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[image: 00_Discover_Inset.tif] In Benjamín Subercaseaux’s memorable phrase, Chile embodies una loca geografía — literally, “a crazy geography.” Here northern deserts, Mediterranean heartland, deep mountain lakes, soaring volcanoes, temperate rainforests, and Patagonian wildlands exist within a land area only a little larger than Texas.

The arid north and its uplands were outliers of the Inka and other Andean civilizations. The Spaniards left behind colonial churches and chapels, but indigenous llama and alpaca herders have outlasted them in wildlife-rich steppes at the foot of snow-topped cones. Desert rats find the Atacama’s crumbling ghost towns irresistible. Farther south, the world’s clearest skies have made the Norte Chico a stellar site for astronomers.

Middle Chile is home to the underrated capital of Santiago and its surrounding wine country, as well as Valparaíso, one of South America’s most progressive cities. That port city has been called Chile’s San Francisco; its nearby coastline even boasts its own surfers’ mecca at Pichilemu.

Home to the indigenous Mapuche, the southern mainland is a land of lakes and forested mountains, where national parks abound. The archipelago of Chiloé is a verdant outlier with a unique cultural heritage.
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Still farther south are the steppes, mountains, fjords, and ice fields of Patagonia, offering some of the world’s wildest country — and its greatest adrenaline rushes, from kayaking on the Río Futaleufú to hiking in exhilarating Torres del Paine. Getting there is more than half the fun along the Carretera Austral, the scenic southern highway that reaches almost to the end of the earth: Tierra del Fuego, where glaciers still reach the sea and penguins and whales cavort in the Strait of Magellan.

Chile is also the gateway to the distant western Pacific. Easter Island is an iconic destination for its megalithic, enigmatic monuments. Nearer the continent, the Juan Fernández archipelago helped bring world literature the story of Robinson Crusoe, but its modern treasure is its luxuriant flora and fauna.

From the perspective of international air travel, Chile feels close (it’s just about 8 hours from Miami, 10 hours from New York, or 14 hours from Los Angeles). But in its landscape and its spirit, it’s another world, or a collection of worlds. It’s like nowhere else on earth.
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Planning Your Trip
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Santiago and Vicinity


Chile’s capital is an underrated metropolis of quality museums, lively neighborhoods and nightlife, and outstanding restaurants. Vineyards in the vicinity complement its gastronomic progressivism, and a high wild backcountry offers white-water rafting and kayaking and major ski resorts, barely an hour away.


The Chilean Heartland


Nearly surrounding Santiago, the heartland stretches from the Río Aconcagua south to the Biobío. A transect would pass from its rugged coastline over the rounded coastal range and through the alluvial central valley to the Andean heights.

Northwest of Santiago, the hillsides and winding alleyways of Valparaíso offer one of the continent’s greatest urban experiences. Nearby, beach resorts cluster around Viña del Mar, and unassuming Pichilemu has become one of South America’s top surf spots. Several river valleys have become well-traveled wine routes for visitors from around the world.


Norte Grande


Chile’s “Great North” comprises the arid Atacama coast, precordillera “foothills” reaching nearly 4,000 meters, and the altiplano, punctuated with volcanoes that soar to over 6,000 meters.

Most of the population lives in coastal cities like Arica and Iquique, and oases like tourist-magnet colonial village San Pedro de Atacama. This is a change from a century ago, when many lived in nitrate company towns (oficinas) that are now ghost towns. Footprints also remain from pre-Columbian times, when the population clustered in coastal fish camps, farmed the valleys, and tended llamas and alpacas in the altiplano (which some still do).
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Cerro Santa Lucía is one of downtown Santiago’s top garden spots.
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Reserva Nacional Cerro Castillo, in Aisén
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Norte Chico


The semi-arid region north of Santiago has some of Chile’s best beaches, a scenic shoreline with abundant wildlife, and skies so clear that international astronomical organizations have built observatories on their fog-free heights. Its irrigated valleys are the source of pisco, Chile’s powerful grape brandy, as well as the site of picturesque villages like Vicuña, while its highlands offer genuine solitude. Foreign visitors to this region are few, but the open-minded come away satisfied and often thrilled.


The Chilean Lakes District


Known popularly but imprecisely as Chile’s “Lakes District,” south of the Río Biobío, the Sur Chico (“Lesser South”) is a wonderland of rivers, lakes, forests, and volcanoes, and the homeland of the Mapuche Indians. Within this vernacular region lies the Chiloé archipelago, a UNESCO World Heritage site rich in scenery, architecturally distinctive homes and churches, and extravagant folklore.

The Sur Chico is popular with Chilean and foreign visitors alike, and it’s common to cross the Andes into Argentine Patagonia here. It’s also the official starting point for the Carretera Austral, the discontinuous southern highway that’s linked previously inaccessible parts of southern Chile to the mainland, and for the ferries whose services help fill the gaps.


Aisén and Continental Chiloé


Chile’s most thinly populated region, Aisén (Region XI, formally speaking) is islands-and-highlands country that resembles British Columbia and the Alaska panhandle. For purposes of this book, it also includes the southernmost part of Los Lagos (Region X), often known as “continental Chiloé,” where the tiny ferry port of Caleta Gonzalo is the de facto starting point of the Carretera Austral.

The Carretera Austral is Patagonia’s greatest road trip, but off-the-highway sights like Laguna San Rafael (accessible by boat or air taxi) are highlights in their own right. There are numerous national parks and reserves along or near the highway, and Parque Pumalín and Valle Chacabuco may be South America’s most audacious private conservation initiatives.




IF YOU HAVE...
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ONE WEEK: Visit Santiago and Valparaíso, then head south into Patagonia to see Torres del Paine.

	
TWO WEEKS: Add the wine country or spend more time exploring Patagonia, adding Moreno Glacier and Tierra del Fuego.

	
THREE WEEKS: Spend time in the Lakes District en route to Patagonia. Alternatively, plan a week exploring the desert in Norte Grande.
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a close-up of Chilean Tierra del Fuego’s Glaciar Pía




Magallanes and Tierra del Fuego


South of Aisén, Chilean Patagonia consists of jagged, forested mountains and uninhabited islands bordering inland seas battered by Pacific storms. Rain and snow feed surging rivers and the sprawling glaciers of the Campo de Hielo Sur, the southern continental ice field.

The major city is the regional capital of Punta Arenas, while Puerto Natales is the gateway to the igneous spires of Torres del Paine. Across the Strait of Magellan, Chile and Argentina share the broad steppes and mountainous grandeur of Tierra del Fuego, where Ushuaia is the world’s southernmost city.

Most of Chilean Tierra del Fuego is thinly settled, and its most scenic parts are almost inaccessible, but across the Beagle Channel from Ushuaia, local cruise ships now visit Isla Navarino and Cape Horn, South America’s southernmost point.


The Chilean Pacific Islands


It’s hard to imagine destinations more exotic than Easter Island, whose enigmatic stone statues are instantly recognizable anywhere in the world, or more romantic than the Juan Fernández archipelago, a World Biosphere Reserve that also gave literature the Robinson Crusoe story. Both islands are small, dormant volcanoes that have risen out of the ocean.

Easter Island remains an open-air archaeological wonderland that tenuously blends Polynesian culture with the South American continent.

Castaway Alexander Selkirk’s lonely exile, fictionalized by Daniel Defoe, put Juan Fernández on the map, but its unique flora and fauna are equally noteworthy.
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The bridge over the Río Paine, in Parque Nacional Torres del Paine, is a narrow fit for most vehicles.
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The Geisers del Tatio steam at daybreak.
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The fact that the Southern Hemisphere’s seasons are opposite those of the Northern Hemisphere, where most overseas visitors live, adds to Chile’s appeal. Still, it remains a year-round destination, where urban exploration, winter skiing, and desert trekking are all possible.

Santiago’s urban appeal defies the seasons, but business travelers should avoid January and February, when many Santiaguinos abandon the capital for their summer vacations. The relatively mild winter sees some stretches of warm, brilliant weather.

Because Chile extends from the tropics of the Atacama to sub-Antarctic Tierra del Fuego, seasonality can vary not only according to latitude, but also with altitude. Beach resorts like Viña del Mar and La Serena can be uncomfortably crowded in the summer months (January–February) but ideal when the coastal fog recedes March–April.

In the northernmost Andean highlands, summer is the rainy season. That may mean only an afternoon thundershower, but occasional downpours can cause flash floods and cut off roads, reducing access to areas of interest; at the highest altitudes, it can even mean snowstorms. Winter’s warm, dry days, by contrast, can be ideal for exploring the backcountry, despite cold nights.

The heartland’s wineries are open most of the year, but the fall harvest season (March–April) is ideal for tours and tasting. Summer is the time for mountaineering throughout most of the country, while winter is ski season at Portillo and other resorts.

The southern Lakes District is a traditional summer destination, but from October to April it’s also a magnet for fly-fishing. In Patagonia, the season is lengthening, especially among foreign visitors who come to view South Atlantic wildlife such as penguins and natural attractions like the pinnacles of Torres del Paine.

As an extension of Patagonia, Tierra del Fuego is still primarily a summer destination, though it also has a ski season. Also featured in this book, the Argentine city of Ushuaia is a gateway to Antarctica, where the spring breakup of pack ice determines the season.
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When planning a trip to Chile, remember that distances are great and logistics can be complicated. Unless your trip is an open-ended overland excursion, you will need to choose among numerous options both as to destinations and means of transport. Santiago and the heartland are compact and easy to travel around, but visiting other high-profile destinations like San Pedro de Atacama and Torres del Paine can require 2–3-hour flights or 24-hour bus trips. Driving is an option, but for most visitors this will require a rental car from a provincial airport or city.


Passports and Visas


U.S. and Canadian citizens traveling to Chile and Argentina (whose southernmost provinces get coverage in this book) need passports but not advance visas. Passports are also necessary for checking into hotels, cashing travelers’ checks, or even credit card transactions. Both countries routinely grant foreign visitors 90-day entry permits in the form of a tourist card. Chile collects a variable “reciprocity fee” from U.S., Canadian, Australian, and Mexican citizens at Santiago’s international airport; Argentina has imposed a similar fee for international passengers who fly into Buenos Aires.


Vaccinations and Health Insurance


Theoretically, Chile and Argentina demand no proof of vaccination, but if you are coming from a tropical country where yellow fever is endemic, authorities could ask for a vaccination certificate. Traveling to Chile or Argentina without adequate medical insurance is risky. Before leaving home, purchase a policy that includes evacuation in case of serious emergency.


Transportation


Most visitors arrive in Chile by air, via the Aeropuerto Internacional Arturo Merino Benítez (SCL). Some will arrive overland and a handful by ship.

Overland travel from the north can be challenging, but once you reach Chile, it’s easy enough. Chile and Argentina share numerous border crossings; in both countries’ Andean Lakes Districts, trans-Andean bus service is fairly common, but many southerly crossings lack public transportation. For those choosing an aquatic route, the main option is the cruise between Punta Arenas and Ushuaia.

Chile has several domestic airports making air travel convenient. Buses along the principal highways are frequent, spacious, and comfortable—sometimes even luxurious. Rail service is limited and slow.



Explore Chile



Chile’s unique geography makes traveling the whole country from tip to tail challenging. Some first-time visitors focus their time on the regions easy to reach from the gateway city of Santiago, including the World Heritage Site of Valparaíso, one or more heartland wineries, and the popular Lakes District. In doing so, they miss many key sights worth a visit in the north (such as the Atacama Desert) and south (such as Torres del Paine). The following itineraries each focus on one region, offering a taste of Chile. Travelers with more time can combine them for full immersion in all that the country has to offer. Most regions can be visited via connecting flights through Santiago. Except for Santiago to Punta Arenas (about three hours, a little more with a stopover at Puerto Montt), most flights within Chile are less than two hours.
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Chile’s underrated capital of Santiago offers fine hotels and restaurants, plus a surrounding landscape where it’s possible to ski in the morning and surf in the afternoon. Visitors can almost simultaneously enjoy the port city of Valparaíso and its neighboring beach resort Viña del Mar, the ski centers of Portillo and Valle Nevado, and rafting on the Río Maipo. Complex logistics make a rental car desirable, if not quite imperative, for traveling in wine country. If you plan on wine-tasting, remember Chile’s zero tolerance for driving while intoxicated.


Day 1


Arrive at Aeropuerto Internacional Arturo Merino Benítez and transfer to a Santiago hotel. In the afternoon, visit central sites such as the Barrio Cívico, Plaza de Armas, and poet Pablo Neruda’s La Chascona home. Other options include the Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino, combined with lunch at the Mercado Central or at Providencia’s Baco. Viña Cousiño Macul is open for tours and wine tasting within the city limits.



[image: 00_Vi%c3%b1aSantaCruz_H.tif]
Viña Santa Cruz occupies a placid site in the Colchagua valley, midway between the towns of Santa Cruz and Lolol.






[image: 00_ArcoBrit%c3%a1nico_H.tif]
Valparaíso’s Arco Británico




Day 2


Depart midmorning for Viña Concha y Toro, Chile’s largest winery, in the suburb of Pirque. After a tour and tasting, drive up the Cajón del Maipo for lunch at San Alfonso, followed by white-water rafting down the Río Maipo. Alternatively, hike to a glacier at Monumento Natural El Morado, with a late afternoon return to Santiago. In winter, skiing at Valle Nevado can substitute for the Cajón del Maipo excursion.


Day 3


Leave in the early morning, by rental car, for the Aconcagua valley. Plan on tours and tasting at Viña San Esteban (Los Andes) or Viña Errázuriz (San Felipe), continuing to the Pacific coast for a stay at a beach resort (consider Maitencillo’s Marbella Resort or Zapallar’s Hotel Isla Seca). In wintertime, stay in Los Andes for a day’s skiing at Portillo (whose hotel is usually full with skiers on week-long packages; make reservations in advance).


Day 4


Start a leisurely day at Maitencillo, with a midday excursion to Zapallar to enjoy a beachside lunch. Take binoculars to view the Humboldt penguins at nearby Monumento Natural Isla Cachagua. A longer and more strenuous alternative could be an excursion to Parque Nacional La Campana to climb its namesake peak for Andes-to-the-Pacific panoramas.


Day 5


Take a leisurely drive south through Viña del Mar and on to Valparaíso. (Winter travelers should come directly from Los Andes.) Spend an afternoon exploring the historic hills and backstreets of Valparaíso, a UNESCO World Heritage Site that includes Pablo Neruda’s La Sebastiana residence.



[image: 00_Museo_de_la_Memoria_V.tif]
Santiago’s Museo de la Memoria invites reflection on the human rights violations of the Pinochet dictatorship.
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Pasaje Nueva York is Santiago’s Wall Street.








Day 6


Depart midmorning for the Casablanca valley, southeast of Valparaíso, home to Chile’s finest white wines. Lunch at a winery restaurant such as Casas del Bosque’s Tanino or House of Morandé before a late afternoon return to Valparaíso. Alternatively, stay at Viña Matetic’s secluded neocolonial guesthouse.


Day 7


Leave early for Pablo Neruda’s Isla Negra home, now a museum. It’s a fairly slow drive by paved back roads or a longer one by four-lane freeway to the Colchagua valley wine district. Look for accommodations in Santa Cruz. If it’s not too late, take the day’s last tour at Viña Montes to enjoy the sunset over the valley.


Day 8


Plan on a full day for Colchagua valley wineries, with a visit to the Museo de Colchagua and a possible extension to the surfing capital of Pichilemu.


Day 9


Return to Santiago for your flight home. Those with more time (and stamina) might consider excursions en route to the historic mining town of Sewell or to the historic winery Viña Santa Rita, just south of Santiago.





THE RING OF FIRE



[image: 00_Volc%c3%a1nLlaima_H.tif]
An araucaria seedling sprouts on the flanks of Volcán Llaima.






Chile is part of the Pacific “Ring of Fire” that includes some 450 volcanoes and accounts for 90 percent of the world’s earthquakes. It’s also given Chile some of the continent’s greatest scenery and, serendipitously, an abundance of hot springs resorts. The following is a rundown of some of the most impressive.



	
Volcán Parinacota (6,350 meters) is a challenge to climbers. It’s not active, but its snow-covered cone lends majesty to the wildlife-rich steppes and swamps that surround it in Parque Nacional Lauca. Its slightly shorter sibling, Pomerabe (6,232 meters), is also dormant; nearby Volcán Guallatire (6,071 meters) last erupted in 1960, but it’s constantly smoking.

	
Volcán Llaima (3,125 meters) is Chile’s second most active volcano, with frequent moderate eruptions and occasional lava flows. The most recent came in 2008, when its ash plume reached an altitude of about 12.5 kilometers above sea level, and a lahar forced the closure of the northern access road to Parque Nacional Conguillío.


	
Volcán Villarrica (2,847 meters) is widely considered Chile’s most active volcano. Nevertheless, hundreds of hikers slog through the snow to the edge of its smoldering caldera every summer. They plan their excursions from the nearby resort of Pucón. The surrounding countryside benefits from volcanism through a dozen hot springs resorts (including the striking Termas Geométricas, near Coñaripe).

	
Volcán Puyehue-Cordón Caulle (2,236 meters), within the limits of Parque Nacional Puyehue, expelled so much ash during its June 2011 eruption and succeeding months that it closed the border between Chile and Argentina and shut down regional airports for most of a year.

	
Volcán Chaitén (1,122 meters) made global headlines when its inconspicuous dome — which had never erupted in historic times — expelled enormous clouds of ash and also flooded its namesake village, forcing an emergency evacuation. At present, the town is open to visitors — who venture there at their own risk.
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This itinerary tours Chileans’ favorite vacation area, the lakes and volcanoes south of the Río Biobío. The region resembles the U.S. Pacific Northwest, with glacial lakes beneath soaring volcanoes. Other draws include picturesque villages like Puerto Varas, and the archipelago of Chiloé, the heartland of Chilean tradition and folklore. Lago Villarrica is one of the gems of Chile’s Lakes District, and the town of Pucón is its adventure travel capital. At the lake’s east end, beneath the smoldering, snowcapped Villarrica volcano, it’s a hybrid of traditional resorts and youthful energy.

All along the route, there’s a wide range of outdoor opportunities, including hiking, climbing, cycling, mountain biking, and white-water rafting. The weather can change quickly; be flexible to take the best advantage of the finest days.


Days 1–2


Arrive at Aeropuerto Internacional Arturo Merino Benítez and transfer to a Santiago hotel. Depending on the length of your trip, plan on 1–2 days in Santiago. After enjoying Santiago’s sights, consider a comfortable overnight sleeper bus to the city of Temuco, or take an early morning flight.


Day 3


In Temuco, drive a rental car to the Lago Villarrica town of Pucón, Chile’s adventure capital; if you’ve taken the overnight bus, pick up your car downtown rather than at the airport. Spend the afternoon rafting the Río Trancura, or alternatively relaxing and enjoying the views. For a little more peace and quiet, consider staying in the nearby town of Villarrica instead of Pucón.




[image: 00_VolcanVillarrica_H.tif]
Volcán Villarrica
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Puerto Varas




Day 4


Plan an excursion to nearby Parque Nacional Huerquehue, where a steep but well-kept trail climbs from Lago Tinquilco to Lago Verde, a wooded alpine lake. Alternatively, the same park’s Sendero Quinchol lacks the lakes but offers greater solitude.


Day 5


A strenuous climb will bring you to the rim of smoking Volcán Villarrica, a snowcapped peak where the sight of the active volcano and the surrounding panorama makes the effort worthwhile. Sliding down the slope on the snow is quicker than the ascent.


Day 6


Depart midmorning for the all-inclusive Termas de Puyehue, a European-style spa dating from 1908 but with up-to-date infrastructure. About an hour east of the city of Osorno, the gateway to its namesake national park, the site enjoys a mild climate all year but is near enough to high Andean hiking trails, lakes, and streams for fishing and, in winter, a ski resort. Cheaper alternative accommodations are available.


Day 7


If it’s not smoldering—the June 2011 eruption expelled countless tons of ash—pack a lunch for a hike to the crater of Volcán Puyehue, a stiff four-hour climb from a small farm known as El Caulle, about 15 kilometers from Termas de Puyehue. The lower part of the trail passes through dense Valdivian rainforest, but at higher altitudes the volcanic landscape is utterly barren.


Day 8


At the south end of Lago Llanquihue, Puerto Varas is one of the district’s most picturesque towns, and a close second to Pucón for adventure tourism. Because Puerto Varas is less than 100 kilometers from Puyehue, try a leisurely drive through picturesque Puerto Octay and the east side of the lake for a backroads perspective, with views of Volcán Osorno and a stop at the village of Ensenada.

In the afternoon, tour the streets of Puerto Varas and its historic neo-baroque, neo-Gothic, and neoclassical houses, at least eight of which are national monuments.



[image: 00_ParqueTantauco_V.tif]
a broad, sandy beach at Parque Tantauco
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Cuernos del Paine








Day 9


After breakfast, drive east toward Parque Nacional Vicente Pérez Rosales and its centerpiece, Lago Todos los Santos, a glacial finger lake extending more than 30 kilometers to the east. For a leisurely afternoon, take the catamaran to Peulla, where there are excellent overnight accommodations. Alternatively, return to accommodations at Petrohué or Puerto Varas.


Day 10


Following breakfast, take a Class III rafting trip down the Río Petrohué and, afterward, a drive southeast toward the village of Ralún, where the Río Petrohué enters the fjord known as the Estuario de Reloncaví. If time permits, continue south toward the equally scenic village of Cochamó before returning to Puerto Varas.


Day 11


The southern lake district’s largest city is Puerto Montt, only half an hour south of Puerto Varas; its port of Angelmó has the area’s largest crafts market, lining both sides of the street for several blocks, and seafood restaurants that are modest in decor but rich in fish and shellfish.

After an early lunch at Angelmó, take the highway southeast to Parque Nacional Alerce Andino, whose hiking trails lead to large groves of alerce trees, the “Chilean redwoods.” Return to Puerto Varas, which has better accommodations.


Day 12


From Puerto Montt, head southeast overland and a short ferry trip to the verdant Chiloé archipelago. This is Chile’s most traditional area, still isolated from the continent by the Canal de Chacao, the strait that separates the largest island from the mainland. Perhaps visit the Puñihuil penguin colony near the city of Ancud, where you will spend the night.




[image: 00_LagunaSanRafael_H.tif]
the icy face of a glacier




Day 13


Stop at the city of Castro, with its landmark cathedral and stilted palafito houses over the water, before continuing to the southern Chanquín sector of Parque Nacional Chiloé, on the island’s wild Pacific coast. Return to Castro for the night.


Day 14


Travel overland to Puerto Montt and catch a return flight to Santiago. Even with just one day remaining, you can spend some time sightseeing between Castro and Puerto Montt, since flights from Santiago to North America typically leave around 10 P.M. The market village of Dalcahue is the place to load up on crafts souvenirs, especially woolens. If there’s time, take the frequent short ferry crossing to the offshore island of Quinchao and drive to the scenic, typical village of Achao.
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Combining the extreme south of Chile and Argentina, this itinerary devotes 10 days to two weeks to such destinations as Chile’s Torres del Paine, Argentina’s Parque Nacional Los Glaciares, penguin reserves near the city of Punta Arenas, and “the uttermost part of the earth” near the Argentine city of Ushuaia, Tierra del Fuego. 

This is usually a summer itinerary. That said, the Paine season is lengthening and some accommodations remain open all year; there are fewer visitors in spring (when days are longer but the weather is blustery) and autumn (days are shorter but the weather often calmer). Be aware that at any time of year, unpredictable Patagonian weather can short-circuit even the best-planned itinerary.


Days 1–2


Arrive at Aeropuerto Internacional Arturo Merino Benítez and transfer to a Santiago hotel. Depending on the length of your trip, plan on 1–2 days in Santiago.


Day 3


Take a morning flight to Punta Arenas. If the timing is right, catch a penguin-watching excursion to Isla Magdalena with accommodations at Punta Arenas; if not, visit the regional museum and transfer overland to Puerto Natales. While Punta Arenas is worth a stop for its many points of historical interest and great architecture, it’s also possible to save time by flying directly to Puerto Natales and continuing on to Torres del Paine.


Day 4


If the previous night was spent in Punta Arenas, take a bus or rental car to Puerto Natales, gateway to Torres del Paine. If the previous night was spent in Natales, plan a full-day motor launch or catamaran excursion to Balmaceda Glacier. Otherwise, hike in the afternoon to Cerro Dorotea for panoramas of Natales and Seno Última Esperanza (Last Hope Sound).


Day 5


Depart early for Torres del Paine, with an afternoon hike to the tarns beneath the Torres. Stay at Hostería Las Torres, with its inexpensive but still comfortable refugios (shelters), or camp. Alternatively, hike to Refugio Los Cuernos, with overnight accommodations at Las Torres or Los Cuernos.


Day 6


From Hostería Las Torres, you can hike a key segment of the scenic “W” route for trekkers. End your trek at Paine Grande Mountain Lodge, where you’ll stay overnight.


Day 7


Boat from Paine Grande Mountain Lodge to Lago Pehoé, which saves a day’s hiking out to the main road. From Lago Pehoé, transfer to Puerto Natales.


Days 8–9


Depart in the morning by bus or rental car for El Calafate (Argentina), gateway to Parque Nacional Los Glaciares. The next morning, leave early for the Moreno Glacier, followed by a visit to a nearby estancia (sheep ranch) for a barbecue before returning to El Calafate for the night.


Day 10


Return to Puerto Natales and Punta Arenas; if you couldn’t do it on the way out, make a detour to the penguin colony at Seno Otway or, preferably, the larger Isla Magdalena colony. Alternatively, catch a direct flight from El Calafate to Ushuaia, in Argentine Tierra del Fuego.


Days 11–13


From Ushuaia, embark on a wildlife-viewing excursion on the Beagle Channel. The next morning, plan a full-day excursion to Parque Nacional Tierra del Fuego, with multiple short hiking trails. Don’t miss the Museo Marítimo de Ushuaia.

Those with more time should also plan a full-day trip to Estancia Harberton, where a few pairs of gentoo penguins breed among the more numerous Magellanics.


Day 14


Fly back to Punta Arenas and on to Santiago, with the afternoon free for sightseeing and a seafood lunch at the Mercado Central, followed by an evening departure.





WILDLIFE ENCOUNTERS
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a vicuña on the alert at Parque Nacional Lauca






From the Pacific to the Andes, and from the desert north and the sub-Antarctic south, Chile abounds in wildlife that, for most visitors, will be utterly novel. The following is a list of destinations for prime wildlife viewing.



	
Parque Nacional Lauca (see here), east of the city of Arica, is a UNESCO Biosphere Reserve where populations of the endangered vicuña, whose fine wool clothed Inka royalty, have recovered spectacularly. The larger guanaco, another relative of the domestic llama and alpaca, also grazes here. Lauca boasts 130 bird species, including the Andean condor and the lesser rhea.

	
Parque Nacional Torres del Paine (see here), Chile’s best known national park, is home to thousands of grazing guanacos, as well as abundant bird populations, including condors, flamingos, Patagonian parakeets, and flightless rheas.

	
Monumento Natural Los Pingüinos (see here), on Isla Magdalena in the Strait of Magellan near Punta Arenas, is so saturated with Magellanic penguins that they have colonized nearby Isla Marta. Cormorants, gulls, skuas, steamer ducks, and other birds nest there as well. On the 35-kilometer ferry trip through the Strait, visitors are likely to see dolphins, black-browed albatrosses, and terns as well.

	
Parque Marino Francisco Coloane (see here), one of Chile’s first maritime reserves, was created to investigate the southern humpback whale’s feeding grounds. Orcas, Magellanic penguins, sea lions, cormorants, and many other seabirds populate the 67,000-hectare park.
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The Norte Grande (the “Greater North”) may be best known for the Atacama Desert, the world’s greatest wasteland. Despite its superficial desolation, the sights and experiences it offers are startling: time-lost geoglyphs and ancient ruins, nitrate ghost towns and colonial churches, rainless coastlines and endless beaches.


Day 1


Take an early flight from Santiago to Calama and overland transfer to San Pedro de Atacama. After an afternoon’s sightseeing around town, including the Museo Arqueológico Padre Gustavo Le Paige, plan on a red-rocks sunset at Valle de la Luna. After dinner, it’s early to bed for an early morning excursion to El Tatio.


Day 2


Rising early—no later than 4 A.M.—is essential to witness sunrise at the steaming Geisers del Tatio, one of the continent’s great natural spectacles. Return in early afternoon to San Pedro; after lunch and a nap, take a shorter excursion to the nesting flamingos at Laguna Chaxa. Or plan on a longer nap and after-dinner star-gazing with French astronomer Alain Maury of Space Observations. Stay at Maury’s Atacama Lodge on the outskirts of town.


Days 3–4


Plan a full-day excursion to the scenic altiplano lakes of Laguna Miscanti and Laguna Miñiques, to scout abundant wildlife, including flamingos. The next morning, depart for Calama and continue to Santiago for the flight home.
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One of Geisers del Tatio’s trademark fumaroles
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MONUMENTO NATURAL EL MORADO

BAÑOS COLINA


Few world capitals can match Santiago de Chile’s imposing setting with its Mediterranean foothills at the base of the snow-covered Andean crest. Skiing, hiking, climbing, white-water rafting, and kayaking opportunities are barely an hour beyond the city limits.

Since the 1990 return to constitutional government and subsequent economic expansion, the city has improved greatly. Both individuals and businesses, for instance, have restored or rehabbed houses and buildings in once run-down Barrio Brasil, and entrepreneurs have replaced unsalvageable structures with tasteful contemporary apartments. Barrio Bellavista has enjoyed a gastronomic and nightlife boom, and international commerce flourishes in Providencia and Las Condes.

Most sights are in the central city’s colonial nucleus and adjacent boroughs like Recoleta, Independencia, and Quinta Normal, and eastern suburbs like Providencia, Las Condes, and Ñuñoa. Despite the publicity, the powerful 8.8 earthquake of February 2010 barely slowed the city down.

Five million people, more than a third of all Chileans, live in Gran Santiago (Greater Santiago). The locus of political and economic power, the capital has grown at the expense of the regions, but unevenly so—some comunas (boroughs) have become prosperous, others remain desperately poor.

Class-based residential segregation is striking, though less extreme than in cities like Lima and Mexico City. There are environmental costs, as well—more than a million automobiles sometimes clog narrow colonial streets. Sooty diesel buses are mostly a thing of the past, but smokestack industry adds its share, aggravating one of the world’s worst smog problems—especially in the almost windless autumn months of March and April. Still, it’s one of the continent’s most livable cities for its blend of cultural life, entertainment, personal security, and efficiency.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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[image: img_999.jpg] Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino: In an elegant colonial building, this rehabbed museum houses an irreplaceable assortment of indigenous artifacts from throughout the Americas (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Mercado Central: North of the Plaza de Armas, this onetime colonial landfill became a produce market and, more recently, a tourist draw for its simpático seafood eateries (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Palacio de la Moneda: The public is welcome to stroll the passages of this colonial presidential palace. Its subterranean cultural center is a treasure (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Cerro Santa Lucía: In the late 19th century, visionary mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna started the transformation of a barren quarry, where Pedro de Valdivia founded Santiago, into what is now a true garden spot (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] La Chascona: On a cul-de-sac in bohemian Barrio Bellavista, Nobel laureate poet Pablo Neruda’s whimsical Santiago residence is a delight (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Viña Cousiño Macul: The vineyards and subterranean bodegas of this classic winery are conveniently close for tours and tasting (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Valle Nevado: Few cities can boast world-class ski slopes so close (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Cajón del Maipo: The Río Maipo’s canyon has hiking, hot springs, rafting, kayaking, and much more (see here).




PLANNING YOUR TIME


Presuming you have only two days in Santiago, get to know the central Plaza de Armas and vicinity, including the Mercado Central and the Museo Precolombino, the Palacio de la Moneda, Cerro Santa Lucía, poet Pablo Neruda’s “La Chascona” house, and a winery or two. With an additional day or two, there’s time for activities-oriented excursions, such as hiking or rafting in the Cajón del Maipo, or wintertime skiing.


GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE


Santiago is 32 cities in one—each of its comunas (boroughs) has a separate municipal government. The national government, though, controls services that overlap municipal boundaries, such as transportation.

Between the high Andes and the lower coast range, Gran Santiago sprawls from north of the Río Mapocho to south of the Río Maipo; the meandering Mapocho joins the Maipo near the town of Talagante, in the southwestern corner of the Región Metropolitana. The city sits on a southwest-sloping sedimentary plain 550 meters above sea level, but Andean outliers such as 635-meter Cerro Santa Lucía and 869-meter Cerro San Cristóbal are scattered throughout.

The Mediterranean climate includes a pronounced dry season (November–April) and wet winters (though droughts are not unusual). The daily maximum temperature averages 28°C in January, but the elevation helps keep nights cool. In July, the coolest month, the daily maximum averages 10°C.


HISTORY


Pedro de Valdivia himself founded “Santiago del Nuevo Extremo” on February 12, 1541, in a place where “the land is such that there is none better in the world for living in and settling down...because it is very flat, very healthy, and very pleasant.” It had to be, since, unlike Spaniards in densely populated Peru, Valdivia’s settlers were occupying a thinly populated frontier zone.

Establishing good relations with the Araucanians, Valdivia ordered the platting of a basic grid, and his men, with indigenous help, built some simple houses. In his absence, though, the Spaniards began to abuse the indigenes, whose rebellion nearly destroyed the settlement; though rebuilt with sturdier adobes, it became a precarious armed camp. Still, the site he chose for the capital proved an enduring one, but not without problems.

One problem was the Río Mapocho, which often flooded with the spring runoff. Another was the Araucanian presence, which made it costly to maintain. After the initial Araucanian assault, according to historian John A. Crow, “the meager garrison of Santiago held body and soul together on a starvation diet, working, thinking, living only for the future.” Between 1600 and 1606, the governing Viceroyalty of Lima had to quadruple Chile’s military budget just to maintain its presence. By the late 16th century, according to Chilean historian Eduardo Solar Correa, Santiago’s “appearance was sad and miserable: narrow streets, dusty in summer and impassable with mud in winter, low-lying houses of clay and adobe, whose meager and only half-finished rooms were lighted at night by a tallow candle.”

The abundance of Spanish soldiers and absence of Spanish women left an evident and enduring legacy. Many Spaniards formed both fleeting and permanent unions with indigenous women, their mestizo children forming the foundation of a new society, one in which class distinctions became critically important. Landed proprietors dominated Santiago society, though the countryside was their economic and political power base.

With the 18th century came material improvements such as a cathedral, creation of the Casa de la Moneda (colonial mint) to spur economic activity, tajamares (dikes) to contain the Río Mapocho, and improved roads to the countryside and to the port of Valparaíso. Cultural life improved with the establishment of the Universidad de San Felipe (founded in 1758 as a law school), which later became the Universidad de Chile.

By the time of Chile’s independence, Santiago was a modest city that made mixed impressions. On her first visit to the capital, in 1822, the Englishwoman Maria Graham remarked that:


The disposition of the houses, though pleasant enough to the inhabitants, is ugly without, and gives a mean, dull air to the streets, which are wide and well paved, having a footpath flagged with slabs of granite and porphyry; and through most of them a small stream is constantly running, which, with a little more attention from the police, might make it the cleanest city in the world: It is not very dirty; and when I recollect Rio de Janeiro and Bahia, I am ready to call it absolutely clean.


Mrs. Graham, of course, reflected the perspective of Santiago’s elite and the British community. Some of the elite lived in country estates in areas now decidedly urban. Her experience barely touches the situation of laborers and peasants who lived beyond those enclaves. Darwin, more than a decade later, found the city equally nondescript:


It is not so fine or so large as Buenos Ayres, but it is built after the same model.


Part of the reason for Santiago’s nondescript aspect was seismic; earthquakes, which often destroyed landmark buildings, discouraged elaborate construction.

Post-independence Santiago, though, enjoyed a boom. The mid-19th century California gold rush opened a market for Chilean wheat, wine, and other produce; the beneficiaries were a landed elite who could build splendid city mansions, furnish them with extravagant imports, and support the exclusive Club Hípico (Racing Club). By the 1870s, progressive mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna was transforming areas such as Cerro Santa Lucía into public parks—but at a cost, displacing less fortunate residents from convenient central areas.
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Meanwhile, the city progressed culturally, thanks largely to the efforts of Venezuelan-born scholar Andrés Bello, who turned the moribund Universidad de San Felipe into the present-day Universidad de Chile and taught many of the country’s 19th-century leaders. Figures such as the exiled Argentine politician and educator Domingo Faustino Sarmiento, later his country’s president, also enriched the intellectual life of a city whose midcentury population exceeded 100,000.

Conflict with Peru and Bolivia in the War of the Pacific (1879–1884) brought dramatic changes, in ways not immediately apparent. Chilean interests grew wealthy with control of the nitrate-rich Atacama Desert, bringing revenue to the government treasury and financing a new round of conspicuous consumption by mining magnates. At the same time, land shortages forced small farmers to the city, just as the failure of the nitrate mines in the early 1900s drove a militant labor force to the capital. For a time, industrialization absorbed the excess labor, but continued rural chaos exacerbated urban immigration and resulted in spontaneous peripheral squatter settlements known as callampas (mushrooms). These exploded with activism during the Unidad Popular years, but after the 1973 coup they had to bide their time as wealthy eastern suburbs such as Las Condes literally reached for the skies in high-rise apartments and office blocks.

The Pinochet dictatorship’s economic policies—largely intact despite more than 20 years of constitutional government—also encouraged suburban sprawl and private automobile ownership, aggravating traffic congestion and air pollution. The fact that more than a third of Chile’s roughly 17 million inhabitants live in Gran Santiago means that these problems are not going away, but it’s only fair to add that an urban renaissance is making some central city neighborhoods increasingly livable.
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ORIENTATION


Santiago (estimated population 6.5 million) centers on a triangular colonial core south of the Río Mapocho, north of the east–west Avenida del Libertador General Bernardo O’Higgins (the “Alameda”), and east of the Vía Norte Sur, the downtown segment of the Carretera Panamericana. Its focus is the rectangular Plaza de Armas. Some narrow downtown streets have become paseos or peatonales (pedestrian malls).

Santiago Centro consists of several informal but distinctive barrios or neighborhoods. In the Barrio Cívico, southwest of the Plaza de Armas, major government offices surround the Plaza de la Constitución; farther west, once-dilapidated Barrio Brasil is undergoing a residential renaissance. South of the Alameda, Barrio París Londres’s winding streets break the grid pattern, as do those of Barrio Lastarria, east of Cerro Santa Lucía.

Beyond Santiago Centro, several other comunas (boroughs) have sights and services, most notably the easterly suburbs of Providencia and Las Condes. Some of these boast their own distinctive neighborhoods: North of the Mapocho, the restaurant and nightlife mecca of Barrio Bellavista lies half in Recoleta, half in Providencia. Providencia’s traditional point of demarcation is Plaza Baquedano, universally known as Plaza Italia, where the eastbound Alameda becomes Avenida Providencia.

Las Condes and Vitacura are affluent eastward extensions of affluent Providencia, while the more southeasterly Ñuñoa is middle-class without being dull. Independencia, Quinta Normal, and Estación Central have fewer points of interest and services, other than major museums and parks and a handful of important services (such as long-distance bus terminals).
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A blues trio plays the sidewalks of Avenida Providencia.






Sights





Downtown Santiago has the greatest density of sights, clustered in or around the Plaza de Armas, Plaza de la Constitución, Cerro Santa Lucía, Barrio Lastarria, and Barrio Brasil, with a handful elsewhere. The municipal tourist authority, with separate offices on the Plaza de Armas and on Cerro Santa Lucía, offers free walking tours that include admission to some of the city’s best museums; check for the most current itineraries.

La Bicicleta Verde (Loreto 6, tel. 02/5709338, tel. 09/7215-6961, www.labicicletaverde.cl) offers English-language foot and bicycle tours (bike included) around the city, and also rents bikes.

Sights in other comunas tend to be more spread out than in the city center.


PLAZA DE ARMAS AND VICINITY


Originally platted by Valdivia’s surveyor, Pedro de Gamboa, the Plaza de Armas is the center of a zona típica (area designated for its historical character) national monument. Until 1821, when the central market moved north to the Mapocho, it was also Santiago’s commercial center.

Construction began in 1748 on the oldest surviving landmark, the Catedral Metropolitana, but earthquakes and fires delayed its completion until 1830. Italian architect Joaquín Toesca designed its neoclassical facade, which was later modified with late-19th-century Tuscan touches.

The next oldest structure is the Municipalidad de Santiago (1785). Immediately west, the Palacio de la Real Audiencia (1804) houses the Museo Histórico Nacional; at the corner of Paseo Puente, the Francophile Correo Central (Post Office, 1882) replaced the colonial government house.

Commerce monopolized the plaza’s south side; after the market moved, the handsome 19th-century arcade known as the Portal Fernández Concha replaced it (its current hot dog and sandwich stands make it less prestigious than it once was). Half a block east, dating from 1769, the Casa Colorada (Merced 860) houses the city museum. Another block-plus east, the national monument Iglesia de la Merced (Merced and MacIver) dates from 1795. The adjacent Museo de la Merced (MacIver 341, tel. 02/6649189, www.museolamerced.cl, 9 A.M.–2 P.M. and 3–6 P.M. Mon.–Fri., US$2) holds an assortment of ecclesiastical art.

One block west of the plaza, bounded by Bandera, Catedral, Morandé, and Compañía, the former Congreso de la República housed Chile’s legislature until the 1973 coup. The building suffered a whole series of setbacks, however, from its inception under President Manuel Montt in the 1850s: death of an architect, money shortages, and a fire. Finally finished in 1876, it suffered another destructive fire in 1895; by 1901, it was rebuilt and reinaugurated in its present neoclassical style. It suffered earthquake damage in 1985, but has since had a seismic upgrade. Until recently, the Foreign Ministry occupied the building.

Immediately north of the ex-Congreso, the Foreign Ministry trains both Chilean and foreign diplomats at its Academia Diplomática Andrés Bello (Diplomatic Academy, Catedral 1183) in the renaissance-style Palacio Edwards (1888).

One block from the plaza’s southwest corner, the Palacio de la Real Aduana (Royal Customs House, Bandera 361) now accommodates the exceptional Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino (Chilean Museum of Pre-Columbian Art). Immediately across the street and south of the Congreso, but facing Compañía, stand the neoclassical Tribunales de Justicia (Law Courts, 1912–1930). Another block west, Chañarcillo mining tycoon Francisco Ignacio Ossa Mercado inhabited the Moorish-style Palacio La Alhambra (1862), now housing the Sociedad de Bellas Artes (Compañía 1340, tel. 02/6980875, www.snba.cl), the fine arts society.
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Half a block north of the plaza, the French-style Cuerpo de Bomberos (Paseo Puente), completed in 1893, resembles the post office. One block north of the plaza, built of massive blocks, the Templo de Santo Domingo (21 de Mayo and Monjitas) was constructed in 1747–1808; two blocks north, on a lot once known as the “Dominicans’ trash dump,” stands the landmark Mercado Central, a major tourist draw for its seafood restaurants.

From 1913 until 1987, trains to Valparaíso, northern Chile, and Mendoza (Argentina) used Eiffel-influenced architect Emilio Jecquier’s monumental Estación Mapocho; closed in 1987 and reopened as a cultural center, it hosts Santiago’s annual book fair and other special events. In the nearby Cal y Canto Metro station, excavations have exposed parts of the foundations of the colonial Puente Cal y Canto bridge over the Mapocho.

Northeast of the Templo de Santo Domingo stand two remaining colonial residences. The mid-18th-century Posada del Corregidor (Esmeralda 749) is an adobe with a colonial corner pillar and balconies. Despite its name, no Spanish official ever worked or lived within; for nearly a century after 1830, it went by the ironic nickname “Filarmónica” because of the dance hall that operated within its walls. The Casa Manso de Velasco (Santo Domingo and MacIver), dating back to 1730, takes its name from colonial governor José Manso de Velasco (1737–1744), who was later viceroy of Peru.


Museo Histórico Nacional (Palacio de la Real Audiencia)


After 1609, the Real Audiencia housed the colonial supreme court, but earthquakes destroyed its quarters in both 1647 and 1730. Architect Juan José de Goycolea y Zañartu designed the current neoclassical building (1808), though its clock tower dates from the late-19th century.

Three years later, during the independence struggle, the first Congreso Nacional met here, but royalists restored the Real Audiencia from 1814 to 1817. In 1817, the Cabildo of Santiago met here to make Argentine general José de San Martín head of state, but San Martín declined in favor of Bernardo O’Higgins. After President Manuel Bulnes moved government offices to the Casa de la Moneda, the building became municipal offices and then a museum.

Following a professional makeover, this once moribund museum (Plaza de Armas 951, tel. 02/4117000, www.museohistoriconacional.cl, 10 A.M.–5:45 P.M. daily except Monday, US$1.20 Tues.–Sat., free Sun. and holidays) deserves a visit despite shortcomings. Thematically, its collections encompass Mapuche silverwork, colonial and republican furniture and art, material folklore, textiles, weapons, and photography. Chronologically, it traces Chile’s development from pre-Columbian times through Spanish colonial rule, the subsequent establishment of church and state, and collapse of the Spanish empire; it then covers the early republic and its 19th-century expansion, the oligarchy that ruled parliament, and the failed reforms that resulted in the 1973 coup—where the story abruptly ends. An exhibit of presidential sashes includes that of General Pinochet, but there’s no account of the bloody coup and the abuses that followed it, let alone the return to democracy and Pinochet’s legal problems in both England and Chile. The museum also hosts special exhibits.



Museo de Santiago


Perhaps Santiago’s best-preserved colonial house, restored in 1977 after years of neglect, the Casa Colorada was home to Mateo de Toro y Zambrano, who became Chile’s interim governor, at age 83, after the colonial governor resigned. Named for its reddish paint, it hosted both José de San Martín and Bernardo O’Higgins after the battle of Chacabuco (1817), and the famous mercenary Lord Cochrane later lived here.

Only the two-story facade facing Merced, with its forged iron balconies, is truly original. The museum itself chronicles the city’s development from its founding by Valdivia through the evolution of colonial society, the independence era, and its transformation under 19th-century mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna. The history is particularly vivid in the models of historic buildings and dioramas of events such as the 1863 fire that destroyed the Iglesia de la Compañía.

Undergoing yet another remodel, the Museo de Santiago (Merced 860, tel. 02/6330723, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Sat., 11 A.M.–2 P.M. Sun. and holidays, US$1) is due to reopen in 2013.



[image: img_999.jpg] Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino


The late architect Sergio Larraín García-Moreno donated a lifetime’s supply of acquisitions to stock this exceptional museum in the late colonial Real Casa de Aduana (Royal Customs House, 1805). Following independence, the neoclassical building became the Biblioteca Nacional (National Library) and then the Tribunales de Justicia (Law Courts) until a 1968 fire destroyed most of its interior and archives. Flanked by twin patios, a broad staircase leads to the upstairs exhibits.

The permanent collections from Mesoamerica and the central and southern Andes are impressive; there are smaller displays on the Caribbean, the Amazon, and Andean textiles. Particularly notable are the carved wooden chemamull, larger-than-life-size Mapuche funerary statues. The museum also possesses Aguateca’s Stele 6, from a Late Classic Maya site in Guatemala’s Petén lowlands that’s suffered severe depredations from looters.

Having suffered damage in the 2010 earthquake, the Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino (Bandera 361, tel. 02/9281500, www.precolombino.cl, US$6 pp, US$2 for students; 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Sun., closed during Semana Santa (Holy Week) and on May 1, Sept. 18 and 19, Christmas, and New Year’s Eve, on other holidays, it closes at noon; children under age 13 free) is due to reopen in 2013.
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In 1817, Bernardo O’Higgins himself shifted the disorderly market on the Plaza de Armas to an area once known as “the Dominican garbage dump” on the Mapocho’s south bank, a few blocks north. When fire destroyed the informal installations on the new Plaza de Abasto in 1864, municipal authorities hired Manuel Aldunate to create more permanent facilities. But the current structure (San Pablo 967, tel. 02/6968327, www.mercadocentral.cl, 7 A.M.–5 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 7 A.M.–8 P.M. Fri., and 7 A.M.–6 P.M. Sat.), from 1872, is mainly the work of Fermín Vivaceta.

Streetside storefronts have concealed the original facade except on the Ismael Valdés Vergara side, where it faces the river and opens onto a fountain plaza; there are other entrances on San Pablo, Paseo Puente, and 21 de Mayo. From the interior, the wrought-iron superstructure, embellished with the Chilean flag’s recurring lone star, provides an airy setting for merchants to display their fresh fruit, vegetables, and seafood—according to journalist Robb Walsh, “a display of fishes and shellfish so vast and unfamiliar that I felt I was observing the marine life of another planet.”
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One food writer described the Mercado Central as displaying “the marine life of another planet.”




Lunching and people-watching at tables set among the produce is a popular pastime for foreigners and locals alike. The smallish restaurants on the periphery are cheaper and nearly as good as the two or three that monopolize the prime central sites.


BARRIO CÍVICO AND VICINITY


Barrio Cívico (straddling the Alameda, southwest of the Plaza de Armas) is Chile’s political and administrative center. Facing the Plaza de la Constitución, the late-colonial Palacio de La Moneda is the locus of presidential authority. At 10 A.M. on even-numbered days, there’s a presidential changing-of-the-guard ceremony here.

In a development that infuriated Pinochet diehards, a dignified statue of former president Salvador Allende overlooks the plaza’s southeast corner, with a plaque inscribed with words from his last radio address: “I have faith in Chile and her destiny,” September 11, 1973.

On the west side of the plaza, the sturdily elegant doors of the Ministerio de Hacienda (Teatinos 120), built in 1933, seemingly signify the solidity of the Chilean treasury; immediately to its north, the former Hotel Carrera now houses the Cancillería (Foreign Ministry). The headquarters of Codelco (Paseo Huérfanos 1276), arguably the government’s single most influential agency for its control of the copper industry, are located at the plaza.

The Intendencia de Santiago (Moneda and Morandé), built in 1914–1916, features a spectacular cupola. Today, ironically enough, it houses regional government offices in a building that once headquartered El Diario Ilustrado, a newspaper founded by the Partido Conservador (Conservative Party) and a persistent critic of various administrations to occupy the Moneda.

One block east of the plaza, Augustine nuns owned the entire block bounded by Bandera, Ahumada, Moneda, and Alameda until the early 20th century, when they subdivided some of Santiago’s most valuable real estate. Mammon supplanted Jehovah with French architect Emilio Jecquier’s flatiron Bolsa de Comercio (La Bolsa 84), begun in 1914 but delayed when World War I disrupted the arrival of materials from New York. Immediately south, reached by a cobbled Y-patterned passageway but fronting on the Alameda, the members-only Club de la Unión (1925) gave stockbrokers a place to schmooze on their lunch hours.

Immediately south of the Moneda, a new cultural center lies beneath the fountains of the Plaza de la Ciudadanía (Citizens’ Plaza), dedicated by outgoing president Ricardo Lagos in 2006. Across the Alameda, General Pinochet had once placed the sepulcher of Chilean liberator General Bernardo O’Higgins beneath an eternal natural gas flame at the so-called “Altar de la Patria” at Plaza Bulnes, where Lagos opened a new mausoleum to reclaim O’Higgins’s legacy from the dictatorship. One block west, dating from 1976, the 128-meter Torre Entel communications tower (Alameda and Amunátegui) resembles London’s Post Office Tower.
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Never intended as the seat of government, the neoclassical Moneda (entrance on Plaza de la Constitución, tel. 02/6714103, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Fri., free) became the presidential palace in 1846, when Manuel Bulnes moved his residence and offices to the former colonial mint. It made global headlines in 1973, when the Chilean air force strafed and bombed it in General Pinochet’s coup against President Salvador Allende, who shot himself to death before he could be taken prisoner.

Around 1730, during a deep economic depression, the Cabildo de Santiago requested the Spanish crown to establish a local mint, but it took another half century for Governor Agustín Jáuregui to propose a purpose-built building under the direction of Italian architect Joaquín Toesca. Construction began in 1784; its cement came from Hacienda Polpaico (north of Santiago, still a functioning factory today), sand came from the Río Maipo, colored stone came from a San Cristóbal quarry, and oak and cypress came from Chile’s own Valdivian forests. Details such as forged iron came from Spain. Toesca died six years before the building’s completion in 1805.

Pinochet’s regime restored the building to Toesca’s original design by 1981, but it’s no longer the presidential residence. Shortly after taking office in 2000, President Ricardo Lagos (the first Socialist elected since Allende) opened the main passageway for one-way public traffic from the Plaza de la Constitución entrance to the Plaza de la Ciudadanía exit. The new plantings that have replaced the withered orange trees on its interior Patio de los Naranjos will take a while to mature, but walk-through visitors can still enjoy sculptures such as Roberto Matta’s El Toromiro (named for a tree now extinct on its native Easter Island).

For a more thorough guided tour, contact the Dirección Administrativa del Palacio de la Moneda (Morandé 130, tel. 02/6714103, visitas@presidencia.cl) at its office beneath Plaza de la Constitución. Normally, arranging a visit takes a couple of days with a written or emailed request.

The Moneda’s most impressive addition is the subterranean Centro Cultural Palacio La Moneda (between the palace and the Alameda), beneath the lawns and reflecting pools of the Plaza de la Ciudadanía, broad pedestrian ramps descend to a luminous subterranean facility with a gigantic atrium flanked by special exhibit galleries and other facilities.
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Tourists enjoy the interior patios of the Palacio de la Moneda, Chile’s presidential palace.
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East of Paseo Ahumada and north of the Alameda, on the promontory called Welén by the Mapuche, Pedro de Valdivia held out against the indigenous forces that threatened to expel the Spaniards from the Mapocho Valley. Nearly three centuries later, in 1822, Scotswoman María Graham marveled at the view:


From Santa Lucía we discovered the whole plain of Santiago to the Cuesta de Prado, the plain of Maypu stretching even to the horizon, the snowy Cordillera, and beneath our feet the city, its garden, churches, and its magnificent bridge all lit up by the rays of the setting sun...what pen or pencil can impart a thousandth part of the sublime beauty of sunset on the Andes?


In the winter of 1834, Darwin seconded Graham’s opinion in a more matter-of-fact manner:


It is an inexhaustible source of pleasure to climb Cerro Santa Lucía, a small hill that rises up in the center of the city, from which the view is truly impressive and unique.


It took Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna to realize Santa Lucía’s potential, as his efforts transformed a barren quarry into an urban Eden with more than 60 hectares of gardens, fountains, and statuary. His own tomb is the Capilla La Ermita, a tiny chapel just beneath the summit.

From the summit, approached by meandering footpaths and reached by a steep climb to a tiny parapet, there are stupendous Andean views—at least on a clear day—and panoramas of the city and Cerro San Cristóbal. A lower but broader terrace offers less panoramic but almost equally impressive views toward Providencia and the Andes.

Royalists built Fuerte Hidalgo (1816) toward the park’s north end to defend against Chilean revolutionaries. On its lower northeastern slope, the Jardín Japonés (Japanese Garden) is a recent addition; along the Alameda, look for the inscription of Pedro de Valdivia’s letter to the king and the tile mural of Nobel Prize–winning poet Gabriela Mistral.




[image: 01_CerroSantaLuc%c3%ada_H.tif]
Cerro Santa Lucía is one of downtown Santiago’s top garden spots.




Fenced except around its lowest periphery and steepest slope, Santa Lucía (9 A.M.–8 P.M. daily) has two main entrances: from the Alameda just east of Plaza Vicuña Mackenna, where twin staircases climb around the fountains of Plaza Neptuno, and by a cobbled road from the east end of Agustinas. There’s also a modern glass elevator, at the east end of Huérfanos, that’s often shut for lack of personnel (authorities apparently do not trust the citizenry to press buttons on their own). In an exaggerated attempt to improve security, they now require all visitors to sign in (as if muggers would do so), but the park is not dangerous.

The best introduction to the park is a guided tour (English and Spanish) starting from its municipal tourist-office branch (Cerro Santa Lucía s/n, tel. 02/3867185) at 10 A.M. Monday, Saturday, or Sunday. Tours include Vicuña Mackenna’s tomb and the still-functioning gun emplacement (since the 2010 earthquake, authorities have suspended the customary midday cannon shot).

Between Santa Lucía and Paseo Ahumada lie several landmarks of mostly republican vintage. The most imposing is the classicist Biblioteca Nacional (National Library; on the Alameda between MacIver and Miraflores), built 1914–1927, which also houses the Archivo Nacional (National Archive). Two blocks north, the neoclassical Teatro Municipal (Municipal Theater, 1857) has survived fires and earthquakes with most of its original features intact. High-culture figures who have performed here include Sarah Bernhardt, Igor Stravinsky, Plácido Domingo, Anna Pavlova, and Chilean classical pianist Claudio Arrau.


BARRIO PARÍS LONDRES AND VICINITY


South of the Alameda, dating from 1618, the major landmark is the Iglesia y Convento de San Francisco (Alameda 834), Chile’s oldest colonial building. A survivor of repeated fires and earthquakes, the former convent is also home to an ecclesiastical colonial art collection.

Until the early 1920s, the Franciscans controlled much of this area, but a financial crisis forced them to sell 30,000 square meters to developer Walter Lihn. Lihn demolished several buildings and patios, and their gardens, but architects Roberto Araya and Ernesto Holzmann created an intimately livable neighborhood of meandering cobbled streets in their place.

Betraying the neighborhood’s legacy, the house at Londres 40 was a torture center during Pinochet’s reign of terror. Two blocks west of Iglesia y Convento de San Francisco, the Casa Central de la Universidad de Chile (1863–1872), the state university’s main campus, stretches along the Alameda. Several blocks south, Ricardo Larraín Bravo designed the Basílica Los Sacramentinos (Arturo Prat 471) after Paris’s Eglise de Sacre Coeur. The 1985 and 2010 earthquakes caused damage that still awaits repair.


Iglesia y Convento de San Francisco


Pedro de Valdivia himself established the Ermita del Socorro to house an image of the Virgen del Socorro—credited with Santiago’s survival from Mapuche attacks—that he had brought to Chile. In 1554, in exchange for 12 city lots, the Franciscan order built a church to house the image, but a quake destroyed the original structure in 1583. After finishing the present church in 1618, they built a pair of cloisters and gradually added patios, gardens, a refectory, and other structures. Earthquakes toppled the original towers in 1643 and 1751, but Vivaceta’s 19th-century clock tower has withstood every shock since. The interior is notable for its Mudéjar details and carved cypress doors.

Over 4.5 centuries, the Franciscans have kept faith with Valdivia by continuing to host the Virgen del Socorro. In addition, their Museo de Arte Colonial (Londres 4, tel. 02/6398737, www.museosanfrancisco.cl, 10 A.M.–1 P.M. and 3–6 P.M. Tues.–Sat., 10 A.M.–2 P.M. Sun., closed Jan. 1, May 1, Good Friday, Sept. 11, 18, and 19, and Christmas; US$2 for adults, US$1 for children) boasts 42 separate canvases, representing the life of St. Francis of Assisi, from the late 17th-century Cuzco school. A later wall-sized painting chronicles the Franciscans’ lineage and their patrons.


BARRIO LASTARRIA AND VICINITY


East of Cerro Santa Lucía, between Parque Forestal and the Alameda, Barrio Lastarria is a neighborhood of narrow streets and cul-de-sacs that’s home to increasing numbers of intimate restaurants and bars.

The barrio’s main axis is its namesake street, José Victorino Lastarria, which is a pedestrian mall between Rosal and Merced. Its Plaza del Mulato Gil de Castro is an adaptive reuse uniting several early-20th-century buildings into a commercial/cultural cluster with two notable museums: the Museo Arqueológico de Santiago and the eye-catching Museo de Artes Visuales.

One long block east, originally built for a nitrate baron between 1916 and 1921, the Italian renaissance Palacio Bruna (Merced and Estados Unidos) soon became the U.S. ambassador’s residence; it later served as the consulate, until the new embassy was built in Las Condes.

To the north, the Mapocho’s banks and floodplain were home to slums and rubbish dumps until the early 20th century, when Mayor Enrique Cousiño turned it into the Parque Forestal, stretching from Estación Mapocho on the west to the Pío Nono Bridge on the east. Shaded with mature trees and dotted with statues and fountains, it’s a verdant refuge from the midday heat.

Toward the west, directly north of Cerro Santa Lucía, the Palacio de Bellas Artes is the city’s traditional fine arts museum. South of the Plaza del Mulato Gil, dating from 1858, the neoclassical Iglesia de la Vera Cruz (Lastarria 124) is a national monument designed by French architect Brunet des Baines.

On the Alameda’s north side, east of Lastarria proper is the Edificio Diego Portales (1972), which became the dictatorship’s seat of government after the air force’s bombing and strafing left La Moneda unusable for eight years. A March 2006 fire destroyed part of this building, which has since become the Centro Cultural Gabriela Mistral (Avenida Libertador Bernardo O’Higgins 227, tel. 02/5665500, wwwgam.cl, 10 A.M.–8 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 11 A.M.–8 P.M. Sat.–Sun., free), a cutting-edge arts complex that’s integrated itself into the neighborhood. There are free hourly guided tours (10 A.M.–7 P.M. Tues.–Fri., noon–6 P.M. Sat.–Sun.).
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Parque Forestal is home to a sculpture by Colombia’s famous Fernando Botero.




Just across the Alameda is the central campus of the Universidad Católica (1913).


Museo de Artes Visuales


With a permanent collection of 1,400 pieces by 400 contemporary Chilean artists, among them Roberto Matta and Alfredo Jaar, Santiago’s visual-arts museum, MAVI (Lastarria 307, tel. 02/6649397, www.mavi.cl, 10:30 A.M.–6:30 P.M. Tues.–Sun., closed Jan. 1, Sept. 17 and 18, and Dec. 25; US$2 for adults, US$0.50 for children 8–12, free on Sun.), in the Plaza del Mulato Gil complex, opened in early 2001. About 140 of these pieces, ranging from engravings to paintings, photographs, and sculptures, are on display at any one time.

Architect Cristián Undurraga’s design incorporates 1,400 square meters of display space. Flawless lighting accentuates each piece’s individual qualities in the museum’s half dozen spacious galleries, which feature high ceilings and polished wooden floors. The English translations are better than at some Chilean museums, but a reliance on cognates makes some of them a bit vague. The museum is privately owned and financed.

The MAVI now subsumes the Museo Arqueológico de Santiago (Lastarria 321, tel. 02/6383502). With excellent but static exhibits on Chile’s indigenous peoples from pre-Columbian times to the present, Santiago’s archaeological museum (“ethnohistorical” might be more accurate) is worthwhile for an introductory visit. It’s incuded with admission to MAVI, and is open during the same hours.


Palacio de Bellas Artes


Built for Chile’s centennial and fashioned after Paris’s Petit Palais, Santiago’s neoclassical fine-arts museum (José Miguel de La Barra s/n, tel. 02/4991660, www.mnba.cl, 10 A.M.–6:50 P.M. Tues.–Fri., US$1.20, US$0.60 for students and seniors) is the pride of Parque Forestal. Collections range from colonial and religious art to nearly contemporary figurative and abstract works by artists like the late Roberto Matta. It also has a sample of French, Italian, and Dutch painting, and prestigious special exhibits. While Bellas Artes is a traditional museum, its ambitious website is making the works of 2,000 Chilean artists accessible to the world in a “museum without walls.”
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After the 2010 earthquake, some Santiaguinos found themselves looking into the great wide open.




The Museo de Bellas Artes suffered some exterior earthquake damage. Immediately behind it is the sculpture of a horse by the Colombian artist Fernando Botero, in his own distinctive style.


BARRIO BRASIL AND VICINITY


West of the Vía Norte Sur, Barrio Brasil was a prestigious early-20th-century residential area that fell upon hard times but has recently rebounded without losing its character. The best way to approach the barrio is the Huérfanos pedestrian suspension bridge that crosses the highway to an area where recently constituted private universities have rehabbed buildings, salvaged libraries, built collections, and introduced a youthful vigor. The barrio is also good for moderately priced accommodations and food.

The barrio’s focus is its lovingly landscaped namesake, Plaza Brasil. Dating from 1892, its most impressive landmark may be the neo-Gothic Basílica del Salvador (Huérfanos 1781), if only because it’s still standing after the 1985 and 2010 earthquakes. Dating from 1926, the most idiosyncratic building is the German Gothic Universidad Albert Hurtado (Cienfuegos 41), whose grinning gargoyles and smiling skulls, jutting out from its facade, always attract attention.

On Santiago Centro’s western edge, beyond Barrio Brasil proper, wooded Parque Quinta Normal offers relief from a densely built area and is home to several museums.


Basílica del Salvador


Elevated to basílica status in 1938, this neo-Gothic structure contains murals by Aristódemo Lattanza Borghini, bronzes by Virginio Arias, and altars and altarpieces by Onofre Jarpa. Large sections of it tumbled in the 7.8 earthquake of March 1985, and the 2010 earthquake did additional damage. Unfortunately, it’s no longer safe to visit. Rigid metal buttresses support some exterior walls, and the Church has lobbied unsuccessfully for government help to restore a building that’s probably not salvageable.

The Basílica was the result of one of Santiago’s longest ongoing construction projects, initiated by Archbishop Rafael Valdivieso in 1863. It took 7 years to lay the cornerstone, 3 more to start building in earnest, and 19 more until its formal inauguration in 1892. The massive church once held 5,000 worshippers in an area 89 meters long, 37 meters wide, and 30 meters high. The main entrance is on Huérfanos 1781, but it’s currently not open to the public.


Parque Quinta Normal


At the western edge of Santiago Centro, Parque Quinta Normal (main entrance on Matucana at the west end of Compañía, 8 A.M.–8:30 P.M. Tues.–Sun.) is a traditional open space whose 40 hectares constituted the city’s first de facto botanical garden. It also provides playgrounds, soccer fields, tennis courts, skating rinks, and pools, and a cluster of museums.

Having suffered some damage in the 2010 earthquake, the partially reopened Museo Nacional de Historia Natural (Natural History Museum; tel. 02/6804624, www.mnhn.cl, 10 A.M.–5:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat. and 11 A.M.–5:30 P.M. Sun., closed Jan. 1, Easter Sun., May 1, Sept. 18–19, Nov. 1, and Dec. 25; US$1.20 for adults, US$0.60 for kids, free Sun. and holidays) is a research facility that also has public exhibits on archaeology, ethnography, physical anthropology, mineralogy, paleontology, botany, and zoology. The museum dates from 1830, when the government contracted French naturalist Claude Gay to inventory Chile’s natural resources.

Trainspotters will enjoy the Museo Parque Ferroviario (tel. 02/6814627, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 11 A.M.–6 P.M. weekends and holidays, US$1.60 for adults, US$1 for children), with more than a baker’s dozen of antique locomotives, additional railcars, and an audiovisual salon.

In addition to Parque Quinta Normal’s main entrance on Matucana at the west end of Compañía, other gateways to the park are Avenida Portales, Santo Domingo, and Apostól Santiago; the park now has its own Metro station.


Museo de la Solidaridad Salvador Allende


Many of the works in this contemporary-art museum (República 475, tel. 02/6898761, www.museodelasolidaridad.cl, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Sun., closed on major holidays, US$2, free on Sun.)—created in 1971 with donations by artists who identified with Chile’s Marxist experiment—spent 17 years of military dictatorship in anonymous storage. Among those represented are Roberto Matta, Joan Miró, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Alexander Calder; despite the artists’ leftist sympathies, few of these works are explicitly political.

Since the return to constitutional government, the museum moved several times but it’s finally settled into permanent quarters in the former Spanish Embassy, which later, ironically enough, belonged to Pinochet’s DINA secret police.


OTHER SANTIAGO CENTRO SIGHTS


Palacio Cousiño


South of the Alameda, 19th-century Calle Dieciocho was an aristocratic area of Parisian-style mansions long before the oligarchy moved to the eastern suburbs. One of its keystone families was the Cousiños, Portuguese immigrants who made fortunes in wine and mining.

Funds for the Palacio Cousiño (Dieciocho 438, tel. 02/6985063, www.palaciocousino.cl, 9:30 A.M.–1:30 P.M. Tues.–Sun. and 2:30–5 P.M. Tues.–Fri., US$4 for adults, US$1.50 for children), built in 1878, came from the estate of Luis Cousiño, an art collector who inherited his father’s mining fortune. (Luis Cousiño died young, but his widow Isidora Goyenechea continued construction.) The three-story house has marble staircases, a music hall, winter garden, and even a one-person elevator, the country’s first.

The Palacio remained in family hands until 1941, when the city purchased it for a museum and as a guesthouse for high-profile visitors like Charles DeGaulle, Marshal Tito, and Golda Meir. A 1968 fire, which destroyed the third-floor interior, prevented England’s Queen Elizabeth II from spending the night on her state visit.

Admission costs to the Palacio include guided tours in Spanish or English. Photographers and videographers may shoot the gardens and exterior, but not the interior.


Parque O’Higgins


As Mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna used political influence to transform Cerro Santa Lucía into a city park, Luis Cousiño used private resources to turn barren southwestern Santiago into a pastoral showcase—but at a price. Today’s Parque O’Higgins (west of the Vía Norte Sur, tel. 02/554-9138) had its origins as La Pampilla, an area of truck gardens and military parade ground where, in mid-September, Chileans of all social classes gathered to celebrate their patriotic holidays.

Cousiño admired Europe’s great public parks and, after acquiring 90-plus hectares in 1870, proposed donating it to the city. He hired Spanish landscaper Miguel Arana Bórica to make the wasteland an urban woodland, but Cousiño died in 1873, well before its completion. When the 80 Chilean laborers hired for the project went to war in the north, 140 Peruvian POWs took their places.

Vicuña Mackenna named the final product after its late benefactor, but the improvements created an unspoken social segregation in a place that once belonged to all Chileans. It reached its peak around Chile’s 1910 centennial, when the procession of elegant horse-drawn carriages led one observer to remark that:


Not in London’s Hyde Park, New York’s Central Park, nor Buenos Aires’s Palermo would you find better presented teams than those that parade through Parque Cousiño.


The park’s development stimulated construction of graceful mansions in what became a garden barrio, but the automobile’s arrival sparked an eastward movement into the open spaces of Providencia and Ñuñoa before and after World War II. As the elite moved out, the area declined economically, but the park was once again accessible to working-class Chileans.

In the early 1970s, the park’s name was changed in favor of Chile’s independence hero, it was fenced, and new developments devoured its green spaces: From its original 91.7 hectares, the park shrunk to 76.7 hectares. Parts are still rundown, but it remains a favorite weekend outing for families who can’t escape the capital. More recently it has become the site for Chile’s branch of the Lollapalooza music festival (www.lollapaloozacl.com, last weekend in March).

Just west of the Vía Norte Sur, Parque O’Higgins is a short walk from its namesake Metro station, on Línea 2.


Club Hípico


Immediately west of Parque O’Higgins, the more exclusive of Santiago’s two major racetracks, Club Hípico (Av. Blanco Encalada 2540, tel. 02/6939600, www.clubhipico.cl, check website for races), dates from 1870, when it marked a major social change: Discarding the Chilean custom of linear racing, riders now ran their mounts around an oval track. Like an outing in Parque Cousiño, horse racing became an elite privilege rather than a peasant pastime.

Today much of that has changed—the windows accept bets from anyone with cash to place them—but the elegance of architect Josué Smith Solar’s Francophile design, based upon the Bois de Boulogne’s Longchamps track, has survived. An 1892 fire destroyed the original club and grandstands, but Smith’s replacement (1918), surrounded by Guillermo Renée’s French baroque gardens, accentuated the views across the track to the Andean front range.

Races at the Club Hípico usually take place Monday and Friday, but check the website to be certain. It’s in walking distance from the Unión Latinoamericana and República Metro stations.


Estación Central


West of Santiago Centro, the landmark 1897 Estación Central (Alameda 3322) was built in Paris from a design by Gustave Eiffel. Shipped in pieces across the Atlantic, it was first proposed in 1885 by then-senator Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna. The surrounding neighborhood is partly residential and partly industrial, but most notable as a transit point because the city’s train and bus stations are here.


PROVIDENCIA AND VICINITY


At the east end of the Alameda, lively Plaza Italia (formally known as Plaza Baquedano) marks the boundary of the comuna of Providencia, the westernmost of the affluent eastern suburbs that also include Las Condes, Vitacura, and Ñuñoa. While mostly staid and middle- to upper-middle-class, it also has Bohemian enclaves like Barrio Bellavista (Santiago’s main restaurant and nightlife area) and bar-hopper zones like Avenida Suecia. Except in compact Bellavista, points of interest are more spread out than in Santiago Centro.

From Plaza Italia, the northbound Puente Pío Nono (Pío Nono bridge) crosses the Mapocho to Barrio Bellavista. The area’s most conspicuous landmark is the 31-story Torre Telefónica CTC (Av. Providencia 111), the company headquarters in the form of a (now nearly antique) 140-meter cell phone! While the company’s architectural aesthetic may be questionable, its Sala de Arte Telefónica (Av. Providencia 111, tel. 02/6812873, 9 A.M.–2 P.M. Mon., 9 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Sun., free) has rotating exhibits by Chilean and foreign artists.

South of Plaza Italia, Avenida Vicuña Mackenna separates the comunas (boroughs) of Santiago Centro, on the one hand, and Providencia and Ñuñoa, on the other. On the Providencia side, the Museo Nacional Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna (Av. Vicuña Mackenna 94, tel. 02/2229642, www.museovicunamackenna.cl, 9:30 A.M.–5:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–2 P.M. Sat., US$1.20 for adults, US$0.60 students and seniors) honors the mayor, historian, journalist, and diplomat responsible for the capital’s 1870s modernization.

On the Mapocho’s north bank between the Padre Letelier and Pedro de Valdivia bridges, the open-air Parque de las Esculturas (Av. Santa María 2201, tel. 02/2232700, www.proviarte.cl, 10 A.M.–7:30 P.M. daily, free) showcases abstract works by contemporary Chilean sculptors. It also has an enclosed gallery with rotating exhibitions.

The Municipalidad de Providencia offers free open-air bus tours of the comuna, visiting sites such as the Museo Nacional Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna, Neruda’s La Chascona house in Barrio Bellavista, and the Parque Metropolitana. These leave from the borough’s Centro de Información Turística (Av. Providencia 2359, tel. 02/3742743, www.citi.providencia.cl); schedules and itineraries change from month to month.


Barrio Bellavista and Vicinity


At the foot of Cerro San Cristóbal, compact Bellavista is a walker’s delight. In the daytime, Santiaguinos cross the Pío Nono Bridge to stroll its leafy streets, parks, and plazas and enjoy modest lunch specials at innovative restaurants. At night, they crowd the same places for elaborate dinners before a night at nearby bars, discos, theaters, and other diversions. Daytime visitors may not even realize that this is a nightlife nucleus—most dance clubs, for instance, do not open until 1 A.M. or so, and few have prominent signs.

While most visitors see Bellavista as a single neighborhood, there’s a clear demarcation—Avenida Pío Nono—between the two comunas that comprise the barrio. To the west, rough-edged Recoleta has more rundown buildings and a lower density of fashionable restaurants than wealthier Providencia, which makes conspicuous efforts to prevent auto burglaries and other petty crime in what is generally a safe neighborhood. Especially on weekends, crowds are on the street well into the wee hours.

North of the river, the first major landmarks are Parque Gómez Rojas, whose weekend crafts market stretches along the west side of Pío Nono, and the Facultad de Derecho de la Universidad de Chile (law school) to the east. On weekends, Avenida Pío Nono has been a frenetic blend of crafts market, cheap sidewalk restaurants, and beer joints, but a recent makeover closed the gap between it and the side streets.

For a notion of Bellavista’s best, relax on a bench at Plazuela Camilo Mori (Antonia López de Bello and Constitución), a small triangular plaza. Walking north, turn into the Márquez de la Plata cul-de-sac where poet Pablo Neruda lived at the house he called La Chascona. A short stroll northwest, Plaza Caupolicán is the main entry point to the 722-hectare Parque Metropolitano, a hillside and hilltop public park.

On the Recoleta side, at the north end of Avenida La Paz, famous figures from Chile’s past are among the two million who repose in the Cementerio General (General Cemetery), whose imposing frontispiece dates from 1897.
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Inconspicuous from the street side of its cul-de-sac, Pablo Neruda’s hillside house, which today houses the Museo Neruda (Márquez de La Plata 0192, tel. 02/7378712, www.fundacionneruda.org, guided tours by reservation 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Sun.; tours in Spanish US$5 adults, US$2 students or seniors; tours in English or French US$7 pp) is by no means extravagant. In fact, despite its idiosyncrasies, it may be the most conventional of his three houses (the others are in Valparaíso and the beach community of Isla Negra). Opposite the house, a small amphitheater tucked into the slope complements the residence, restored since its military sacking in 1973 (Neruda, a committed Allende partisan, died about a month after the coup).
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The Pío Nono bridge links downtown Santiago and Bohemian Barrio Bellavista.




The Fundación Neruda offers hour-long guided tours by reservation. The museum also operates a café, bookstore, and souvenir shop.


Parque Metropolitano


When 1870s mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna envisioned Santiago’s beautification, he thought of Cerro San Cristóbal as well as Cerro Santa Lucía, but he lacked the means to implement his plans for a larger hill. The idea resurfaced around 1909, when Mayor Pablo Urzúa began a modest afforestation program; widespread support developed shortly thereafter under Ramón Subercaseaux’s administration, which expropriated property and built roads and canals. Despite improvements, it did not officially become Parque Metropolitano until 1966.

From Plaza Caupolicán, the Funicular San Cristóbal (tel. 02/7376669, www.funicular.cl, 1–8 P.M. Mon., 10 A.M.–8 P.M. the rest of the week, reduced winter hours, US$1.50 to Estación Cumbre, US$3.50 round-trip, discounts for children; funicular-teleférico combination US$6 adults, US$3.50 children), built with support from Santiago’s Italian community 1922–1925, gains 240 meters in elevation en route to its upper terminal at Terraza Bellavista. At the midway point, there’s a stop at the improved Jardín Zoológico (zoo, tel. 02/7776666, www.zoologico.cl, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Sun., US$6 adults, US$3 children), which opened about the same time as the funicular. It emphasizes native fauna such as puma, pudú, and ñandú.

Above Terraza Bellavista, a 14-meter statue of the Virgin Mary with a 10-meter armspan, atop an 8-meter pedestal, towers over the amphitheater of the Santuario Inmaculada Concepción (which owes its own conception to the 50th anniversary of that particular papal dogma). In 1904 workers placed the cornerstone for the Paris-built statue, designed by Italian sculptor Jacometti and based on a similar work in Rome. After the 1906 earthquake, though, they altered plans to anchor the 36,000-plus kilogram monument to bedrock, and it was finally inaugurated in 1908.

From the nearby Estación Cumbre, a modern two-kilometer Teleférico (cable gondola; 2:30–7:30 P.M. Mon. and Tues., 12:30–7:30 P.M. Wed.–Fri., opens two hours earlier on weekends, reduced winter hours, US$3.50 round-trip adults, US$2 round-trip children; funicular-teleférico combination US$6 adults, US$3.50 children) connects the summit sector with Providencia’s Avenida Pedro de Valdivia Norte, an alternative route to and from the park. About two-thirds of the way, passengers can descend at Estación Tupahue to visit the Piscina Tupahue (swimming pool, US$12 adults, US$7 children), the Casa de la Cultura Anájuac (art museum; 9 A.M.–5 P.M. daily, free concerts Sun. at noon), the Enoteca (a wine museum/restaurant), and the Jardín Botánico Mapulemu (an erstwhile quarry reclaimed as a botanical garden). The even larger Piscina Antilén (US$15 adults, US$8 children) is within walking distance.

Buses from Plaza Caupolicán make the loop to Avenida Pedro de Valdivia Norte.


Cementerio General


All but two of Chile’s presidents are interred among the Gothic, Greek, Moorish, and Egyptian-style sepulchers of the Cementerio General (Av. La Paz s/n, tel. 02/7379469 www.cementeriogeneral.cl, 8:45 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 8:45 A.M.–2 P.M. Sat.–Sun. and holidays, free). Bernardo O’Higgins’s remains rest beneath Plaza Bulnes, and Gabriel González Videla was buried in his native La Serena. The notable figures buried here include diplomat Orlando Letelier (killed by a car bomb in Washington, D.C., by army terrorists under orders from Pinochet’s henchman General Manuel Contreras), Venezuelan-born scholar and educator Andrés Bello, and cultural icon folksinger and songwriter Violeta Parra. Nobel Prize poets Gabriela Mistral and Pablo Neruda were both interred here as well, but Mistral’s body was moved to her Elqui Valley birthplace and Neruda’s to his Isla Negra coastal residence.

Salvador Allende moved in the other direction—after 17 years in Viña del Mar, following the end of the Pinochet dictatorship, he regained his freedom to travel to a monumental memorial here. Another indicator of change is sculptor Francisco Gazitúa’s Rostros (Faces), a memorial to the regime’s detained and executed victims.


LAS CONDES AND VITACURA


Because of its conspicuous wealth and high-rise apartments, Las Condes has acquired the semi-facetious nickname of “Sanhattan,” though it can’t come close to the cultural offerings of New York City’s most famous borough. While Las Condes does have a good (and improving) selection of hotels and restaurants, its sights are less significant than those in other parts of the city.

On Américo Vespucio just north of Avenida Apoquindo, where the Metro’s Línea 1 ends, high fences and lack of cover on the expansive lawns should discourage any assault on the Escuela Militar (Army War College); the building is imposing enough from a distance, but a closer inspection reveals cracked walls and weeds wedging apart the patios.

Vitacura’s Museo Ralli (Alonso de Sotomayor 4110, tel. 02/2064224, www.museoralli.cl, 10:30 A.M.–5 P.M. Tues.–Sun. Mar.–Dec., 10:30 A.M.–5 P.M. Sat.–Sun. Jan., closed for all of Feb., free) is one of several transnational museums dedicated to contemporary Latin American art; it has other locales in Uruguay, Spain, and Israel. Completely noncommercial, lacking even a museum shop, it showcases painting and sculpture from many American countries, with a handful of items from well-known Europeans, in a custom-built facility of 2,900 square meters. Any bus out Avenida Vitacura will drop you at the corner of Candelaria Goyenechea, where the museum is just one block to the north.

Professionally organized, the Museo de la Moda (Av. Vitacura 4562, tel. 02/2193023, www.museodelamoda.cl, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 11 A.M.–7 P.M. Sat.–Sun., US$7) takes the topic of fashion a little too seriously. While its contents are ultimately trivial, the sprawling ranch house, built for clothier Jorge Yarur and inspired by Frank Lloyd Wright, is worth a visit.


Pueblito Los Dominicos


Where Avenida Apoquindo dead-ends at Padre Hurtado, Los Graneros del Alba (Av. Apoquindo 9085, tel. 02/2482295, www.pueblitolosdominicos.cl, 10 A.M.–7:30 P.M. daily year-round), popularly known as “Pueblito Los Dominicos,” is Santiago’s biggest crafts market, also popular for its country cuisine and impromptu entertainment. It now has its own Metro station at the east end of Línea 1.

Alongside the market, Iglesia y Convento San Vicente Ferrer de los Dominicos is one of few survivors from colonial Las Condes. It sits on lands that Pedro de Valdivia seized from Mapuche cacique Apoquindo for Valdivia’s mistress Inés de Suárez. Eventually willed to the Dominican order, the property deteriorated during a century-plus of litigation, but the Dominicans managed to add its twin Byzantine domes in 1847.


ÑUÑOA


South of Providencia and east of Santiago Centro, middle-class Ñuñoa has few obvious landmarks, but the vigorous cultural life on and around Plaza Ñuñoa, thanks partly to nearby university campuses, gives it visitor appeal. There are good, unpretentious restaurants, bars, and dance clubs.

With the Andean front range as a backdrop, Ñuñoa’s sole unforgettable landmark is the Estadio Nacional (National Stadium, Av. Grecia 2001). Famous for the 1962 World Cup, it became infamous after the 1973 coup, when Pinochet’s regime incarcerated some 7,000 Allende sympathizers (and suspected sympathizers) in an impromptu prison camp here. Many suffered torture and more than a few were executed (including folksinger Victor Jara and U.S. citizens Charles Horman and Frank Teruggi). Within walking distance of Línea 5’s Ñuble station, the stadium hosts the country’s most important soccer matches and mega-concerts.





TORTURE TOURS


It’s harder to tell in happier times but, from 1973 to 1990, Chile experienced one of the most vicious and durable military dictatorships ever on a continent that was notorious for them. Yet there are numerous reminders of those sad years, even if many of them are inconspicuous (such as the headquarters of Constramet metal workers union, Avenida Santa Rosa 101, which simply displays a plaque with the names of some 60 members who disappeared under General Augusto Pinochet’s reign of terror). A few, though, are more outspokenly eloquent.

La Bicicleta Verde (Av. Santa María 227, Oficina 12, tel. 02/5709338, www.labicicletaverde.com) is the only operator offering alternative “Human Rights Legacy” tours that take in Parque por la Paz, the Cementerio General, and the Fundación Pinochet.

PARQUE POR LA PAZ

Perhaps the most subtly eloquent memorial to the dictatorship’s victims, Peñalolén’s Parque por la Paz (Park for Peace; Av. Arrieta 8401, tel. 02/2925229, www.villagrimaldicorp.cl, 10 A.M.–2 P.M. and 3–6 P.M. daily, guided tours 10:30 A.M., noon, and 3 P.M. Tues.–Fri., free) occupies the grounds of the former Villa Grimaldi, the principal torture center for the Directorio de Inteligencia Nacional (DINA), General Manuel Contreras’s ruthless intelligence service. Before it closed, more than 200 political prisoners died at the isolated mansion, and many more were interrogated and tortured.

In the regime’s final days, the military bulldozed nearly every building to destroy evidence, but the nonprofit Fundación Parque por la Paz has transformed the property into a pilgrimage site that commemorates the victims without any overt political posturing. It has permanently locked the original street-side gates, by which prisoners entered the grounds, with a declaration that they are “never to be opened again.”

From Metro Plaza Egaña (Línea 4), Transantiago buses 513 and D09 pass nearby.

MUSEO DE LA MEMORIA Y DE LOS DERECHOS HUMANOS

More central, and more comprehensive than Villa Grimaldi, the glistening Museo de la Memoria (Matucana 501, tel. 02/3651165, www.museodelamemoria.cl, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Tues.–Sun., free, donations welcome) is a three-story monument whose glass exterior and reflecting pool establish transparency as an architectural and cultural value. Its interior exhibits vividly document the abuses of the Pinochet years and the slow return to democracy.

On the ground level, the museum starts innocuously enough in displaying the written accounts of human rights violations, such as the “Rettig Report,” that began to appear in the aftermath of the regime. The powerful visual material begins with huge wall photos of the violent coup against President Salvador Allende, along with live footage of the events on multiple screens (though the English subtitles are sometimes misleading) and a sample of the front pages of Santiago dailies (whose coverage was truly disgraceful).

In addition, the material here includes a site-by-site catalog of detainment camps and torture centers with video links, while the second floor covers demands for accountability of the missing, with a computer database of individual cases. A separate exhibit deals with popular culture, stressing the contributions of folk music peñas (traditional folk-music venues) and the works of arpilleras (quilters) as indicators of resistance. The third floor is open for special exhibitions, such as late 2010’s account of Spanish refugees in Chile after Francisco Franco’s forces defeated the Republicans in that country’s civil war.

The Museo de la Memoria has its own access to the Metro Quinta Normal station (Línea 5).
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Plaza Perú provides open space in the heart of Las Condes’ “Sanhattan.”




OUTER BOROUGHS


Most outer comunas (boroughs) have few points of interest, but some are very worthwhile. They are located mostly toward the southeastern part of the city.


Viña Santa Carolina


Santiago’s most accessible winery (Til Til 2228, tel. 02/4503000, www.santacarolina.cl, tours@santacarolina.cl, call for hours) is a short subway ride from downtown. At its creation in 1875, though, Luis Pereira’s Viña Santa Carolina was puro campo (countryside). Santiago gradually enveloped it and there are no more vineyards here, but the original house remains, complete with its galleries and patios, along with impressive subterranean vaults where the wine ages in French oak. After the 2010 earthquake, Santa Carolina did substantial restoration work and expanded the gardens and other facilities for tours and events.

Santa Carolina’s main white varietals are chardonnay and sauvignon blanc, while the reds include cabernet sauvignon, carmenere, merlot, and syrah; there are also both red and white blends. The vineyards themselves are in the Cachapoal, Colchagua, and Casablanca Valleys.

In the borough of Macul, Viña Santa Carolina is only a 10-minute walk from Metro Rodrigo de Araya (Línea 5). As the end of quake restoration work approached, the hours for tours were still undecided, so phone or check the website for options.



Museo Nacional de Aeronáutica y del Espacio


Santiago’s former international and domestic airport, Aeropuerto Los Cerrillos, closed in early 2006, but one former hangar survives as Chile’s air and space museum (Av. Pedro Aguirre Cerda 5000, Cerrillos, tel. 02/4353030, www.museoaeronautico.cl, 10 A.M.–5:30 P.M. Tues.–Sun., free). It harbors a hodgepodge of historic planes such as DC-3s, and also covers Chile’s tiny role in space exploration: In 1971, Apollo 14 carried the Chilean flag to the moon.



[image: img_999.jpg] Viña Cousiño Macul


In the southeastern comuna of Peñalolén, Cousiño Macul (Av. Quilín 7100, tel. 02/3514135, www.cousinomacul.cl, ventas@cousinomacul.cl, tours 11 A.M., noon, 3 P.M., and 6 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 11 A.M. and noon Sat., US$14) is one of Chile’s oldest wineries. It has been in the same family since Matías Cousiño purchased the vineyards in 1856. Its cellars and Museo del Vino (Wine Museum) are open for Spanish- and English-language tours; the accompanying tasting, in an attractive bar cum sales room, includes one varietal and one reserve vintage, in a souvenir glass. The house produces cabernet, merlot, chardonnay, sauvignon blanc, and riesling.

Viña Cousiño Macul is a 20-minute walk from Quilín station, on the Metro’s Línea 4.


Barrio Ecológico


In upper Peñalolén, Santiago’s most nonconformist community occupies a conflictive area alongside middle-class suburban subdivisions and working-class squatter settlements where the militant leftist Movimiento Izquierdista Revolucionario (MIR) is loath to let the police even enter. Nevertheless, the residents of the self-consciously environmentally correct community have fashioned a neighborhood where campesinos once toiled to eke out low yields from barren soils.

In the 1960s, as Chilean peasants clamored for land, President Eduardo Frei Montalva’s cautious redistribution program had hesitated to tackle the powerful landowners of the fertile lowlands, preferring to acquire less desirable areas such as Peñalolén, where landowners were more amenable to a buyout. After most peasant farmers failed, naive but sincere back-to-the-land types supplanted them, living—camping, really—without utilities, but gradually planting trees and gardens and creating their own spontaneous architecture. Eventually, municipal authorities accepted the barrio as a permanent buffer against suburban sprawl, and it now enjoys running water, electricity, and telephone service—but not paved streets. The houses themselves, while atypical, have acquired an air of permanence, and many individuals from the arts and literary communities now live here.

Transantiago route D02, from Estación Irrarrázaval, goes directly to the Barrio Ecológico. An ideal walking area, it has a small handicrafts market (best on weekends) and good but simple eateries.




Entertainment and Events





As with restaurants, Barrio Bellavista is the focus of the city’s nightlife—in a neighborhood where most clubs don’t open until midnight or 1 A.M., and hardly anybody goes before 2 A.M., it seems unbelievable that, during the dictatorship, the city endured an 11 P.M. curfew.

There are also nightspots in and around Santiago Centro, around Providencia’s Avenida Suecia, and near Plaza Ñuñoa. Many bars and dance clubs, especially gay venues, have no obvious public signs except during their opening hours. Unfortunately, nearly all of them suffer tobacco-heavy atmospheres.


ENTERTAINMENT


Bars


In the Bellas Artes district, Bar The Clinic (Monjitas 578, tel. 02/6648730, www.bartheclinic.cl) embodies the casual irreverence that characterizes its namesake magazine, born in the aftermath of General Pinochet’s detention in London. It also has a shop offering equally irreverent souvenirs.
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The pisco sour is Chile’s national cocktail.




Bellavista’s La Casa en el Aire (Antonia López de Bello 0125, tel. 02/7356680, www.lacasaenelaire.cl) is a direct descendant of 1960s and 1970s peñas (traditional folk-music venues), with folkloric music, storytelling, films, and the like in an alternative milieu. Down the block, Altazor (Antonia López de Bello 0189, tel. 02/7323934, www.baraltazor.cl, from 10 P.M. Tues.–Sat.) is a blues-and-folk venue, while Peña Nano Parra (Ernesto Pinto Lagarrigue 80, tel. 09/8429-7375, wwwlapeña.cl, Thurs.–Sat. nights) is more traditional.

The consistently best rock-music locale is Plaza Ñuñoa’s La Batuta (Jorge Washington 52, tel. 02/7244307, www.batuta.cl, Wed.–Sat. nights). Improbably enough, one of Chile’s most popular acts is the homegrown reggae band Gondwana; when Gondwana’s not in town, Santiago’s wannabe dreads hang out to hear Bob Marley at Bellavista’s Jammin’ Club (Antonia López de Bello 49).

The Club de Jazz El Perseguidor (Antonia Lopez de Bello 0126, tel. 02/7776763, www.elperseguidor.cl, Mon.–Sat. nights) offers live jazz.

The food is far better than ordinary at Ñuñoa’s Borne 19 (19 de Abril 3550, tel. 02/3563077, www.borne19.cl, lunch weekdays, dinner Mon.–Sat., happy hour until 9:30 P.M.), a subdued tapas bar with great drinks and moderately priced Spanish food.


Discos and Dance Clubs


Blondie (Alameda 2879, tel. 02/6817793, www.blondie.cl, Metro Unión Latinoamericana, admission starts at US$5–6) is a four-floor dance club, featuring occasional live acts, that accommodates up to 2,000 people at a time—two-thirds of those on the main floor.


Nightclubs


Several venerable venues hold stage and floor shows, often featuring clichéd cultural staples such as the cueca (traditional Chilean folk dance), along with typical cuisine such as pastel de choclo (meat-filled casserole with a crust of sweet corn) and cazuela de ave (chicken stew). The most interesting is Confitería Las Torres (Alameda 1570, tel. 02/6880751, www.confiteriatorres.cl, 10:30 A.M.–midnight Mon.–Sat.), a magnificent 19th-century building that hosts live tango on weekends. If you can’t visit Buenos Aires’s Café Tortoni, this is Santiago’s best option.

South of the Alameda, the garish Los Adobes de Argomedo (Argomedo 411, tel. 02/2222104, www.losadobesdeargomedo.cl, noon–4 P.M. weekdays, from 8 P.M. Tues.–Sat.) is popular for foreign tour groups’ farewell dinners, but it gets plenty of Chileans as well. The floor show is participatory—get ready to cueca.

In the same location since 1939, Barrio Brasil’s cavernous Los Buenos Muchachos (Av. Ricardo Cumming 1031, tel. 02/6980112, www.losbuenosmuchachos.cl, shows from 9:30 P.M. daily) seats up to 1,000 people for lunch or dinner and has floor shows with its own orchestra. The food is above average and the prices are farther above average. The service is excellent, and there’s an effectively isolated tobacco-free dining room.


Gay and Lesbian Venues


Bellavista’s Recoleta side is home to most of Santiago’s gay clubs. The most discreet is Capricho Español (Purísima 65, tel. 02/7777674, www.caprichoespanol.cl, from 8 P.M. Mon.–Sat.), where patrons often meet for a quiet drink or dinner before a night on the town.

Bokhara (Pío Nono 430, tel. 02/7321050, www.bokhara.cl, from 11:30 P.M. daily) is home to a lively scene that looks bigger than it is, as plenty of hangers-on crowd the entrance without actually entering. A bit less central, Fausto (Av. Santa María 0832, tel. 02/7771041, www.fausto.cl, from 11:30 P.M. Wed.–Sun.) draws a mixed-age crowd on separate levels linked by broad staircases that encourage interaction.

Holding up to a 1,000 partygoers, the gigantic Bunker (Bombero Núñez 159, tel. 02/7382314, www.bunker.cl, Thurs.–Sat. nights, US$10-plus) appeals to those who can afford the cover charge; for lesbians, it operates Femme by Bunker (Bombero Núñez 169, tel. 02/7382301), immediately next door. Several other gay clubs and bars dot the same street.


Cultural Centers


The Centro Cultural Palacio La Moneda (Plaza de la Ciudadanía 26, tel. 02/3556500, www.ccplm.cl, 9 A.M.–9 P.M. daily, closed Jan. 1, May 1, and Dec. 25, US$1) is in a class of its own. In addition to its gigantic atrium and special exhibit galleries, facilities include the Cineteca Nacional (national film archive, with regular repertory programs) and a sprawling crafts shop displaying museum-quality pieces from artisans around the country (not all of these are for sale).

After the former Valparaíso train station closed in 1987, it took seven years to become the Centro Cultural Estación Mapocho (Plaza de la Cultura s/n, tel. 02/7870000, www.estacionmapocho.cl). With several performance spaces, restaurants, and bookstores, it also hosts major events such as November’s annual Feria del Libro (book fair).

The Centro Cultural Gabriela Mistral (Alameda 227, tel. 02/5565500, www.gam.cl, 10 A.M.–8 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 11 A.M.–8 P.M. Sat.–Sun.) is a recycled complex of art museums, performing arts venues, outdoor markets, and specialized retail outlets, along with a restaurant/café. Well integrated into the adjacent Barrio Lastarria, it has had a salutary effect on restaurant and bar offerings there.
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In the Centro Cultural Estación Mapocho, November’s Feria del Libro attracts authors and book dealers from throughout Latin America and the world.




The Instituto Chileno-Norteamericano de Cultura (Moneda 1467, tel. 02/6777070, www.norteamericano.cl, 9 A.M.–8:30 P.M. weekdays, 9 A.M.–1:30 P.M. Sat.; 9 A.M.–6 P.M. weekdays in summer) sponsors art exhibits and other events, and has an English-language library. The most elaborate and active foreign cultural center, though, is Providencia’s Centro Cultural de España (Av. Providencia 927, tel. 02/7959700, www.ccespana.cl, 10 A.M.–8 P.M. Mon.–Sat.), which sponsors events nearly every night.


Performing Arts


Santiago has many live theater and music venues, with a range of offerings from serious classical and contemporary drama to burlesque, and from classical music to traditional folk and rock; the best place to find a listing of current offerings is the entertainment section of the daily El Mercurio and especially its Friday supplement Wikén.

The landmark Teatro Municipal (Agustinas 794, tel. 02/4638888, www.municipal.cl) is Santiago’s most prestigious performing-arts venue, hosting classical music, opera, and occasional popular musicals. Only opening performances are truly formal, and Santiaguinos sometimes appear in surprisingly casual clothes; during operas, a translation of the libretto is projected above the stage so that it’s easier to follow the plot (if you read Spanish).

Musicians rave about the acoustics at the Teatro Universidad de Chile (Av. Providencia 043, tel. 02/9782480, www.ceac.uchile.cl), best known for ballet and classical music, though it hosts the occasional rock event.


Occupying the restored former northern railway station, the Centro Cultural Estación Mapocho (Plaza de la Cultura s/n, tel. 02/7870000, www.estacionmapocho.cl) has several performing arts venues within. Other Santiago Centro locales include the Teatro Nacional Chileno (Morandé 25, tel. 02/6961200, www.tnch.uchile.cl); the Universidad de Chile’s Sala Agustín Sire (Morandé 750, tel. 02/9771787, www.agustinsire.uchile.cl); and the smallish Teatro La Comedia (Merced 349, tel. 02/6391523). South of the Alameda, the capacious Teatro Caupolicán (San Diego 850, tel. 02/6991556, www.teatrocaupolican.cl) showcases rock and pop.


EVENTS


In even-numbered years, Feria Internacional del Aire y del Espacio (www.fidae.cl, Mar.), at the international airport at Pudahuel, draws big crowds interested in general aviation; it’s also a showcase for international weapons manufacturers.

September’s patriotic holidays are an excuse for parties and parades, but the month can be contentious: September 11, the date of Pinochet’s coup, often sees disturbances around Providencia’s Avenida 11 de Septiembre. September 18, Día de la Independencia (Independence Day), sees cheerful barbecues in the parks, but September 19’s Día del Ejército (Armed Forces Day) is more divisive.

Halloween (Oct. 31) is not a Chilean holiday, but in nonconformist Bellavista it’s one of the year’s biggest nights. Chileans customarily honor their dead on Día de los Muertos (Day of the Dead, Nov. 2).

At the Estación Mapocho, the 10-day Feria de Libro (book fair, www.camlibro.cl, Nov.) draws both Chilean writers and internationally recognized authors.


SHOPPING


Santiago may not be a global shopping mecca, but quality Chilean handicrafts and antiques are widely available. Many visitors, of course, take home local wines.


Books and Music


The downsized Feria Chilena del Libro (Huérfanos 623, tel. 02/6396758, www.feriachilenadellibro.cl) is a chain with several branches elsewhere. For academic and antiquarian tastes, try Providencia’s Librería Chile Ilustrado (Av. Providencia 1652, tel. 02/2358145), in the same complex as the Phone Box Pub. At the same address, Books sells used English-language paperbacks at fairly high prices.

For CDs or tapes of present and past Chilean music, try the Feriamix (Ahumada 286, tel. 02/5928921, www.feriadeldisco.cl), which has several other branches around town.


Handicrafts and Souvenirs


Downtown’s best souvenir shops are Chile Típico (Moneda 1025, Local 149, tel. 02/6965504) and Huimpalay (Huérfanos 1162, tel. 02/6721395), with premium prices. Cerro Santa Lucía’s Centro de Exposición de Arte Indígena (Alameda 499, tel. 02/6323668, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Sat., closing an hour later in summer), in the semi-subterranean Grutas del Cerro Welén, has Mapuche, Aymara, and Rapanui crafts.

Bellavista is best for lapis lazuli jewelry, at locales like Lapiz Lazuli House (Bellavista 08, tel. 02/7321419, www.lapislazulihouse.cl).

In the Bellas Artes neighborhood, Ona (Victoria Subercaseaux 299, tel. 02/6321859, www.onachile.com) carries a wide selection of quality Andean handicrafts from throughout Chile and even parts of Bolivia and Peru, commissioned from notable artisans. The best include delicately carved and painted wooden birds, krin (woven horsehair items including dolls and butterflies), Mapuche silver, textiles, and pre-Columbian reproductions.
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Providencia’s Baco has some of Santiago’s best by-the-glass wine selections.




Wine


If visiting wineries isn’t on your agenda but buying wine is, Providencia’s Baco (Santa Magdalena 116, tel. 02/2314444) is the retail outlet of its nearby restaurant. In the same building as the W Hotel, Las Condes’s El Mundo del Vino (Isidora Goyenechea 3000, tel. 02/5801173, www.elmundodelvino.cl) is a wine supermarket.


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Like other Latin Americans, Chileans are passionate about soccer. Major matches take place in Ñuñoa’s Estadio Nacional (Av. Grecia 2001), built for the 1960 World Cup and then used, 13 years later, for incarcerating, torturing, and executing political prisoners in the aftermath of the Pinochet coup.



Accommodations




Nearly all the budget to midrange accommodations are in and around Santiago Centro, with luxury hotels in Providencia and Las Condes. Most midrange and top-end hotels discount IVA (value added tax) for foreign visitors. Many upper-range hotels belong to international chains.

Unless otherwise indicated, hotels listed here are in Santiago Centro; some of them are more closely defined by barrio. Many hotels in other comunas (boroughs) are oriented towards business travelers, but still welcome ordinary travelers or tourists.


US$10–25


Relocated after the 2010 earthquake damaged its previous digs, the casual Che Lagarto Hostel Suites (San Antonio 60, tel. 02/6383568, www.chelagarto.com, US$9–15 pp in dorms, US$55 d with private bath) occupies spiffy new quarters in a central location.

Also relocated, after the 2010 earthquake collapsed an entire third-story in its previous location, Barrio Brasil’s Happy House Hostel (Moneda 1829, tel. 02/6884849, www.happyhousehostel.com, US$14–18 pp in dorms, US$60 s, US$70 d) has truly turned a century-old mansion into a “boutique design hostel” that isn’t quite finished, but what it has is spectacular: huge private rooms with state-of-the-art overhead showers, high ceilings, a modern kitchen for dorm backpackers, and a swimming pool with a bar and two large wooden decks. Two of the ground-level bedrooms, though, get noise from the busy street.


US$25–50


A dull burgundy facade masks the interior of Barrio Brasil’s [image: img_999.jpg] La Casa Roja (Agustinas 2113, tel. 02/6964241, www.lacasaroja.cl, US$15 pp, US$40 d), a sprawling 19th-century mansion that bids to become a backpackers’ boutique hostel—though with 85 or so beds, it’s perhaps a bit too large for that. Australian owner Simon Shalders has restored period details while modernizing the baths and creating a contemporary kitchen, not to mention a garden pool with a swim-up bar and a batting cage (for cricket, but adaptable for baseball). Even the eight-bed dorms don’t feel cramped, and with large common areas scattered through the building, the place never seems crowded. There are also private rooms with or without private baths. The WiFi is slow, though.

In the winding cobbled streets south of the Alameda, [image: img_999.jpg] Residencial Londres (Londres 54, tel. 02/6339192, www.londres.cl, US$25–45 s with shared bath, US$45–78 d with private bath) is such a good value that reservations are imperative. Though it has real charm, it may not be able to keep pace with some of the newer backpacker favorites. Breakfast costs US$3 extra.


US$50–100


At the north end of Cerro Santa Lucía, the underrated [image: img_999.jpg] Hotel Foresta (Subercaseaux 353, tel. 02/6396261, www.forestahotel.cl, US$47 s, US$60 d with breakfast) offers excellent value for money. Street improvements have helped reduce traffic noise.

Downtown’s CasAltura (San Antonio 811, tel. 02/6335076, www.casaltura.com, US$26 pp, US$73 s or d) is a new 15-room “boutique hostel” in a renovated century-old building that once belonged to the elite Larraín family. It’s kept all the period details, but has reduced some rooms in size by creating private baths in them; it has four- and six-bed dorms, but also some good singles (designed as such) and very attractive doubles. The linen and towels are hotel quality and, though the area gets a lot of traffic, they’ve added double-pane windows for silence. The rooftop terrace is delightful.

Nicely modernized, Hotel España (Morandé 510, tel. 02/7704500, www.hotelespania.com, US$66 s, US$77 d) has spacious cheerful rooms with contemporary baths, exceptional natural light on the fourth floor in particular, plus cable TV, Internet connections, and electronic strong boxes. It has also kept rates stable despite the appreciating Chilean peso.



[image: 01_LaCasaRoja_H.tif]
Barrio Brasil’s La Casa Roja is the only Santiago hostel with a swim-up bar.




Providencia’s Nilontraro Bed & Breakfast (General Flores 238, tel. 02/8814334, www.hotelnilontraro.cl, US$70 s, US$80 d) is a pleasant 10-room guest house with a large shady patio area on a quiet block in Providencia. Some of the rooms, though, are on the small side, even if well-furnished (presuming you appreciate the Francophile style).

Few traditional townhouses survive among Providencia’s high-rises; a Catalan couple converted two townhouses into the tobacco-free [image: img_999.jpg] Vilafranca Petit Hotel (Pérez Valenzuela 1650, tel. 02/2351413, www.vilafranca.cl, US$82 s, US$98 d with breakfast), whose only drawback is the rush-hour drone from nearby Avenida Andrés Bello. Engagingly furnished, the eight rooms vary from cozy attic doubles to spacious suites, all with private baths, plus amenities such as cable TV and WiFi; the common areas include a comfortable living room, with plenty of reading material, and a shady patio.


US$100–150


In recent decades, many high-rises have replaced handsome French-style buildings that once graced Providencia’s streets. One survivor is the 23-room [image: img_999.jpg] Hotel Orly (Av. Pedro de Valdivia 027, tel. 02/2318947, www.orlyhotel.com, US$110 s, US$120–165 d), whose ornate facade and mansard roof denote midsize rooms with breakfast and assiduous service.

The Petit Hotel Meridiano Sur (Santa Beatriz 256, tel. 02/2353659, www.meridianosur.cl, US$78 s, US$125 d) is a mansion retrofitted into a design hotel in an appealing neighborhood with outstanding restaurants within walking distance. The rooms are on the small side (especially one single that goes for US$60), but a spacious loft can sleep up to five or six people for US$260.

Decorated with museum piece artifacts from the Chilean countryside, downtown’s [image: img_999.jpg] Hotel Galerías (San Antonio 65, tel. 02/4707400, www.hotelgalerias.cl, US$132 s, US$143 d) is a theme hotel that, despite its romantic ruralism, has contemporary conveniences, including wireless Internet and a terraced pool. With 162 rooms, its deceptively inconspicuous street-side entrance leads to spacious facilities that are an enclave of calm in a busy neighborhood.

In Barrio París-Londres, business-oriented Hotel Fundador (Paseo Serrano 34, tel./fax 02/6322566, www.fundador.cl, US$115–125 s, US$125–165 d with buffet breakfast in its Winter Garden restaurant) has undergone a makeover under the supervision of award-winning architect Germán del Sol, designer of Puerto Natales’s landmark Hotel Remota. Painted in pastels, its 147 rooms, in two buildings linked by a fourth-floor bridge, enjoy fine lighting and stylish wooden furniture.


US$150–200


Las Condes’s Radisson Plaza Santiago Hotel (Av. Vitacura 2610, tel. 02/2036000, www.radisson.cl, US$165–230 s or d) caters primarily to business travelers; each room comes with its own cell phone, for instance, and it occupies part of Santiago’s World Trade Center. There are also, of course, amenities such as a rooftop pool, a gymnasium, and whirlpool tubs, and views of the Andes to the east.

In its namesake neighborhood, easy walking distance to both sights and outstanding restaurants, Lastarria Hotel (Coronel Bueras 188, tel. 02/8403700, www.lastarriahotel.com, US$180–260 s or d) is an elegant renovated mansion that’s the area’s only legitimate boutique hotel. The street itself has little traffic, and, in rooms of varying size, double-paned windows block out the noise of nearby thoroughfares. Some rooms have garden access and others have balconies. There is a small pool, and the dining room offers light meals as well as breakfast.


OVER US$200


Overlooking the Mapocho from the base of Cerro San Cristóbal, with garden space that other luxury hotels lack, Providencia’s Sheraton San Cristóbal Hotel & Convention Center (Av. Santa María 1742, tel. 02/2335000, www.sheraton.com/santiago, US$199–389 s or d with buffet breakfast) is where Bob Dylan holes up when he plays Santiago. The rooms are stylishly decorated and feature beautiful views. For those who want to explore the city, this hotel is a little isolated and definitely not pedestrian-friendly.

Business-oriented Hotel Plaza San Francisco (Alameda 816, tel. 02/6393832, www.plazasanfrancisco.cl, US$200–230 s or d) often gets celebrity clientele such as Mia Farrow, Plácido Domingo, and even the Dalai Lama. Some of its 148 rooms have Asian design touches. In the summer off-season, there may be discounts for “standard” rooms.

At Providencia’s Hotel Santiago Park Plaza (Ricardo Lyon 207, tel. 02/3724000, www.parkplaza.cl, US$215–410 s or d), the antique-studded foyer belies the modernity of its wired rooms and recreational facilities, including a glassed-in rooftop plunge pool. The 104 rooms in this European-style hotel vary considerably in size.

At the base of Cerro San Cristóbal, [image: img_999.jpg] The Aubrey (Constitución 299, tel. 02/9402800, www.theaubrey.com, US$240–550 s or d) has seamlessly transformed a derelict 1930s residence into a 15-room boutique hotel (4 rooms, newly constructed, occupy a separate wing). While the street can get busy and the zoo is next door, the double-paned windows keep this handsomely restored and recycled building quiet.



[image: 01_TheAubrey_V.tif]
The Aubrey has united a pair of decrepit Bellavista mansions into a handsome boutique hotel.




Providencia’s Le Rêve Boutique Hotel (Orrego Luco 023, tel. 02/7576000, www.lerevehotel.cl, US$241 s or d) appeals to Francophiles in its architecture and furnishings (except for the lobby, which is surprisingly modernist). According to the front desk personnel, at least, Parisians have said they feel at home here.

The first of its kind in South America, Las Condes’s W Santiago (Isidora Goyenechea 3000, tel. 02/7770000, www.whotels.com, US$269–539 s or d) is a 196-room unit that occupies the upper 17 floors of a 21-story convention center complex, crowned by its panoramic swimming pool and rooftop bar. Including several restaurants, two bars, and a clothing boutique, it aims to provide tolerant luxury—if you want to bring along your howler monkey, they won’t say no.

Virtually self-contained, downtown’s business-oriented Hotel Crowne Plaza Santiago (Alameda 136, tel. 02/6381042, www.crowneplaza.cl, US$284 s or d) features recreational facilities, including a gymnasium, swimming pool, dozens of shops, and even its own post office. All the 293 rooms in this 22-story hotel have luxury furniture, marble baths, and free Internet access.




[image: 01_Ritz.tif]
The Ritz Carlton, in Las Condes, is widely considered Santiago’s top hotel.




Alongside the Parque Arauco shopping center, Las Condes’s skyscraping copper-plated [image: img_999.jpg] Marriott Santiago Hotel (Av. Kennedy 5741, tel. 02/4262000, www.marriott.cl, from US$329 s or d) is one of Santiago’s tallest buildings. It projects a contemporary gentility, especially in its luminous atrium. Nonconformist celebrity guests are often among its clientele; check to see if Ozzy Osbourne’s in the adjacent room.

In Las Condes, the 310-room high-rise [image: img_999.jpg] Grand Hyatt Santiago (Av. Kennedy 4601, tel. 02/9501234, www.hyatt.cl, from US$389 s or d) has made Condé Nast Traveler’s top 10 list of Latin American hotels several times; its lofty atrium, topped by a glass dome, lets natural light stream inside. Rates for midsize to capacious rooms, some with stupendous Andean panoramas, also include access to a gymnasium, a swimming pool, and tennis courts.

Well-placed for almost everything, The Ritz-Carlton Santiago (El Alcalde 15, tel. 02/4708500 www.ritzcarlton.com, US$399–599 s or d) has reached the apex of Santiago’s luxury hotels in both quality and price. With 205 rooms, rising 14 stories above Las Condes, it enjoys city and Andean views. It’s barely a minute from the Metro and also in easy walking distance to some of the city’s best dining.



Food




On a global level, Santiago’s diverse and innovative gastronomy is an underappreciated secret. The distribution of restaurants mirrors that of hotels, with cheaper eateries downtown and most upscale restaurants in Providencia and Las Condes. Though Barrio Lastarria (north of Cerro Santa Lucía) and Barrio Bellavista (across the Mapocho) offer some of the most original dining and congenial ambience.


SANTIAGO CENTRO


For whimsical decor, traditional Chilean food, and equally reasonable prices, there’s La Chimenea (Príncipe de Gales 90, tel. 02/6970131, www.lachimenea.cl, 10 A.M.–2 A.M. Mon.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–4 A.M. Fri., noon–4 A.M. Sat., less than US$10); in the same location since 1952, it keeps long hours and often has live music and even films.


Kintaro (Monjitas 460, tel. 02/6382448, www.kintaro.cl, lunch and dinner Mon.–Sat., US$12) is one of Santiago’s cheapest sushi options, with large fresh fish and shrimp plates—more than most diners can consume in a sitting. Sashimi and rice-based plates like donburi are also on the menu.

El Ají Seco (San Antonio 652, tel. 02/6330953, US$11–16) is a sprawling family-style restaurant with a big Peruvian menu that features standard starters like papa a la huancaina (Peruvian potato salad), but a better bet, at least for two or more, is the ceviche del puerto with scallops, shrimp, king crab, and abalone. There are plenty of fish dishes—try the parihuela, a hearty soup with fish, calamari, octopus and mussels. When it’s full, though, it can get noisy with dueling soccer games on the TVs, but at least the fighting cocks that hang from the ceiling are symbolic rather than real. Service can be spotty.


BARRIO LASTARRIA


Once, the only place to get espresso in Santiago was at a café that served “coffee with legs,” which employed pretty girls with short skirts and revealing cleavage. That’s no longer the case, thanks to places such as Emporio La Rosa (Merced 291, tel. 02/6389257, www.emporiolarosa.cl, 8 A.M.–9:45 P.M. weekdays, 9 A.M.–9:45 P.M. weekends, less than US$10), which serves excellent breakfasts and lunches, with juices and Argentine-style medialunas (croissants) and empanadas.

On the east side of Cerro Santa Lucía, Patagonia (José Victorino Lastarria 96, tel. 02/6643830, 8 A.M.–1 A.M. weekdays, 9 A.M.–1 A.M. weekends, sandwiches US$9, entrées US$9–21) has shifted from a café with a creative sandwich menu to a full-fledged restaurant and wine bar that enjoys one of the neighborhood’s widest sidewalks for outdoor dining. Entrées include pastas and lamb with polenta, but it’s probably still best for sandwiches. The parrillada patagónica of grilled beef, lamb, venison, wild boar, and vegetables is unique here.

Nearby, in a newly built cobbled complex, Urriola (Lastarria 70, Local 7, tel. 02/6325393, www.urriolarestobar.cl, US$10) is a hybrid restaurant and wine bar that’s a branch of its Valparaíso namesake, with a decent selection of reserve wines by the glass. Menu items include a mixed ceviche, a sea bass with tomatoes, green olives, and merkén risotto, and sandwiches such as ciabatta with arugula, prosciutto, tomato, and cheese.

In the same complex, [image: img_999.jpg] Casa Lastarria (Lastarria 70, Local 1, tel. 02/6383236, www.casalastarria.cl, US$11–14) is a stylish, tobacco-free wine bar with a limited food menu, but a wide selection of by-the-glass vintages. The best dinner items are the chupe de jaiva y camarones (crab-shrimp casserole) and the pastel de choclo (meat-filled casserole with a crust of sweet corn); the bread, served with olive oil, is excellent, and the service equally fine. Outstanding desserts include a light bittersweet chocolate mousse and blueberry cheesecake.


BARRIO BRASIL AND VICINITY


Barrio Brasil’s dining options are getting steadily better but, unfortunately, many of them are free-fire zones for tobacco junkies, with no smoke-free areas.

The misleadingly named Peperone (Huérfanos 1934, tel. 02/6879180, lunch Mon.–Sat., US$3) is not a pizzeria but rather a tobacco-free empanadería with fillings that are more diverse than most of its Chilean counterparts—baked rather than deep fried, the empanadas can include items such as crab and scallops. Fresh fruit juices are also a house specialty.

Long after its opening, Las Vacas Gordas (Cienfuegos 280, tel. 02/6971066, closed Sun. evening, entrées US$8–13) still manages to combine high standards with high volume and low prices, but it’s almost always crowded and noisy. The fare is primarily parrillada (barbecue), but pasta and fish are also on the menu.

Prepared to a soundtrack of narcocorridos (Mexican border ballads about drug traffickers), the bargain-priced Mexican tacos (about US$3 each), antojitos (short orders such as enchiladas), and more elaborate dinner plates at Charro de Oro (Av. Ricardo Cumming 342-A, tel. 02/6972695, lunch and dinner Mon.–Sat.) are too spicy for some Chilean palates—in fact, the owner seems to be turning up the volume in that regard—but those who have eaten Mexican food elsewhere will probably not be bothered. Its main drawback is the erratic hours, though it’s ostensibly open for lunch and dinner Monday–Saturday.

The best Mexican option, Plaza Garibaldi (Moneda 2319, tel. 02/6971418, www.plazagaribaldi.cl, lunch and dinner Mon.–Sat., entrées US$8–12) continues to draw diners who at one time wouldn’t be caught dead in this area. Brightly decorated, it’s operated by the improbably named Jane Holmes, a Chilean who lived many years in exile in Mexico City. The diverse regional Mexican menu merits a visit even for those who live in areas where such food is common. The Mexican beers and strong margaritas are more than authentic.

Sole Mio (Moneda 1816, tel. 02/6726342, 1 P.M.–12:30 A.M. Mon.–Sat., 1–5 P.M. Sun.) is a stylish but moderately priced Italian choice, in a spectacularly recycled building; the mezzanine is stunning (though its acoustics are a little too good). Unlike many Chilean restaurants, it offers ample distance between tables, and the ground floor is tobacco-free (as is the entire restaurant on weekends). Unusual for a Chilean restaurant, the ground-floor kitchen is open to public view.

The classic [image: img_999.jpg] Ostras Azócar (Bulnes 37, tel. 02/6816109 or 02/6822293, www.ostrasazocar.cl) has retained its traditional approach to serve a more affluent clientele; before being seated, everyone enters the oyster bar for freshly shucked samples accompanied by a shot of Chardonnay. A wide selection of sauces accompanies very fresh fish dishes, and the Peruvian-style pisco sours are outstanding, but the bread is inedible.

The barrio’s star is [image: img_999.jpg] Zully (Concha y Toro 34, tel. 02/6961378, www.zully.cl, lunch and dinner Mon.–Sat., entrées US$15–25; three-course weekday lunch US$21–27), an audacious restoration/modernization of a once-crumbling mansion in Barrio Concha y Toro, an intriguing maze of streets just off the Alameda. Expat Michigander Joe Westrate has created an intimate destination-in-itself bar/restaurant with multiple dining rooms, plus a spectacular basement wine bar with an adjacent sunken patio and an equally impressive rooftop terrace; the furniture and place settings, though, are ultra-modern. That’s not to mention a creative, visually spectacular menu that changes frequently and includes entrées such as rhea (similar to an ostrich). This is an expensive restaurant with a big wine list (including a good by-the-glass selection), mostly from Chilean bodegas.

In a similar vein, Boulevard Lavaud (Compañía 2789, tel. 02/6825243, www.boulevardlavaud.cl, 9 A.M.–1 A.M. Mon.–Thurs., 9 A.M.–3 A.M. Fri.–Sat., 11 A.M.–5 P.M. Sun., lunch US$10, dinner entrées US$13–18) has recycled a labyrinthine 1868 building into a combination bar/restaurant that during daytime hours also serves its historic function as a barbershop (for men and women). Even that doesn’t say everything, as it’s also integrated an antiques shop into the restaurant—much of the decor along its red-brick walls is for sale. With all that, the food might seem an afterthought, but dishes such as coq au vin and duck a l’orange are relatively expensive specialties, and it also serves breakfast, plus a midday menu. Drinks are fairly expensive.

Unusual anywhere except the continent’s northern shores, Madera y Carbón (Erasmo Escala 2321, tel. 02/6988151, www.maderaycarbon.cl, lunch US$8, entrées US$12) is a new Colombian restaurant serving meats and fish, but also tropical specialties such as sancocho, resembling Chilean cazuela de ave (chicken stew) but more savory, with added spices (though not spicy hot). The pisco sours come with tropical fruit variants such as mango and maracuyá (passion fruit). There’s also a daily lunch special.




[image: 01_OstrasAz%c3%b3car_H.tif]
Ostras Azócar brings in live oysters weekly from Chiloé.




BARRIO BELLAVISTA


North of the Mapocho via the Pío Nono Bridge, Barrio Bellavista is Santiago’s gourmet ghetto, with dozens of fine restaurants virtually side-by-side—but not on Pío Nono itself, where most of the options are little better than greasy spoons. The bulk of the choices are east of Pío Nono, on the Providencia side of the barrio, but there are still good options on the Recoleta side, to the west.

Surviving in the midst of rampant gentrification by serving outstanding sandwiches and simple but well-prepared Chilean dishes such as pastel de choclo (meat-filled casserole with a crust of sweet corn) to a Bohemian clientele, Galindo (Dardignac 098, tel. 02/7770116, www.galindo.cl, 12:30 P.M.–2 A.M. Sun.–Thurs., 12:30 P.M.–4 A.M. Fri.–Sat., US$9) is one of the Providencia side’s oldest eateries.

With a bright new facade, El Caramaño (Purísima 257, tel. 02/7377043, 1–4 P.M. and 7 P.M.–12:30 A.M. Mon.–Thurs., to 1:30 A.M. Fri.–Sat., US$10) is less casual than it once was; in the past, it lacked even a street sign and you used to need to bang on the door to get in, lending it a slumming sort of “members only” atmosphere. In the back rooms, diners can still scribble on the walls, and the Chilean specialties are reliable.

One of Santiago’s best in any category, [image: img_999.jpg] El Otro Sitio (Antonia López de Bello 53, tel. 02/7773059, www.elotrositio.cl, 1 P.M.–midnight Sun.–Thurs., 1 P.M.–1 A.M. Fri.–Sat., entrées US$12–20) has become expensive, but it’s worth the splurge. The upstairs tables, with views over the atrium, are the most pleasant and the Peruvian cuisine is excellent. On weekends, it’s entirely tobacco-free, but on weeknights smokers have the upstairs.




[image: 01_BoulevardLavaud_H.tif]
Boulevard Lavaud features fusion food and eclectic décor.




Down the block, the food at Pantaleón II (Antonia López de Bello 98, tel. 02/7358785, www.restaurantpantaleon.cl, entrées US$10) belies its modest appearance: This is an excellent Peruvian restaurant, with a superb ceviche mixto starter suitable for two or three diners. Main courses include a fine chupe de mariscos that comes with shrimp, squid, octopus, and scallops. They also serve super Peruvian pisco sours.

Dining at Azul Profundo (Constitución 111, tel. 02/7380288, 12:45–4:30 P.M. and 7:30 P.M.–12:30 A.M. Sun.–Thurs., to 1:30 A.M. Fri.–Sat., US$15–18) may be the closest possible experience to eating at Pablo Neruda’s; its whimsical decor, including its signature deep-blue exterior, a doorway bowsprit, and maritime memorabilia within, could have come straight from the poet’s beloved Isla Negra residence. Seafood, of course, is the specialty, and they’ve put as much effort into the kitchen as into the character of the place. Though prices for pastas and fish dishes have risen, it’s still worth consideration.

Occupying a classic Bellavista mansion, with a small shaded terrace offering views of densely wooded Cerro San Cristóbal, El Mesón Nerudiano (Dominica 35, tel. 02/7371542, www.elmesonnerudiano.cl, closed Sun. evening, US$10–13) prepares exceptional fish (especially corvina) and seafood dishes, as well as pastas with seafood sauces. Downstairs, it has live music, ranging from folk to jazz, several nights per week.

De Tapas y Copas (Dardignac 0192, tel. 02/7776477, www.detapasycopas.cl, from 12:45 P.M. Mon.–Sat., entrées US$10–15) has a broader Spanish menu ranging from the obvious small and inexpensive dishes to beef, fish, and seafood entrées; the food is above average in concept, less so in execution. Despite a diverse wine list, its name is misleading in that it offers only a handful of those wines by the glass.

Looking like a set from the movie based on its Mexican namesake novel, [image: img_999.jpg] Como Agua Para Chocolate (Like Water for Chocolate, Constitución 88, tel. 02/7778740, www.comoaguaparachocolate.cl, 12:30–4 P.M. and 7:30 P.M.–2 A.M. daily, entrées US$15–20) is one of Bellavista’s smartest restaurants. The menu has shifted away from Mexican-Caribbean entrées toward creative Chilean cuisine, though the fajitas suggest it hasn’t entirely abandoned its origins.

Santería (Chucre Manzur 1, tel. 02/7329316, www.santeria.cl, 12:30–3:30 P.M. and 8 P.M.–midnight Tues.–Sat., entrées US$12–15) sports Latin American fusion food with Peruvian, Mexican, and Caribbean touches—the ceviches and coconut-tinged shrimp are ideal for fish and seafood lovers. The open-air patio, with wicker furniture, is comfortable and stylish, but the nonsmoking area is relatively small (though effectively segregated). Entrées are complemented by a variety of sours, including the spicy Mapuche merkén.

It’s stretching things to call it Bellavista—it’s really in Recoleta’s Patronato garment district—but Argentine-run [image: img_999.jpg] El Toro (Loreto 33, tel. 02/7375937, 12:30 P.M.–midnight Mon.–Sat., 2–9 P.M. Sun., lunch US$10) has earned a loyal following for its crepes, moderately-priced lunches, and nonconformist sidewalk atmosphere.

On the Providencia side, the latest development in neighborhood gastronomy is the expanding Patio Bellavista (Constitución 70, tel. 02/7774582, www.patiobellavista.cl, noon–2 A.M. Sun.–Wed., noon–4 A.M. Thurs.–Sat.), a refashioned interior patio between Avenida Pío Nono and Constitución that’s home to new branches of several successful restaurants as well as some new establishments. The Peruvian institution Barandiarán (Constitución 38, Local 52, tel. 02/7370725, 1–11:45 P.M. Sun.–Thurs., 1 P.M.–12:45 A.M. Fri.–Sat.) and the well-established La Casa en el Aire (Constitución 40, Local D, noon–midnight Mon.–Sat.) have locales here, while Backstage (Constitución 40, Local 57, www.bksexperience.com, noon–2:30 A.M. Sun.–Weds., noon–3:30 A.M. Thurs.–Sat.) is a bar and club also that also serves pizza.


PROVIDENCIA


Liguria (Av. Providencia 1373, tel. 02/2357914, www.liguria.cl, 8 A.M.–6 A.M. Mon.–Sat., less than US$10) is a traditional hangout with plain but reliable Chilean meals at moderate prices. It has a small nonsmoking area. Nearby Dominó (Av. Providencia 1355, www.domino.cl, 8 A.M.–10 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10:30 A.M.–4:30 P.M. Sat.) has excellent sandwiches, fresh juices, and quick service, with several other branches around town.

Eladio (Av. 11 de Septiembre 2250, 5th Fl., tel. 02/2314224, www.eladio.cl, 12:30–4 P.M. and 8 P.M.–midnight Sun.–Thurs., to 1 A.M. Fri.–Sat., entrées US$8–12) specializes in beef, but its varied menu will satisfy almost anyone, with inexpensive entrées and good, cheap pisco sours.

Set back from a shady street, the expanded [image: img_999.jpg] Baco (Nueva de Lyon 113, tel. 02/2314444, 12:30 P.M.–1 A.M. daily, US$8–16) is a wine bar with a mostly Francophile menu such as beef bourguignon and crepes, plus tablas (platters) of cold cuts and the occasional oddity such as gnocchi. The main dining room, with its semicircular bar and natural woods, is tobacco-free, and there’s a big wine-by-the-glass selection displayed on the chalkboard, with vintages from quality niche wineries alongside the traditional giants. Each glass bears a circular label around the base, so you don’t forget what you’re drinking.

Les Compères (General Flores 229, tel. 02/7162424, www.lescomperes.cl, lunch US$10, dinner entrées US$11–21) is not French, but rather a Franco-Belgian restaurant and wine bar—totally tobacco-free except for the streetside patio—in a cozy corner house. The fixed-price lunch offers a wide choice of starters, salads, main dishes, and desserts, from which clients can choose any two. Quite a few plates, at both lunch and dinner, contain mussels, but other sample items include an avocado and arugula gazpacho, and a Thai shrimp tabbouleh.

[image: img_999.jpg] El Huerto (Orrego Luco 054, tel. 02/2332690, www.elhuerto.cl, 8:30 A.M.–midnight Mon.–Wed., 8:30 A.M.–1 A.M. Thurs.–Fri., 12:30 P.M.–1 A.M. Sat., 12:30–4:30 P.M. Sun., entrées US$10–12) is a landmark vegetarian restaurant, with dishes, such as vegetable curry, so appetizing that even unreconstructed carnivores hardly seem to notice the lack of meat. Having closed its adjacent café in favor of an expansion, it has more sidewalk seating than in the past.

El Árbol (Huelén 74, tel. 02/2350822, 9 A.M.–8 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–4:30 P.M. Sat.) is an organic vegetarian restaurant with flavorful soups, salads, quiches, and juices, in a cozy environment that gets crowded at lunchtime. Service can be a little haphazard.

Kleine Kneipe (Roman Diaz 21, Providencia, tel. 02/2351374, www.kleinekneipe.cl, Mon.–Tues. 1–11 P.M., Wed.–Sat. 1 P.M.–midnight, Sun. 2–10 P.M.) specializes in sandwiches, snacks, and a wheat beer that the local German community says ranks with the best in Germany itself. It has sidewalk seating.

In an old but spacious Providencia house, painted in exuberant primary colors, Barandiarán (Manuel Montt 315, tel. 02/2366854, www.barandiaran.cl, lunch Tues.–Sun., dinner Tues.–Sat., entrées US$12–15) prepares tangy appetizers and ceviches, spicy Peruvian entrées, and a diverse dessert menu.



[image: 01_KleineKneipe_H.tif]
Providencia’s Kleine Kneipe has genuine German-style beer.




It’s no longer a secret: Go early for dinner or call ahead for reservations at Puerto Perú (Av. Condell 1298, tel. 02/3639886, www.puertoperu.cl, 1–3:45 and 8–11:45 P.M. Mon.–Sat., 1–3:45 P.M. Sun., entrées US$12–15), a once-modest Peruvian place that put the neighborhood south of Avenida Providencia, near the Ñuñoa border, on the gastronomic map. Prices have risen, but so has the quality.

Providencia has some of the city’s best ice creameries, including Bravíssimo (Av. Providencia 1406, tel. 02/4217601) and Sebastián (Andrés de Fuenzalida 26, tel. 02/2319968).


LAS CONDES AND VITACURA


For lunches and Sunday brunch, the hands-down choice is Kiwi-run [image: img_999.jpg] Café Melba (Don Carlos 2898, tel. 02/2324546, 7:30 A.M.–9 P.M. weekdays, 8 A.M.–5 P.M. weekends, lunch US$6–10). There’s sidewalk seating, and the omelets, fresh juices, and other breakfast fare are unmatchable in their category. The popular Emporio La Rosa (Roger de Flor 2894, tel. 02/3611592, www.emporiolarosa.cl, 8 A.M.–9 P.M. weekdays, 9 A.M.–9 P.M. weekends, lunch less than US$10) operates a branch nearby. It serves excellent breakfasts and lunches, including outstanding juices and Argentine-style medialunas (croissants) and empanadas.

Except for a few boned cuts, nearby Happening (Av. Apoquindo 3090, tel. 02/2332301, www.happening.cl, 12:30 P.M.–12:30 A.M. daily, entrées starting from US$15) imports its beef directly from Argentina (sanitary regulations prohibit shipping boned meats across the border). The results are well above average, as are the prices. There are a couple of fish dishes, the odd pasta, fine desserts, and a gigantic wine list. The building itself is an older house, its interior walls demolished to form a spacious, luminous dining room, with a small nonsmoking section.

On restaurant row, Miguel Torres (Isidora Goyenechea 2874, tel. 02/2429360, 12:30 P.M.–midnight daily, 3-course lunch US$16) is the Santiago base of Curicó’s landmark winery, offering a fine daily lunch menu that includes a starter, main dish, and dessert. Wine by the glass is extra and there’s a good selection, but only from its namesake winery. The menu is Mediterranean, as befits a producer whose traditional base is Spain.

Las Condes now has two fine ice creameries within sight of each other: Fragola (Av. El Bosque Norte 0166, tel. 02/3332029) and Tavelli (Isidora Goyenechea 2891).



Information and Services




Santiago is home to Chile’s central tourism agency but also to municipal authorities and some private information sources. Like accommodations and restaurants, most of the major tourist services are concentrated in Santiago Centro, Providencia, and Las Condes, though a few important addresses are elsewhere in the city.


TOURIST OFFICES


Redesigned in the interest of user-friendliness, national tourism service Sernatur (Av. Providencia 1550, tel. 02/7318300, www.sernatur.cl, 8:30 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–2 P.M. Sat.) has numerous touch-screen computers, mural maps of the city, plus English-speaking personnel who distribute maps and information on city attractions and services, and brochures on the rest of the country. It also has an international airport office (tel. 02/6019320, 8:15 A.M.–9:30 P.M. daily).

In new quarters on the north side of Plaza de Armas, the municipal Oficina de Turismo (Plaza de Armas s/n, tel. 02/7136745, turismo@munistgo.cl, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Fri.) also has a satellite office on Cerro Santa Lucía (tel. 02/3867185, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Thurs., 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Fri.).

The borough of Providencia has its own Centro de Información Turística (Av. Providencia 2359, tel. 02/3742743, www.citi.providencia.cl, 9 A.M.–8 P.M. weekdays, 10 A.M.–7 P.M. weekends).


NATIONAL PARKS


South of the Alameda, the Corporación Nacional Forestal (Conaf, Av. Bulnes 291, tel. 02/3900282 or 02/3900125, www.conaf.cl, 9 A.M.–1 P.M. and 2–4:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri.) provides information on national parks and other protected areas; it also has inexpensive maps, as well as books and pamphlets.


MAPS


Sernatur and the municipal tourist office provide good maps with well-marked neighborhoods. Widely available overseas, ITM’s Santiago de Chile (scale 1:12,500) is good for getting around and has a street index, but it has numerous misspellings.


NEWSPAPERS AND LIBRARIES


The notoriously conservative—many would say reactionary—daily El Mercurio still publishes paeans to Pinochet, but now does it through guest columnists rather than its own editorial department. It also provides broad international, business, cultural, and entertainment coverage. The dailies La Tercera, Últimas Noticias, and La Cuarta are all conservative tabloids—the first has some credibility, but the latter focus on sensationalist celebrity, crime, and sex stories (often simultaneously).
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Sernatur has modernized its Santiago information office in Providencia.
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interior of the central post office




The online Santiago Times (www.santiagotimes.cl) provides an excellent digest of the Spanish-language press, but full access requires a paid subscription.

The Biblioteca Nacional (Alameda 651, tel. 02/3605200), the national library, has frequent special exhibitions on history, archaeology, and art.


MONEY


ATMs are so abundant that exchange houses have become virtual dinosaurs except for changing travelers checks or leftover cash; the many branches of BancoEstado do not collect a surcharge for foreign ATM cards. Most exchange houses are downtown on Agustinas, between Bandera and Ahumada, but there are others in Providencia and at the airport (where rates are notably lower).

For replacing lost or stolen travelers checks, contact American Express (Isidora Goyenechea 3621, 10th Fl., Las Condes, tel. 02/3506700).


POSTAL SERVICES


The Correo Central (Plaza de Armas 983, 8 A.M.–10 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 8 A.M.–6 P.M. Sat.) offers poste restante (general delivery), as well as a good postal museum, a philatelic office, and other branches around town.

For courier service, try FedEx (Av. Providencia 2519, tel. 800/3616000).


COMMUNICATIONS


Long-distance centros de llamados (call centers for making long-distance calls) are ubiquitous at Metro stations and on the streets. Many of these provide Internet access and fax services as well. There are also Internet specialists charging US$1 per hour or even less.


IMMIGRATION


For visa extensions, visit the Departamento de Extranjería (Moneda 1342, Santiago Centro, tel. 02/6725320, 8:30 A.M.–3:30 P.M. daily). Replacing a lost tourist card means a trip to the Policía Internacional (General Borgoño 1052, Independencia, tel. 02/7371292, 8:30 A.M.–12:30 P.M. and 3–7 P.M. weekdays), across the Mapocho from the old railroad station.


LAUNDRY


Laundries include Santiago Centro’s Lavandería Autoservicio (Monjitas 507, tel. 02/6321772), Barrio Brasil’s Lavandería Lolos (Moneda 2296, tel. 02/6995376), and Providencia’s Laverap (Av. Providencia 1645).


TRAVEL AGENCIES


The Student Flight Center (Hernando de Aguirre 201, Oficina 401, Providencia, tel. 02/3350395, fax 02/3350394, www.sertur.cl) provides discounts for both students and the general public. Santiago Adventures (Guardia Vieja 255, tel. 02/2442750, www.santiagoadventures.com) has extensive experience in arranging excursions, along with the usual travel services.


PHOTOGRAPHY


For the most complex digital service, visit Photo Service (Av. Suecia 84, 8th Fl., Providencia, tel. 02/3354460, www.photo-service.cl).


LANGUAGE SCHOOLS


Perhaps because Chilean Spanish is so distinctive and Santiago is distant from the language study centers of Mexico and Central America, it lacks the critical mass of language schools that some other Latin American capitals have. Still, the number of schools has increased; most work with small groups of students and offer one-on-one classes for higher fees.

Usually the minimum fee is around US$225 per week for 4–6 hours of instruction per day; longer periods are cheaper by the hour, but more intensive courses may be more expensive. Most language schools either offer housing or can help arrange homestays with a Chilean family.

Among the options are the Bridge Linguatec Language Center (Los Leones 439, Providencia, tel. 02/2334356, tel. 303/4955963 in the U.S. and Canada, www.bridgechile.com); the Escuela Violeta Parra (Triana 583, Providencia, tel. 02/2364241, www.tandemsantiago.cl), which is particularly strong on field excursions that tie in with its political and social commitment; the Instituto Chileno-Suizo de Idioma (José Victorino Lastarria 93, 2nd Fl., tel. 02/6385414, www.chilenosuizo.cl); and the Natalis Language Center (Arturo Bürlhe 047, tel. 02/2228686, www.natalislang.com).


MEDICAL SERVICES


The Posta Central (Av. Portugal 125, Santiago Centro, tel. 02/6341650) is a public clinic; the private Clínica Universidad Católica (Lira 40, tel. 02/3846000, www.clinicauc.cl) is nearby. The private Clínica Alemana (Av. Vitacura 5951, Vitacura, tel. 02/2129700, www.alemana.cl) is highly regarded.



Getting There




Santiago enjoys international air service from most South American capitals and some provincial cities, and from Europe, North America, the Caribbean, and across the Pacific. Domestic air service is available from Arica, near the Peruvian border, to Punta Arenas, in the far south, and to Easter Island (Rapa Nui) and the Juan Fernández archipelago.

International and domestic overland passengers arrive by bus from Peru, Argentina, and many destinations throughout the country. Regular passenger train service connects Santiago with the southern cities of Temuco and Concepción; a separate line runs from Temuco to Puerto Montt. In the summer of 2009, authorities suspended all long-distance rail service, but it has resumed as far south as Chillán.


AIR


Domestically, LAN (Huérfanos 926, tel. 02/5263000) flies northbound to Arica and intermediates, and southbound to Punta Arenas and intermediates. Its main competitor, Sky Airline (Huérfanos 815, tel. 02/3525600) has fewer destinations and flights but is growing steadily. A recent startup, PAL Airlines (Huérfanos 811, tel. 02/4814307, www.palair.cl) flies to the northern cities of Copiapó, Calama, Antofagasta, Iquique, and Arica.


BUS


Santiago’s four bus terminals are all on or near the Alameda; some companies have offices at more than one.

Tur-Bus and Pullman Bus are based at the Terminal de Buses Alameda (Alameda 3750, tel. 02/2707500, Metro: Universidad de Santiago) and travel to a wide variety of destinations. Most southbound carriers use nearby Terminal Santiago (also known as Terminal de Buses Sur, Alameda 3848, tel. 02/3761755, www.terminaldebusessantiago.cl). Some Terminal Santiago buses pick up additional passengers at Terrapuerto Los Héroes (Tucapel Jiménez 21, tel. 02/4200099, www.terminaldebuseslosheroes.cl).

Northbound long-distance carriers use Terminal San Borja (San Borja 184, tel. 02/7760645, www.terminalsanborja.cl; Metro: Estación Central). Some northbound carriers also use Terrapuerto Los Héroes. Most international carriers use Terminal Santiago, but the handful that use Terminal los Héroes are specifically mentioned as follows.

Fares can fluctuate both seasonally and among companies, so comparison shopping is imperative. Correlation between distance and price is imperfect—longer trips can be cheaper when competition is greater.

Sample domestic destinations, fares, and journey times include Valparaíso or Viña del Mar (US$5, 2 hours), La Serena (US$8–43, 7 hours), Copiapó (US$21–87, 10 hours), Antofagasta (US$26–120, 19 hours), Calama (US$30–130, 22 hours), Iquique (US$34–137, 24 hours), Arica (US$49–88, 28 hours), Chillán (US$8–45, 5 hours), Concepción (US$10–49, 7 hours), Temuco (US$11–66, 9 hours), Villarrica (US$15–74, 11 hours), Valdivia (US$15–68, 12 hours), and Puerto Montt (US$15–80, 15 hours).

The Argentine city of Mendoza (US$38, 6 hours), just across the Andes via the Libertadores tunnel, is the most frequent foreign destination; Mendoza’s massive bus terminal has frequent onward connections throughout Argentina and to Brazil, Uruguay, and Paraguay.

From Terminal Santiago, Mendoza-bound carriers include Covalle Bus (tel. 02/7787576), El Rápido Internacional (tel. 02/7790316), Transportes Automotores Cuyo (TAC, tel. 02/7796920), and Tur-Bus (tel. 02/4907500). There are also shared taxis and minibuses to Mendoza with Chi Ar Autos (tel. 02/7760048) and Coitram (tel. 02/7761891), which are an hour faster and slightly cheaper (around US$30).

Also to Mendoza, Buses Ahumada (tel. 02/6969337) uses Terminal los Héroes, where Pullman del Sur (tel. 02/7795243) goes to Asunción, Paraguay (US$120, 30 hours), on Tuesday at 1 P.M.

Nar-Bus (tel. 02/7781235, www.narbus.cl) goes to Argentina’s Patagonian cities of Junín de los Andes, San Martín de los Andes, and Neuquén, with a change of buses in Temuco. Cruz del Sur (tel. 02/7790607) goes to Bariloche, but this requires changing buses in Osorno.

EGA (tel. 02/7793536) goes to Montevideo, Uruguay (US$165, 30 hours), with onward connections to Brazil. Pluma (tel. 02/7796054) goes weekly to Rio de Janeiro, Brazil (US$180, 62 hours), a direct service that does not allow stopovers in Argentina. Chile Bus (tel. 02/7765557) goes Thursday mornings to São Paulo (US$160, 54–56 hours) and to Rio de Janeiro; it also goes to La Paz, Bolivia, but this requires changing buses in Iquique.

Ormeño (tel. 02/7793443) goes to Lima, Peru (US$125, 56 hours), Tuesday and Friday at noon, continuing to Quito, Bogotá, and Caracas (certified by the Guinness Book of Records as the world’s longest bus route, it actually starts in Buenos Aires).


TRAIN


From the Estación Central (Alameda 3322, tel. 02/3768500), EFE (Empresa de los Ferrocarriles del Estado, www.efe.cl) aspires to direct service to Concepción, and Temuco (with connections to Puerto Montt), but operational problems have meant service only as far south as Chillán. For updates, check EFE’s TerraSur (www.terrasur.cl) website.



Getting Around




AIR


Serving all international and virtually all domestic flights, the state-of-the-art Aeropuerto Internacional Arturo Merino Benítez (tel. 02/6019001, 02/6019709, www.aeropuertosantiago.cl) is 26 kilometers west of Santiago Centro, in the comuna of Pudahuel.

For airport transport to Pudahuel, the cheapest option is Centropuerto (tel. 02/6019883, US$3 pp), which has some 40 buses daily from Plazoleta Los Héroes, just off the eastbound lanes of the Alameda outside Los Héroes Metro station. The slightly more expensive Tur-Bus has similar services.

For shuttle services, it’s best to call a day in advance. Transvip (tel. 02/6773000) provides door-to-door service for the entire city, starting around US$12 to Santiago Centro; Providencia, Las Condes, and other eastern comunas are slightly more expensive. This is the best option for travelers with awkward luggage, or those who arrive late at night.

Hotels can help arrange taxi or radio-taxi service, which can be cost-effective if shared by several people.

Flights to and from the Juan Fernández archipelago use the Aeródromo Tobalaba (Av. Larraín 7941) in the southeastern comuna of La Reina.


METRO


Carrying upwards of 200 million passengers per year, Santiago’s quiet, clean, and efficient Metro (www.metrosantiago.cl, 6:30 A.M.–10:30 P.M. Mon.–Sat., 8 A.M.–10:30 P.M. Sun. and holidays) would be the pride of many European cities. Five interconnected lines cover most points of interest; others, and extensions of existing lines, are under construction. For most visitors, Línea 1, running beneath the Alameda and Avenida Providencia to Los Dominicos, is the most useful line (for what it’s worth, there is still no Línea 3, but there is a Línea 4-A).

Fares depend on the hour of the day. A punta (peak hour) ticket, good 7:15–9 A.M. and 6–7:30 P.M. weekdays, costs about US$1.35; during the day and on weekends, the valle (mid-hour) fare is about US$1.20, while the early morning and late night bajo fare is US$1.10. The turnstile swallows the ticket, which is not needed to exit the system.

A tarjeta bip (multi-trip ticket) is more convenient, but the electronic ticket itself requires a US$3 investment that’s almost pointless for short-term users. More than one person, though, may use a bip ticket by passing it back across the turnstile (this is not illegal).


BUS


Traditionally, city buses have been numerous and cheap, and they have run all day and all night to virtually every part of town—often faster than they should. They have also spewed black diesel clouds into Santiago’s already smoggy skies, but the Transantiago (www.transantiago.cl) plan is replacing those dilapidated yellow-and-whites with smart, new, cleaner-burning articulated buses. Unfortunately, the transition has been complicated because of insufficient new buses and other glitches.
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In recent years, Transantiago’s sharp articulated buses have replaced most of its smoky diesels.




Along the Alameda are dedicated bus lanes and fixed stops, intended to speed up traffic, and the hope is that the new system will reduce traffic congestion. After the Metro closes, it’s the main means of getting around town.

Destinations are marked on digital readout signs and at fixed stops. Buses have automatic fare machines that accept coins but also work with the tarjeta bip; hold onto your tickets, as inspectors often ask for them.


TRAIN


From the Estación Central, Metrotrén (www.tmsa.cl, tel. 02/5855000, US$3) runs 28 trains to Rancagua between 6:45 A.M. and 10:05 P.M. every weekday, three fewer on weekends. Eleven of these weekday trains continue to San Fernando, the last of which leaves at 8:45 P.M.; there’s one fewer San Fernando train on weekends.


TAXI


Black with yellow roofs, regular taxis charge about US$0.50 to start the meter and US$0.20 more for every subsequent 200 meters. There is also a system of radio taxis with fixed fares within certain zones; among the choices are Radio Taxi Arauco (tel. 02/2461114) and Radio Taxi Alameda (tel. 02/7764730).


TAXI COLECTIVOS


Designated by illuminated roof signs, taxi colectivos carry up to four or five passengers on fixed itineraries. Slightly more expensive than regular buses, they cover many of the same routes but are often quicker.





CAR RENTALS


Santiago’s numerous car rental agencies, both international franchises and local companies (the latter generally cheaper), are scattered throughout the city. Most airport rentals are franchises. Note that demand is high for economy cars, so reserve well in advance for the best rates.



	
Alameda: Av. Libertador Bernardo O’Higgins 4332, Estación Central, tel. 02/7790609 or 02/7798545, www.alamedarentacar.cl


	
Alamo: Av. Francisco Bilbao 2846, Providencia, tel. 02/6555200, www.alamo.com


	
Atal: Av. Costanera Andrés Bello 1051, Providencia, tel. 02/2359222

	
Automóvil Club de Chile: Acchi, Av. Vitacura 9511, Vitacura, tel. 02/4311106, www.automovilclub.cl


	
Avis: Av. Las Condes 9739, Las Condes, tel. 600/3682000, www.avis.cl


	
Dollar: Lo Echevers 200, Quilicura, tel. 02/4904000, www.dollarchile.cl


	
Econorent: Av. Manquehue Sur 600, Las Condes, tel. 02/2029002, www.econorent.cl


	
Euro: Av. Eduardo Frei Montalva 1762, Renca, tel. 02/4789000, www.eurorentacar.cl


	
First: Rancagua 0514, Providencia, tel. 02/2256328, www.firstrentacar.cl


	
Hertz: Av. Costanera Andrés Bello 1469, Providencia, tel. 02/3608600, www.hertz.cl









Vicinity of Santiago




An extraordinary number of interesting sights are near Santiago, suitable both for day trips and overnights. Among the many activities are winery tours, winter skiing, summer hiking, horseback riding, white-water rafting, and kayaking.

ADS Mundo (El Golf 99, Las Condes, tel. 02/3877069, www.adsmundo.cl) has the widest variety and greatest frequency of day tours for Santiago and its vicinity, including coastal excursions to places like Valparaíso and Isla Negra.

Providencia’s U.S.-run Santiago Adventures (Guardia Vieja 255, Oficina 403, tel. 02/2442750, www.santiagoadventures.com) arranges a variety of excursions focusing on city tours, skiing, and wine, both within and beyond the immediate metropolitan area.

Activities-oriented operators include Cascada Expediciones (Don Carlos 3227-C, Las Condes, tel. 02/2329878, www.cascada.travel), which specializes in the Cajón del Maipo, and Altué Active Travel (Coyancura 2270, Providencia, tel. 02/3331390, www.altue.cl), though its day excursions are substantially more expensive.


SKI RESORTS


From the eastern comuna (borough) of Lo Barnechea, a narrow paved road climbs gradually up the Río Mapocho Canyon, past the entrance to the massive La Disputada copper mine, and then snakes up dozens of switchbacks before branching into separate routes to Santiago’s best ski areas. On this winding road with numbered curves, some people suffer motion sickness—so much so that some even take medication.

Some skiers have remarked that, unlike forested areas in most of Europe and North America, the barren Chilean ski-scapes make depth perception difficult, so it’s best to be prepared for a different kind of experience.

Note that, during ski season, there are road restrictions on weekends and holidays: Traffic goes uphill only 8 A.M.–2 P.M., downhill only 4–8 P.M., and both directions at all other hours. Carabineros may require chains beyond a certain point.

At the upper end of the Cajón del Mapocho, barely an hour from Santiago in the area known as Tres Valles, there are three major resorts: El Colorado, La Parva, and Valle Nevado. Where the road forks, the left fork goes to El Colorado and La Parva, while the right fork goes to Valle Nevado.

While Chilean ski areas enjoy high elevations, the start of the rainy (and snowy) season can be erratic in this Mediterranean climate; it generally runs from June to early October. For this reason, Chilean resorts now have snow-making equipment to help augment the natural snowfall at the beginning of the season. For current snow conditions, see the online English-language news service Santiago Times (www.santiagotimes.cl).

Full equipment rentals—boots, skis, poles—cost around US$37 per person per day, but high-performance equipment costs US$45 per person per day. Snowboards and boots cost US$37 per day. Both lift tickets and rental equipment are marginally cheaper when purchased from Skitotal in Las Condes.

Skitotal (Av. Apoquindo 4900, Local 42-46, Las Condes, tel. 02/2460156, www.skitotal.cl) also runs shuttles to El Colorado (US$20), La Parva (US$20), and Valle Nevado (US$24). Shuttles depart around 8:15 A.M. daily, returning around 5 P.M. from each site. Skitotal can also arrange three-day budget packages, with lift tickets, all gear, dorm accommodations, most meals, and transport, for about US$500.


El Colorado


Just 39 kilometers east of Santiago, with a maximum elevation of 3,333 meters, El Colorado has 18 lifts from a base elevation of 2,750 meters. Daily lift tickets are more expensive on weekends than on weekdays except for the mid-July to mid-August period, when there is no differential. There are discounts for children and seniors.

The nearby Swiss-style Hotel Posada de Farellones (tel. 02/2013704, www.skifarellones.com, US$200–300 s, US$216–320 d) has packages whose rates include breakfast, dinner, and lift tickets, while El Colorado has its own apart-hotel accommodations.

For additional information in Santiago, contact Centro de Ski El Colorado (Nevería 4680, Las Condes, tel. 02/8899210, www.elcolorado.cl, US$66 weekends, US$50 weekdays).


La Parva


Only a short distance north of El Colorado, La Parva’s (Luis Carrera 1263, Oficina 402, tel. 02/9642100, Vitacura, Santiago, www.laparva.cl, US$70 weekends, US$53 on weekdays) skiable runs range from 2,662 to 3,630 meters above sea level—nearly a 1,000-meter vertical drop. Lift tickets are a little dearer than at El Colorado. Accommodations are available on a weekly basis.
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Highest of the three resorts, 14 kilometers beyond the Farellones junction, Valle Nevado (Av. Vitacura 5250, Oficina 304, Vitacura, tel. 02/4777000, U.S. tel. 800/669-0554, Canada tel. 888/301-3248, www.vallenevado.com) reaches 3,670 meters above sea level, though its base is 2,860. There are 37 kilometers of trails, even more for those who can afford to indulge in helicopter drop-offs that aren’t accessible by lifts.

Valle Nevado is a full-service resort, with multiple hotels, restaurants, a cinema, bars, daycare, and many other amenities. For non-guests, lift tickets range US$56–75 per day, depending on the time of the season, with discounts for children, seniors, and students.

Valle Nevado has three luxury hotels, all with half board packages, where rates vary depending on low or high season, and holidays: Hotel Valle Nevado (US$480–1,081 s, US$572–1,310 d); Hotel Puerta del Sol (US$297–763 s, US$468–1,110 d); and Hotel Tres Puntas (US$252–507 s, US$368–738 d).


SANTUARIO DE LA NATURALEZA YERBA LOCA


Just before the road begins its final ascent to the major ski resorts, it passes the entrance to Yerba Loca, one of Santiago’s best hiking and mountain biking options. Even in winter much of this scenic high mountain area remains snow-free. Donated to the comuna of Las Condes by former fundo (large rural estate) owner Hans von Kiesling and now under Conaf management, this national monument gets fewer visitors than it deserves.


Geography and Climate


In the Andean front range 27 kilometers east of Santiago, the sanctuary comprises 39,029 mountainous hectares between the parallel Andean ridges of El Plomo–La Parva to the east and Yerba Loca to the west; the Estero de la Yerba Loca is a U-shaped valley between the two that drains south into the Mapocho. Elevations range from about 1,500 meters on the Mapocho itself to 4,910 meters on the summit of Cerro La Paloma.

Yerba Loca’s climate is Mediterranean, with long dry summers and short wet winters that include snow at the highest elevations. Because of its elevation, seasonal and diurnal temperature variations are greater than in Santiago proper.


Flora and Fauna


Yerba Loca’s vegetation consists of spiny shrubs and sclerophyllous (glossy-leaved) trees at lower elevations, with sparse bunch grasses at higher altitudes. The remaining native fauna include mostly rodents, but there are also many birds, including predators such as the peregrine falcon and carancho (crested caracara), the striking bandurria or buff-necked ibis, and the occasional scavenging Andean condor.


Sights and Recreation


From the ranger station at Curva 15, the former vehicle road is now a 4.2-kilometer trail that takes about 1.5 hours to walk to Villa Paulina, the former fundo (estate) headquarters and site of a Conaf campground. Mountain bikers leave their cars at the park entrance and ride to Paulina and beyond.

Continuing north from Paulina, the Sendero al Glaciar is a 30-kilometer round-trip to an ice field at the base of Cerro La Paloma; the shorter Sendero Interpretativo La Leonera is a 45-minute nature trail.


Practicalities


Now administered by the private concessionaire Latitud 90 (tel. 09/9858-7367), Yerba Loca collects a US$5 per person admission charge at the Guardería at Curva 15. The campground (US$5 pp), or at least part of it, occupies an aging pear orchard where it’s possible to collect fresh fruit in the fall. There are picnic tables and clean flush toilets, but no hot water.

The best source of information online belongs to the Amigos de Yerba Loca (www.yerba-loca.blogspot.com).


VIÑA UNDURRAGA


In the Lower Maipo Valley, between Peñaflor and Talagante, Undurraga (tel. 02/3722850, www.undurraga.cl, tours 10 A.M., noon, 2 P.M., and 3:30 P.M. weekdays, 10 A.M., noon, and 3:30 P.M. weekends and holidays, US$16 pp) is one of Chilean wine’s traditional big names. Dating from the 1880s, its original brick cellars and the wooded gardens—the latter designed by French landscape architect Pierre Dubois—are a national historical monument. Surrounded by one of its four vineyards, the contemporary processing and bottling plants produce mostly cabernet sauvignon, carmenere, and chardonnay.

All the facilities are open for exhaustive guided tours, which conclude with a sample of four reserve wines and a complimentary glass to take home. The tasting room is also a store with a selection of Undurraga wines and souvenirs.

Reservations are advisable to visit Viña Undurraga, which is 34 kilometers southwest of Santiago via the Autopista del Sol (Ruta 68), but they can sometimes accept drop-ins. Hour-plus tours take place 3–4 a day.

If driving, take the Malloco exit, turn right after paying the toll, and then left at the first traffic light, continuing about two kilometers to the vineyard. From Santiago’s Terminal San Borja (San Borja 184), Buses Peñaflor (tel. 02/7761025) passes the vineyard entrance.


POMAIRE


About 70 kilometers southwest of the capital via Ruta 68, the dusty village of Pomaire produces many of the clay pots that contain cazuela de ave, paila marina, and pastel de choclo (traditional Chilean foods) in homes and restaurants throughout the country. Foot-powered potters’ wheels and wood-heated kilns are still the rule, but electrical equipment is supplanting some of the traditional technology. Before attempting to haul any of this fragile material home, get it well and tightly packed.

Pomaire is busiest on weekends, when excursionists from Santiago crowd the streets and fill good but unpretentious eateries. Traditional hearty Chilean dishes such as pastel de choclo (meat-filled casserole with a crust of sweet corn) are the standard—no Santiago pseudo-sophisticates here.

From Santiago’s Terminal San Borja (San Borja 184), Buses Melipilla (tel. 02/7763881) has frequent bus service to Pomaire, continuing to Melipilla.
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Barely an hour southeast of downtown Santiago, the Río Maipo has cut a deep canyon through more than 70 kilometers of the Andean foothills before it meanders onto the plains near the town of Pirque. Once the border of the Kollasuyu, the Inka empire’s southernmost limits, the Cajón del Maipo (Canyon of the Maipo) is one of urban Santiago’s great escapes, barely an hour from the Plaza de Armas.

Starting with fine wineries at Pirque and Santa Rita, the canyon just gets better as it climbs toward the Andean crest. While parts of the main road are cluttered with cabañas, campgrounds, and restaurants, it still provides access to plenty of high and wild country, not to mention the river itself. Paved as far as Romeral, it and a parallel road from Pirque are good enough for road bikes, but other routes are suitable for mountain bikers, and hikers and horseback riders can explore the trails of Monumento Natural El Morado and the private nature reserve Cascada de las Ánimas.

The Class III–IV Río Maipo provides plenty of thrills for rafters and kayakers, even though diversions for irrigation works and even more from sand and gravel quarrying have taken their toll. At day’s end, rustic hot springs are suitable for a soak. While the area gets crowded in summer and on weekends and holidays, especially from December to March, the rest of the year it’s pretty sedate.

Transportation to the Cajón del Maipo is good and getting better—though perhaps not so interesting as when, half a century ago, a military train carried passengers from Puente Alto to El Volcán. From the Puente Alto Metro station, Buses Cajón del Maipo (tel. 02/8611518) ascend as far as San José de Maipo every eight minutes, to San Alfonso (US$2) every half hour, and to San Gabriel (US$3) hourly. From the Bellavista de La Florida station, it also goes to Baños Morales (US$12 round-trip) Saturday and Sunday at 8:30 A.M. all year; in summer, departures are daily. Taxi colectivos also shuttle up and down the canyon from the Puente Alto Metro.
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Whitewater rafters start their descent into the Cajón del Maipo.




Viña Santa Rita


Bernardo O’Higgins and 120 of his troops hid from the Spaniards in the catacombs at Hacienda Santa Rita (Camino Padre Hurtado 0695, Alto Jahuel, tel. 02/3622594, www.santarita.com, reservastour@santarita.cl, tours 11:30 A.M. and 4 P.M. Tues.–Fri., US$19 pp), a distinguished winery that named its main line of wines—120—after the event. Today, its main house is a hotel, the former colonial house (a national monument) is a restaurant, and the grounds and cellars (also a national monument) are open for tours (includes a tasting). Tours are free with lunch at La Casa de Doña Paula (tel. 02/3622520, 12:15–3:30 P.M. daily, US$25), but do not include sampling the produce.

Open by reservation only Santa Rita’s 16-room Hotel Casa Real (tel. 02/8219966, hotelcasareal@santarita.cl, US$390–430 s or d) normally takes groups occupying at least five rooms. On a space-available basis, though, they will accept individuals or couples.

Though it’s not quite in the Cajón del Maipo proper, Viña Santa Rita is part of the Maipo drainage, east of Buin and southwest of Pirque; buses from Pirque to Buin pass the front gates. For obligatory reservations, contact them at least a few days in advance.

Recently, Santa Rita has added a Museo Andino (Andean Museum, 10:30 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Sat., free). Oddly, given the name, it includes an Easter Island exhibition.


Viña Concha y Toro and Vicinity


On the Maipo’s south bank, 30 kilometers from Santiago, Pirque is a tranquil community that’s resisted the cookie-cutter suburbanization that mars much of southeastern Santiago. Its key attraction is Viña Concha y Toro (Victoria Subercaseaux 210, tel. 02/4765269, www.conchaytoro.cl, tours 10 A.M.–5:10 P.M. daily, US$17 pp), one of Chile’s largest and oldest wineries, but it also boasts a weekend crafts fair and is the starting point for a scenic but narrow paved road that climbs the canyon before rejoining the main road via a bridge at El Toyo.

Viña Concha y Toro offers guided tours (includes a tasting) of its vineyards, estate grounds, cellars, and museum. Spanish-language tours take place 10:30 A.M., 11 A.M., noon, and 4 P.M. daily; some are specifically for English speakers, but bilingual guides can often do both languages simultaneously. While reservations are desirable, it’s possible to join an existing group that might include—who knows?—figures such as Mick Jagger, Bono, Helmut Kohl, Nicaraguan poet Ernesto Cardenal, and others who have toured the grounds and sampled the results. Concha y Toro now has its own wine bar that serves tapas, cheeses, and a few more elaborate Chilean dishes.


Reserva Nacional Río Clarillo


In the precordillera southeast of Pirque, Reserva Nacional Río Clarillo (US$6 pp) is a 10,185-hectare unit of glossy-leaved Mediterranean scrub woodland, plus denser gallery forest along the course of its namesake river, a Maipo tributary. While Conaf does not allow camping here, it does permit picnicking and hiking.

Two short nature trails have interpretive panels: the 1.2-kilometer Sendero Interpretativo Quebrada Jorquera and the 1.7-kilometer Sendero Interpretativo Aliven Mahuida, a more biologically diverse path.

Reserva Nacional Río Clarillo is 45 kilometers southeast of Santiago and 18 kilometers from Pirque.


Las Vizcachas


At the western approach to the main road up the north side of the Cajón del Maipo, just beyond the Carabineros police post at Las Vizcachas, note the informal shrine for the folk saint Difunta Correa, strongly identified with Argentina’s San Juan province but with a distinctly binational twist here. According to legend, the young mother Deolinda Correa died of thirst in the desert in the 19th century, but her baby survived at her breast; her need for water explains the bottles left by her devotees.

On the south side of the highway, a bit farther on, Vinícola Cavas del Maipo (tel. 02/8711508, www.cavasdelmaipo.co.cl, 9 A.M.–4 P.M. daily, tours US$10) offers guided winery tours by reservation only, preferably made a day ahead of time. The generous tasting includes half a dozen samples of their wines, accompanied by cheese and crackers.


La Obra


A short distance east of Las Vizcachas, 790 meters above sea level, La Obra was a stop on the military railroad that once climbed from Puente Alto to El Volcán; its Estación La Obra is a national monument.

Just east of La Obra, the rise known as Cuesta las Chilcas was the site of the Frente Patriótico Manuel Rodríguez’s 1986 assassination attempt on General Pinochet as he returned to Santiago from his El Melocotón country house. Five bodyguards died in a hail of bullets and a rocket launcher attack, but his chauffeur’s skilled driving saved the dictator’s life. Pinochet’s admirers have commemorated the event with a monument honoring the bodyguards.


Guayacán


At a bend in the river, a few kilometers north of San José de Maipo, Casa Bosque (Camino El Volcán 16829, tel. 02/8711570, www.casabosque.cl, entrées US$12–20) has the most extravagant decor of any Cajón del Maipo restaurant: The twisted trunks of polished cypress that hold it up seem like something from an early Disney misadventure. The simple menu based on beef, plus a few chicken and pork dishes, doesn’t match the imaginative architecture. Still, Casa Bosque is worth seeing for the spectacle; it has recently added an 18-room hotel whose interior is less preposterous than the restaurant.


San José de Maipo


The canyon’s largest town, 967 meters above sea level, San José is about 25 km up the canyon from Puente Alto. It has a leafy Plaza de Armas focused on its Iglesia y Casa Parroquial, a national monument dating from late colonial times. Its former Estación de Ferrocarril, also a national monument, was a stop on the military railroad from Puente Alto to El Volcán.


El Melocotón


About five kilometers south of San José de Maipo, El Melocotón is most famous—or notorious—as the site of General Pinochet’s riverfront home (the first recreational kayakers to descend the Maipo, in the 1970s, faced automatic rifles pointed at them from the shore). It briefly made the news again in 2001 when it was discovered that a former FPMR guerrilla had rented a house just a few hundred meters from the general’s residence.


San Alfonso


San Alfonso, about six kilometers southeast of El Melocotón and 1,106 meters above sea level, made news in 1997 when local residents successfully forced relocation of a natural gas pipeline from Argentina by establishing a private nature reserve at Cascada de las Ánimas. A short distance up a tree-lined dirt road before the entrance to Cascada de las Ánimas, look for the scale miniature railway circling the house and gardens of José Sagall (“Pepe Tren”), as well as his assortment of full-scale antique railcars. About 100 meters farther south, the former Estación San Alfonso is a national monument as part of the military short line that also hauled Santiaguinos to their weekend getaways from the capital.

Hotel Altiplánico (Camino al Volcán 29955, tel. 02/8612078, www.altiplanico.cl, US$230 s, US$320 d) is the latest effort of the boutique hotel chain that now has properties in Puerto Natales, San Pedro Atacama, and Easter Island.


Santuario de la Naturaleza Cascada de las Ánimas


In the midst of a multiyear struggle to divert a natural gas pipeline from Argentina, the Andean precordillera of the Astorga family’s former fundo (large rural estate) Cascada de la Ánimas became one of Chile’s first private nature reserves (Camino al Volcán 31087, San Alfonso, tel. 02/8611303, www.cascada.net) in 1995. Two years later the owners managed to definitively defeat the pipeline.

In practice, the official designation hasn’t made much difference, but it allows them to continue, without disruption, the activities-oriented recreation that has made the 3,600-hectare property a prime destination for hikers, riders, and especially white-water rafters and kayakers. Descending the Maipo (US$40 pp) is a Class III–IV experience that’s normally suitable for novices, but the river can get wild enough for more experienced white-water lovers, especially during the spring runoff. Elevations range from about 1,100 meters along the river to 3,050 meters on the highest summit.

Many Santiaguino families come here for picnicking and swimming at Cascada’s large outdoor pool on the river’s more developed north side. In the summer high season, fees are US$16 pp for adults, US$10 for kids; the rest of the year, prices are half.

Most other activities take place on the south side, where the Sendero Cascada de las Ánimas is a short guided hike to its namesake waterfall. More foreigners than Chileans undertake the 2–3-hour guided climb to the summit of Cerro Pangal. While horseback riders will enjoy this scenic terrain, much of it is very steep and novice riders should be particularly cautious. Cascada also offers longer 2–3-day rides into the backcountry.

The campground charges US$20 per person for camping for adults, US$16 for children; after the first night, though, the price drops by 20–25 percent. Cabaña accommodations cost US$100 double, US$150 for up to four people; larger cabañas are also available. These prices include pool access and a guided hike to the waterfall.

In addition, Cascada’s restaurant La Tribu offers a diverse menu ranging from Chilean standards such as cabrito (kid goat) and pastel de choclo, as well as Thai and other international dishes. The new terrace has unobstructed river views.


MONUMENTO NATURAL EL MORADO


Beyond San Gabriel, where the Río Yeso joins the Maipo and the paved road ends, it’s 23 kilometers farther to one of the canyon’s finest excursions, a taste of the high Andes at Monumento Natural El Morado. Only 92 kilometers from downtown Santiago, it overlooks the valley of the Río Volcán, a Maipo tributary that joins the main river a few kilometers south of San Gabriel.

Despite its modest size—only 3,009 hectares—El Morado gets hikers into the high country fast, with easy access to Andean lakes and glaciers. Though it’s a feasible day trip from the capital, the camping and accommodations make it a good overnight option as well.


Geography and Climate


At altitudes ranging from about 1,750 meters in the Río Morales Valley to the 5,060-meter summit of Cerro El Morado, this is an alpine environment shaped by flowing ice and running water. It’s also been shaped by tectonics—over 100 million years, the rising Andes have lifted marine fossils upward of 3,500 meters at Cerro Rubillar.

El Morado’s climate is Mediterranean, with a pronounced dry summer and temperatures ranging up to 25°C, but more than two meters of snow can accumulate in winter. Because of the altitude, even summer nights are cool.


Flora and Fauna


Vegetation covers only about 20 percent of the park’s otherwise rocky and icy surface, mostly in the form of Andean steppe. There are few shrubs and almost no trees, but where water accumulates the vegetation is more diverse.

Mammals are few, though foxes and skunks are occasionally seen, along with hares introduced from Europe. Waterfowl inhabit parts of the marshes, hummingbirds flit amongst the Andean scrub, and the occasional raptor or condor soars overhead.


Sights and Recreation


From the visitors center at the Baños Morales hot springs, the Sendero El Ventisquero is a six-kilometer trail that climbs steeply at the outset before leveling off at Aguas Panimávida, a series of small thermal springs. It continues to Laguna El Morado, a small lake at 2,400 meters, and on to the tongue of the Ventisquero San Francisco, where the trail ends. From here, all further travel is off-trail. Visitors disinclined to walk can rent horses cheaply at Baños Morales.


Practicalities


Rangers collect an admission charge at Conaf’s Centro de Información (US$4 adults, US$2 children). As of early 2012, camping was suspended at Laguna El Morado because of landslide risk following heavy rains; at Baños Morales, there is the inexpensive Camping del Valle and simple accommodations as well in summer.

The best option, though, is across the valley at the Refugio Alemán (Camino El Volcán s/n, tel. 09/9220-8525, www.refugiolovaldes.com, US$48 pp). Also known as Refugio Lo Valdés, this popular poplar-studded hillside hotel is no luxury lodging, but it’s had a loyal public for both accommodations and food since the 1930s. There is also budget backpacker space in the attic (US$30 pp, sleeping bag essential, and bring your own towel). Both guests and nonguests can also take breakfast, lunch, dinner, or onces (afternoon tea) at the restaurant.

At 7:30 A.M. on weekends, more frequently in summer, Turismo Montaña (tel. 02/8500555) buses leave for El Morado and Baños Morales (three hours, US$16 pp round-trip) from Parque Bustamante, Providencia, alongside the CTC telephone headquarters; they return at 3 P.M., arriving in town at 6 P.M.


BAÑOS COLINA


At the end of the road, 12 kilometers from Baños Morales and 2,500 meters above sea level, barren Baños Colina is a no-frills hot springs with rocky, exposed campsites (US$4 pp). Summer pack trips across the Andes to Argentina start here (only organized tour companies such as Cascada Expediciones can easily handle the logistics), but there are also opportunities for shorter rides in the vicinity.

Several companies offer transportation (about US$28 pp including access to the baths), usually on weekends, occasionally during the week, with frequently changing schedules. Most leave around 7 or 7:30 A.M. and return around 5 or 6 P.M. Space permitting, it’s possible to stay overnight and return another day.

Carriers include Expediciones Manzur (tel. 02/7774284, tel. 09/93357800, turismomanzur@gmail.com), which leaves from Plaza Italia, and Buses Cordillera (tel. 02/7668067), from Marcoleta and San Ysidro.
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For most foreign visitors, Chile’s Mediterranean heartland has played second fiddle to Torres del Paine’s Patagonian grandeur, the forested Andean lakes and peaks, and the Atacama Desert’s vast wastes. This is changing, though, as they discover destinations such as the port of Valparaíso, a marvel of vernacular architecture and spontaneous urban growth that so entranced poet Pablo Neruda that he built homes there and at the beachfront community of Isla Negra.

Chile’s coastline, from Valparaíso and its twin city Viña del Mar, north to Papudo and south to Cartagena, is a traditional summer destination for Chileans and for Argentines from over the Andes. Overseas travelers may find its Mediterranean headlands beautiful but the beaches crowded and the water cold even in summer; committed surfers, though, find the breaks at Pichilemu irresistible even in midwinter.

For those reluctant to brave the water, the coast range backcountry of Parque Nacional La Campana is barely an hour from Viña. East of the Panamericana, from Rancagua south to Los Angeles, hikers have the underrated Andean scenery almost to themselves, thanks to the progress of the Sendero de Chile, a recreational path due to cover the length of the country.

At the same time, Chilean wineries are welcoming visitors for tours, tasting, dining, and even accommodations. Multiple “Rutas del Vino,” each with distinctive characteristics, have become reason enough to travel the heartland. The cataclysmic 2010 earthquake and tsunami damaged parts of the region, but the recovery has been quick in most tourist-oriented areas.
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[image: img_999.jpg] Hills of Valparaíso: With their funky funiculars and quasi-medieval streets, the port city’s hills are the main reason it’s a UNESCO World Heritage Site (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Excursion to Isla Negra: Romantics and poetry pilgrims stand in long lines to tour Neruda’s beach house on the shoreline south of Valparaíso (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Parque Nacional La Campana: From the summit of its namesake peak, this compact but ecologically diverse national park offers views from the vast Pacific to the peak of Cerro Aconcagua, the highest point in the Americas (across the Argentine border) (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Portillo: Nudging the Argentine border, the snows of Portillo have been the site of downhill speed skiing records, but there are options for all skill levels (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] El Teniente: Recently declared a World Heritage Site, the company town of Sewell was the residential sector of the El Teniente copper mining complex, east of Rancagua (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Museo de Colchagua: In the town of Santa Cruz, this highly professional museum helps put the surrounding wine country into historical context (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Pichilemu: The water’s cold all year, but that doesn’t stop surfers from around the world from chasing the breaks at Pichilemu, even in mid-winter (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Reserva Nacional Altos del Lircay: In the Andes east of Talca, little-known Altos del Lircay is the best approach to the Sendero de Chile, where wild backcountry offers far more solitude than Torres del Paine (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Escuela México: In the city of Chillán, Mexican muralists David Alfaro Siqueiros and Xavier Guerrero left their politically committed legacy on the walls of a school financed by their government (see here).

[image: img_999.jpg] Nevados de Chillán: East of its namesake city, hot-springs hotels and heavy snowpack make this Andean resort a year-round destination (see here).




PLANNING YOUR TIME


From the ocean to the Andes, the heartland is a geographically diverse region where time spent depends on individual preferences. Anyone with a sense of history and an appreciation of unique urbanism could spend several days or more exploring Valparaíso’s recesses and, when walking the hills becomes tiring, spend a few afternoons at nearby Viña’s beaches or explore the scenic coastline to the north. With its cultural resources, Valparaíso makes an ideal location for an extended stay to study Spanish.

Most of the coastline, from Viña north, is the traditional choice for beach holidays, but intercontinental visitors are uncommon—the headlands are scenic enough, but the beaches and cool foggy weather can’t match balmy Brazil or the Caribbean. Surfers, though, may spend weeks or months at a time, often in winter, to ride the breaks at Pichilemu.

Meanwhile, the western Andean slopes, from Rancagua south to Los Angeles, are home to a series of high altitude national parks and reserves that, in many parts of the world, would be overrun with hikers. Here, though, the longitudinal Sendero de Chile is a long-distance footpath where hikers can find solitude and scenery to last for weeks—unlike the fabled but overcrowded Torres del Paine.

The Andes also have surprising cultural resources, most notably the historic mining ghost town of Sewell and the massive underground copper mine of El Teniente, now open to visitors.

In winter, two high Andes locations draw skiers from around the world: the record-setting venue of Portillo, near the Argentine border northwest of Santiago, and the hot-springs-and-snow combination of Termas de Chillán, east of its namesake market town. Weeklong packages are the rule, though it’s possible to make day trips from below the snow line.

All year, though, Chilean wines provide reason enough to visit the heartland, though spring, summer, and fall are best. With well-organized wine routes in the Aconcagua, Casablanca, Cachapoal, Colchagua, and Curicó Valleys, plus scattered vineyards elsewhere, Chilean wine tourism is finally making an impact. Oenophiles may spend a week or more touring the countryside and often extend their trips to Argentina’s Mendoza province.


GEOGRAPHY AND CLIMATE


Chile’s Mediterranean heartland, known to geographers as “Middle Chile,” stretches from the northerly Río Aconcagua to the southerly Río Biobío drainage, where the rainfall regime changes gradually from the dry summer/wet winter profile to the more evenly distributed precipitation of a marine west coast climate.

The physical geography features a rugged Pacific coastline at the foot of coastal mountains that reach upward of 2,000 meters. To the east, millions of years of Andean runoff have deposited fertile sediments in the long but narrow Central Valley—really a structural depression rather than a single watershed—making it Chile’s most productive agricultural region, suitable for grains, orchards, and vineyards. Beyond the Central Valley (barely 70 kilometers across at its widest), the Andes, dissected by several transverse rivers, rise dramatically.

Separated from the Central Valley by the coastal cordillera, the seashore enjoys a mild climate year-round, but the cool Humboldt Current deters swimmers from staying too long in the sea. The camanchaca (dense fog), which may obscure the sun until early afternoon, is a further deterrent to beachgoers, but even winter’s cold waters don’t deter surfers with proper wetsuits.

Politically, the heartland consists of Santiago’s Región Metropolitana, Region V (Valparaíso), Region VI (O’Higgins), Region VII (Maule), and Region VIII (Biobío). In addition, this chapter includes a couple of Region IX (Araucanía) localities that are most easily accessible from the Panamericana in Region VIII.
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Nearly three-quarters of all Chileans live in the densely populated heartland (which includes the capital), and most economic activity—industrial and agricultural—takes place here. The ports of Valparaíso, San Antonio, and Talcahuano connect the Central Valley’s cities and the cordillera’s copper mines to the rest of the world, while the Libertadores tunnel links them to the Argentine city of Mendoza.


HISTORY


The heartland has a complex history that’s difficult to separate from Santiago, as it provided the agricultural surplus that allowed the capital to grow and dominate the rest of the country. Through the port of Valparaíso, it was also Chile’s link to global markets from the time of the California gold rush.

A legacy of colonial times, large rural landholdings occupied nearly all the best arable land well into the 20th century. As population pressure grew on the low-productivity lands outside the fundos (large rural estates), so did political pressure for agrarian reform from the landless and their advocates. Both the Christian Democrat and Socialist governments of the 1960s and early 1970s made solid but controversial reforms, but Pinochet’s 1973 coup abruptly reversed these efforts.

Those lands did not necessarily revert to the original owners, though—many properties came under control of individuals and companies that were more entrepreneurial than their predecessors. Over the past three decades, the region has become an export-oriented fruit basket, taking advantage of Northern Hemisphere demand for off-season commodities such as apples, apricots, blueberries, cherries, grapes, peaches, pears, and raspberries. Chilean vineyards have proliferated, and their improved wines have gained a solid niche in the international market.

Nevertheless, the tradition of large landholdings and their hierarchical structure left as large an impact on society as it did on the landscape. Even in contemporary urban settings, underling employees are reluctant to challenge authority or take initiative for fear of losing their jobs—just as, on the fundo (large rural estate) they feared being expelled from the property.

Though its profile is lower than in the Norte Grande, the heartland’s mining industry has also been influential. East of Rancagua, El Teniente’s copper deposits constitute the world’s largest underground mine, and its impact on the economy—and the environment—has been palpable. El Teniente’s ghost town of Sewell is the place to appreciate how mining shaped Chile’s history.



Valparaíso




Like San Francisco, Chile’s main seaport owes its growth to the California gold rush, when it was a strategic stopover on the passage around the Horn. Also like San Francisco, it has so many hills that a walking tour of its streets, steps, and winding footpaths can be a productive cardiovascular workout. For those who tire of walking, several funiculars—comparable to San Francisco’s cable cars—lift Porteños (as city residents are known) from the downtown financial and commercial districts to their hillside neighborhoods.

Declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site for its unique urban geography, Valparaíso is undergoing a real-estate renaissance as the values of its distinctive traditional houses—Victorian-style structures clad with calamina (corrugated metal)—rise as steeply as the hills themselves. Trash collection has improved with the placement of dumpsters at key locations, but, unfortunately, this has driven street dogs into other neighborhoods where residents still leave wet garbage in plastic bags. The streets, alleyways, sidewalks, and staircases are still dappled with canine soretes—watch your step or wash your feet.

Valparaíso’s rundown port, its least attractive area despite two kilometers of prime ocean frontage, is undergoing an overdue privatization and modernization of its docks to improve their handling capacity and tourist appeal. In addition, construction of a new southern access route has reduced heavy truck traffic through downtown’s congested core and is opening the waterfront to the public.

East and south of Valparaíso are several excursion options, including Casablanca Valley wineries and Pablo Neruda’s Isla Negra beachfront home. There is no direct road south from Valparaíso, but the paved road west/southwest from the Casablanca Valley passes through a series of popular beachfront towns. Regular bus service from Valparaíso is with Pullman Bus Lago Peñuelas, and from Santiago with several companies.


HISTORY


European Valparaíso dates from the winter of 1536, when Juan de Saavedra, who had split off from Diego de Almagro’s expedition and reached the coast at Concón, miraculously met Almagro’s supply ship El Santiaguillo at the indigenous settlement of Quintil, the site of present-day Plaza Echaurren. Despite selection by Pedro de Valdivia as Santiago’s port, it suffered from Madrid’s mercantile policy, which restricted direct commerce with any other Spanish South American port except Lima. This, of course, encouraged both contraband, which couldn’t compensate for lack of an orderly trade, and piracy, which damaged the economy.

Madrid finally granted a cabildo (town council) in 1791 and formal recognition as a city in 1802, but by then the irregular terrain and spontaneous growth had defeated the Spanish ideal of a quadrangular city plan. Despite its port status, the first pier was not finished until 1810, the year of Chile’s independence.

War with Spain continued into the 1820s, but Valparaíso soon became a vibrant immigrant city of North Americans, British, Germans, Italians, Yugoslavs, and other ethnic communities. English writer Maria Graham, who spent several months in Valparaíso as the war with Spain raged into the 1820s, described its bustling commerce:

The English shops are more numerous than any. Hardware, pottery, and cotton and woolen cloths form of course the staple articles.... The Germans furnish most of the glass in common use. It is of bad quality to be sure, but it, as well as the little German mirrors, which are chiefly brought to hang up as votive offerings in the chapels, answers all the purposes of Chileno consumption.... English tailors, shoemakers, saddlers, and inn-keepers hang out their signs in every street, and the preponderance of the English language...would make one fancy Valparaíso a coast town in Britain.

Valparaíso remained provincial for some years—Graham remarked that the Iglesia Matriz (predecessor of today’s namesake church) “like all other buildings here, appears mean from without.” It boomed after the mid-19th century, though, as the main port for commercial vessels rounding Cape Horn, with wheat exports to gold-mad California, completion of the railroad to Santiago in 1863, and rapid advances in banking.

Thanks to its immigrants, Valparaíso became Chile’s most cosmopolitan city and a leader in modern infrastructure such as tramways, electricity, and gas. Like San Francisco, the Americas’ other cosmopolitan Pacific port, Valparaíso suffered a crippling 1906 earthquake. The opening of the Panama Canal was even more devastating—it became a terminal rather than an intermediate port, as European shipping could avoid the long and dangerous route around the Horn. The collapse of nitrate exports, thanks to synthetic substitutes, followed by the Great Depression of the 1930s, nearly paralyzed the economy until after World War II, when copper exports recovered.
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Even with the economy’s post-1970s recovery, Valparaíso has lost its primary port status to San Antonio, southeast of and closer to Santiago, over easier terrain. It has, however, gained political influence with the transfer of the Congress under the custom constitution of Pinochet (a Valparaíso native) despite strong sentiments, and many practical reasons, for moving it back to Santiago.

Traditionally, Valparaíso has played second fiddle to nearby Viña del Mar in the tourist trade, but its World Heritage Site status has spawned interest in the city. With the opening of ever more tourist hotels, B&Bs, and restaurants, it’s become a viable alternative to Viña.


ORIENTATION


For non-natives of Valparaíso (population about 300,000), 120 kilometers northwest of Santiago via Ruta 68, orientation can be a challenge. Along the curving waterfront, built largely on fill, the relatively regular downtown area consists of long east–west streets and avenues, crossed by short, mostly north–south streets and alleyways.

Northwest of Cerro Concepción, marked by the Reloj Turri clock tower and the Mercurio de Valparaíso newspaper headquarters, this narrow coastal strip is generally known as the Barrio Puerto; to the east, the broader level area is El Almendral. Merval, the regional rail transit system, parallels the shoreline.

In the gridless hills, all bets are off. A free, basic map, available at the tourist office, is essential, but a more detailed version is advisable. Even the best map, though, can’t cover every winding medieval staircase and passageway.


SIGHTS


Barrio Puerto


Valparaíso’s maritime orientation is palpable in the Barrio Puerto, where the main public buildings cluster around remodeled Plaza Sotomayor, nearly vehicle-free after construction of an underground parking garage; while it’s an improvement over the previous parking lot, its barrenness is still disconcerting.

Facing the plaza, the former Intendencia Regional (1910) has become the Primera Zona Naval, the national naval headquarters that symbolizes the service’s influence. Built to replace an earlier structure that had a shaky foundation, this French-inspired, five-story building was the work of architect Ernesto Urquieta, whose design won a contest for a building that served as the provincial governor’s residence and a summer house for presidents.

On the harbor side, the Monumento a los Héroes de Iquique is the crypt of Arturo Prat, Ignacio Serrano, and other casualties of the Esmeralda’s ill-advised assault on the Peruvian ironclad Huáscar at Iquique, during the War of the Pacific (1879–1883). After recovering the bodies from a common grave and then saving them from a parish church that burned down, the government sponsored a contest to build the monument here; French architect Diogene Ulysse Mayllard created the general design and French sculptor Denis Pierre Puech the statuary (according to an unverified account, the judges rejected Rodin’s sculpture La Defensa, now at Viña’s Palacio Carrasco). The Chilean Virginio Arias, who supervised the work, sculpted the bas-reliefs.

At the foot of the plaza, Muelle Prat is the passenger pier, the departure point for harbor tours. The pier is also home to a so-so crafts market and a replica of the Carabela Santiaguillo, the tiny vessel that first brought the Spaniards from Lima. Facing each other across the plaza are the current Aduana Nacional (Customs House) and the former Estación Puerto, a gallery that was once the terminus for suburban commuter trains (note the colorful murals); the new station, integrated into a shopping mall, sits slightly southeast.




[image: 02_PrimeraZonaNaval_H.tif]
The Primera Zona Naval overooks Plaza Sotomayor.




Marking the approximate border between the Barrio Puerto and El Almendral, the Reloj Turri clock tower (Prat and Carreño), at the narrow end of a flatiron, is directly across from Ascensor Concepción. One block east, dating from 1903, the neoclassical headquarters of El Mercurio de Valparaíso (Esmeralda and Ross) belongs to Chile’s most venerable newspaper (first published in 1827).


El Almendral


East of Cerro Concepción, also bounded by the port, Avenida Argentina, and Avenida Colón, El Almendral is Valparaíso’s commercial heart. When the writer Maria Graham lived here in the 1820s, though, it was “full of olive groves, and of almond gardens, whence it has its name.”

El Almendral has fewer conspicuous architectural landmarks than the Barrio Puerto, but its several plazas—Plaza Simón Bolívar, Plaza de la Victoria, Parque Italia, and Plaza O’Higgins (home to Chile’s finest antiques market)—are the axes of street life for Porteños (Valparaíso residents).

At the barrio’s west end, dating from 1888, the almost rococo Palacio Ross (Salvador Donoso 1337) was home to an elite Valparaíso family before they moved to Viña del Mar; it is now the Club Alemán, the German community center.

Dating from 1881, the neoclassical Palacio Lyon (Condell 1546) holds both the Museo de Historia Natural (Natural History Museum, presently closed because of quake damage) and the Galería de Arte Municipal (Municipal Art Gallery). Two blocks north, the Arco Británico (Avenida Brasil) honors the British colony.
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The Reloj Turri is a downtown Valparaíso landmark.




At the southwest corner of Plaza de la Victoria, the Club Naval (1895) shows French influence. Architect Ernesto Urquieta designed the Universidad Católica (Avenida Brasil and Avenida Argentina).

Between Barroso and Avenida Argentina, Valparaíso’s most conspicuous single monument is the pharaonic Congreso Nacional (Avenida Pedro Montt), built in 1990; Pinochet’s custom constitution dictated the national legislature’s move here from Santiago.
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Valparaíso is a walker’s city, so long as those walkers are willing to test their legs and lungs on its steep staircases and narrow alleyways—though they may prefer to use the surviving ascensores (funiculars) whenever possible. The following paragraphs detail the main hill neighborhoods from west to east (unofficial estimates put the total number of hills at about 45).

While the most prominent landmarks are mentioned here, there is much more to see, as the city’s typical constructions, with calamina (corrugated iron) siding and unexpected architectural flourishes, seemingly occupy every square inch of declivitous lots that would be considered unbuildable almost anywhere else. There’s a surprise around every corner, but the most famous feature is poet Pablo Neruda’s La Sebastiana home on Cerro Bellavista.

A good way to see the hills, and other neighborhoods, is through The Day Tour (www.thedaytour.com), a portal for several foreign and local tour guides.


CERRO ARTILLERÍA


At the base of Cerro Artillería, Plaza Aduana (also known as Plaza Wheelwright) is the site of the former Aduana de Valparaíso (Customs House, 1854), a national monument since superseded by a newer building on Plaza Sotomayor.
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