air-conditioned space and free drinks while you gamble are delightful after a hot walk under the sun. On the weekends, twirl to a live Dominican band at the onsite Merengue Bar, from 9pm.


The smaller Crowne Plaza’s Casino (Av. George Washington 218, U.S. tel. 877/859-5095 or 809/221-0000, 24 hours) is another option, located across the Malecón, and with slot machines, roulette, blackjack, and poker tables. A tad livelier is the casino at the Napolitano Hotel (Av. George Washington 51, tel. 809/687-1131, www.napolitano.com.do).


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Santo Domingo de Fiesta


Sponsored by the Tourism Ministry, Santo Domingo de Fiesta (Plaza de España, no phone, 9pm-midnight Fri.-Sat., free) is an incredibly entertaining two-hour folkloric dance show covering the history, geography, and cultural heritage of the DR—from indigenous to African and Spanish—through music and dance. This free show is held twice a week under the starry skies on the far edge of Plaza de España. The vibrant performances are ones you won’t forget anytime soon—grab a seat and indulge in this visual feast. If you stay till the end, you’ll see the night end with the audience—including you—pulled onto the floor for merengue with the professional dancers, until everyone goes home close to midnight. This is a real treat for those interested in the music, history, and diversity of the DR.


Carnival and Independence Day


The Dominican Republic’s biggest, most significant and festive celebrations take place during the month of February, with Carnival parades every Sunday until the first weekend of March, and Independence Day Parades celebrated on February 27. This makes for one long week (and actually, even a month) of parties and shenanigans. In Santo Domingo, the main Carnival revelry takes place along the Malecón, part of which is closed off for the festivities on Sunday afternoons. Show up around 4:30pm and watch from the block along the Hilton Hotel or Güibia Park.
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