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Playa Flamenco on Culebra






WELCOME TO Puerto Rico



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Time


IF YOU HAVE . . .


BEST OF Puerto Rico


FOLLOW THE COFFEE TRAIL


The Best of San Juan, Vieques, and Culebra


A DAY AND A NIGHT IN SAN JUAN


ROMANTIC ESCAPES


Cordillera Central Road Trip


The Best of the West


SEEK THRILLS


Sun and Surf


EXPLORE BIOLUMINESCENT BAYS


Island of Enchantment—in Spanish, Isla del Encanto. It’s Puerto Rico’s nickname for good reason. Sandy beaches, palm trees, and tropical breezes make it a favorite getaway for the sun-and-surf crowd. Rugged mountains and verdant rainforest attract adventure travelers. Lavish hotels with oceanside golf courses embrace vacationers who crave luxury.


But Puerto Rico is more than a picture postcard. Centuries of Indigenous, African, and Spanish influences have coalesced to create Puerto Rico’s vibrant cultural life.


The hip, bustling metropolis of San Juan boasts world-class restaurants and hotels. Casinos and clubs playing reggaetón, house music, and live salsa keep the party going until dawn. Yet, a simple stroll through the cobblestone streets of Viejo San Juan steeps visitors in a concentrated dose of the island’s history.


Natural beauty abounds in the rivers, waterfalls, lagoons, and caves that populate the island. Venture out from San Juan and discover El Yunque National Forest with its semitropical rainforest; the northwestern karst country with its limestone caves; and three bioluminescent bays, where kayakers paddle in water that glows glittery shades of green, blue, or white at night.


Puerto Rico’s central mountain region is one of the most dramatically beautiful areas of the island, where high mountain peaks, canyons, lush vegetation, orchids, streams, and cooler temperatures prevail. The Indigenous Taíno culture once maintained a stronghold here, and their ancient ruins and petroglyphs can be found throughout the area.


All this is to say that there is a lot more to Puerto Rico than beaches. But if it is spectacular beaches you want, there are plenty to be found, as well as a bounty of water sports, from surfing and diving to fishing and sailing.


Life is vivid in Puerto Rico. The sun shines brightly, the buildings and the sunsets pop with color, and tropical music fills the air. Prepare to be enchanted.





[image: image]



San Juan






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Explore the Rainforest: Take a scenic driving tour of El Yunque National Forest, one of the most easily accessible rainforests in the world—or get out and hike its many trails—to admire the stunning views and lush tropical beauty.
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2 Soak Up Sun and Surf: Puerto Rico is world famous for its beaches, which are ideal for swimming, sunbathing, surfing, and snorkeling.
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3 Party in the Streets or on the Beach: Celebrate with locals in popular party districts like La Placita in Santurce, Calle de San Sebastián in Viejo San Juan and Boca de Cangrejos in Piñones.
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4 Feast on Traditional Cuisine: Travel La Ruta del Lechón in the Cordillera Central to dine on roast whole pig, or head to Luquillo’s famous kioskos, where you can sample an array of traditional fritters.
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5 Unleash Your Adventurous Spirit: Plunge into a pool at the base of a waterfall. Fly on a zip line. Go river rafting. Trek through the jungle. Test your physical limits while immersed in natural beauty.
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6 Paddle across a Glowing Bay: Take a kayak or a boat ride into one of the island’s three bioluminescent bays and be mesmerized by the nighttime light show.
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7 Get to Know the Local Culture: Dance to live salsa music in San Juan, join in the revelry of Hatillo’s Festival de la Máscaras, or visit the Museo del Cemí in Jayuya to learn more about the island’s Taíno culture.
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8 Discover Puerto Rico’s Wild Side: The island has thousands of acres of undeveloped, protected land, including the stunning stretch of wilderness beach in Piñones, the subtropical Bosque Estatal de Guánica, and the secluded beaches and coves of Vieques National Wildlife Refuge.
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9 Savor the Flavor of Coffee: Visit coffee farms, stay overnight in a historic hacienda, and sip aromatic beverages produced locally—from bean to cup.
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10 Wander through Historic Cities: Stroll the cobblestone streets of Viejo San Juan, which is filled with historic architecture. In Ponce, visit Indigenous ceremonial grounds and a 19th-century coffee plantation.






Planning Your Time



WHERE TO GO


San Juan


Situated on the northeast coast, sophisticated, fast-paced San Juan is Puerto Rico’s capital and largest city. Its heart is Viejo San Juan, the original walled city founded by Spanish settlers in 1521 and home to two fortresses, Castillo San Felipe del Morro and Castillo de San Cristóbal. Restaurants, shops, bars, and boutique hotels line the cobblestone streets. The neighborhood of Isla Verde features the best beaches and upscale resorts. In the tourist district of Condado are high-rise hotels, upscale restaurants, and casinos. Between them is Ocean Park, an elegant residential neighborhood on the beach with unique guesthouses and restaurants. The sprawling, inland neighborhood of Santurce contains a lively arts district, home to street murals, galleries, studios, and Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico, as well as trendy restaurants and bars popular with young adults.
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Viejo San Juan





You can take a day trip to anywhere in Puerto Rico from San Juan, although traffic and narrow mountain roads can make your drive take longer than you might expect. Popular day trips include El Yunque National Forest in Río Grande, the beach and kioskos in Luquillo, the colonial city of Ponce, and Fajardo, for boating, diving, and fishing excursions.


El Yunque and the East Coast


The east coast contains some of Puerto Rico’s most popular tourist sights, starting with El Yunque National Forest, a 28,000-acre nature preserve in the Sierra de Luquillo that is home to the island’s rainforest. Nearby is Playa Luquillo, a gorgeous municipal beach in Luquillo. Just beyond the Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport in San Juan is Bosque Estatal de Piñones, a beautiful stretch of wilderness beach with a boardwalk for biking and walking.
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Fajardo is the boating center of Puerto Rico, where you can go diving, snorkeling, fishing, sailing, and kayaking. It is also home to the bioluminescent Laguna Grande. All-inclusive packages are available at resorts in Río Grande, home to two world-class golf courses. The southern region of the east coast is the least touristy part of the island and features several narrow beaches and good seafood restaurants.


Ponce and the South Coast


Ponce, the island’s second-largest city, boasts scores of beautifully restored examples of neoclassical and Spanish Revival architecture, a large and thriving plaza, and a strong cultural heritage preserved in its many museums. Just north of town is one of the island’s two major Indigenous cultural sites. Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes was once home to two Indigenous tribes, the Igneri and the Pre-Taínos. Also north of town is Hacienda Buena Vista, a former 19th-century coffee plantation that has been restored. In the southern foothills of the mountains are the restorative natural hot springs of Aguas Termales de Coamo.


Rincón and the West Coast


Within the west coast region are the fun-loving surf towns of Isabela, Rincón, and Aguadilla; the colonial cities of Mayagüez and San Germán; the fishing village of Boquerón; the bioluminescent bay in La Parguera; and the salt flats of Cabo Rojo.


In addition to being a major destination for surfing and diving, the west coast has one of the island’s loveliest public beaches, Balneario de Boquerón. It is also home to two major forests: Bosque Estatal de Guajataca, a 2,357-acre subtropical wet forest in the north, and Bosque Estatal de Guánica, a 10,000-acre subtropical dry forest in the south.



North Coast



Much of the north coast is karst country, distinguished by limestone hills and caves, which makes for lots of rocky beaches and seaside cliffs. But there are two terrific sandy beaches—Balneario Cerro Gordo in Vega Alta and Playa Mar Chiquita in Manatí. Visit Observatorio de Arecibo, former home of the world’s largest radio telescope. And a bit off the beaten path is Cueva del Indio, huge, petrified sand dunes where you can see natural arches, blowholes, and ancient Taíno petroglyphs.
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Cueva del Indio





Cordillera Central


The central mountain region is a wonderland of natural beauty and Indigenous Taíno culture. La Ruta Panorámica is a well-marked route that takes visitors on a scenic tour through the area. Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro, in the center of the region, contains the island’s highest peak. Jayuya is the site of Museo del Cemí, an amulet-shaped museum containing Indigenous artifacts, and La Piedra Escrita, a boulder covered with Taíno petroglyphs.


The region’s most historically significant site is Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, a Taíno archaeological site dating to 1100 CE in Utuado. The region is also home to Ruta del Lechón, a scenic drive through the eastern mountains that passes by many lechoneras, traditional Puerto Rican restaurants specializing in whole, fire-roasted pig.


Vieques and Culebra


Vieques and Culebra are two small islands off the main island’s east coast that are rich in stunning wilderness beaches, fresh seafood, and a leisurely pace of life. Balneario Sun Bay in Vieques is a mile-long sandy crescent on crystal-blue waters. Playa Flamenco on Culebra is considered one of the best beaches in the United States. Both islands are renowned for their spectacular diving and snorkeling.


Vieques is also the site of Mosquito Bay, Puerto Rico’s most outstanding bioluminescent bay, where the water glows an electric blue at night. If you need a history fix, Vieques is home to El Fortín Conde de Mirasol, the last fort built by colonial Spain.




If You Have . . .


• Three Days: Visit Viejo San Juan, El Yunque National Forest, and Luquillo.


• Five Days: Add Fajardo and Vieques.


• One Week: Add Culebra, Caguas, and Cayey.


• Two Weeks: Add Ponce, Utuado, Arecibo, and Rincón.
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flamboyan trees blooming in summer





WHEN TO GO


The climate in Puerto Rico is classified as tropical marine, which means it is sunny, hot, and humid year-round. The average year-round temperature ranges from 80°F on the coast to 68°F in the mountains.


Puerto Rico has two seasons. Dry season is January-April. This is when humidity is the lowest, and temperatures hit an average high of 84°F and an average low of 71°F. Note that rain does occur during dry season, but at a much lower rate than in summer and fall. Airline tickets and hotel room rates tend to be higher during dry season. From December through the end of dry season is high season for the tourist industry throughout much of the island, including San Juan, Vieques, Rincón, and resort areas, such as Dorado and Río Grande.


Rainy season is May-November, when an average of 4-6 inches of rain falls each month. Airline ticket prices and hotel room rates are often reduced during rainy season. The island’s hottest months are June-September, when temperatures average 89°F, but it can spike as high as 97°F on the coast. The rainy season overlaps with hurricane season, which spans June-November. Historically, fall is when hurricane activity gears up, especially September. Hurricanes Maria and Fiona, two of Puerto Rico’s most damaging storms in recent years, hit in the month of September. If visiting during hurricane season, travelers should monitor the National Weather Service (www.weather.gov) for storm activity and heed evacuation warnings.


In some parts of the island, particularly areas such as Cabo Rojo and La Parguera that cater primarily to Puerto Rican tourists, high season coincides with summer, when children are out of school.
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BEST OF Puerto Rico


It would take at least a month to fully explore Puerto Rico, but this one-week whirlwind tour gives visitors a little taste of everything the island has to offer: beaches, nature preserves, historic architecture, surf and dive spots, and golf.


Day 1: Viejo San Juan


Arrive the night before and plan to spend your whole first day in Viejo San Juan, starting with café con leche and a mallorca for breakfast at Cafeteria Mallorca. Wander the cobblestone streets and shop for hand-rolled cigars at El Galpón and The Cigar House or vejigante masks at Puerto Rican Arts and Crafts.


For lunch, fuel up on the sampler platter of fritters at Deaverdura, then tour one of the Spanish forts, Castillo San Felipe del Morro or Castillo de San Cristóbal. In the afternoon, sip on a craft cocktail at Antiguo 26.


For dinner, feast on lamb tagine and lobster risotto at Marmalade, then enjoy an after-dinner cocktail at La Factoria. Explore the neighborhood’s maze of secret bars, including Shing-a-Ling, a late-night salsa bar.


Day 2: El Yunque National Forest


Be sure to book your timed tickets to visit El Yunque ahead of time. Rent a car and drive to the town of Palmer. Dine on waffles or a breakfast burrito at Lluvia, then head south to El Portal de El Yunque, the striking visitors center. Hit the road again, stopping along the way at La Coca Falls and Yokahu Tower to admire the views.


From the Palo Colorado Visitors Center, follow the signs on a short, two-minute walk to see Baño Grande, a stone pool built in the 1930s. Hikers will want to drive south to the closed gate and take the strenuous hike to Mount Britton Tower. From here, intrepid hikers can continue to the summit of El Yunque.


If you have energy left, drive to the Luquillo kioskos and lunch on a variety of fritters, then head next door to Playa Luquillo and spend the afternoon swimming and sunning at one of the island’s most beautiful beaches. Drive back to San Juan and freshen up before dining at Semilla Kitchen & Bar in Condado.




Follow the Coffee Trail


In the 19th century, Puerto Rico was a major exporter of coffee. The industry has waxed and waned in the years since. Notably, it took a big hit from Hurricane Maria in 2017. Entire crops were wiped out, and because it takes three years for a new plant to produce, product was limited for several years. But the industry is building back. Learn more by touring coffee farms, staying overnight in a historic hacienda, and enjoying the flavor of locally grown coffee. The best time to visit coffee farms is during harvest season, September-December.
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HARVEST EVENTS


• Festival del Café: A weeklong celebration (Feb. or Mar.) of Yauco’s main crop, featuring parades, award ceremonies, musical and dance performances, arts and crafts, and food vendors.


• Fiesta del Acabe del Café: Celebrate the end of harvest season at a three-day celebration in Maricao (mid-Feb.). Festivities include musical performances, crafts, and food vendors.


MUSEUMS AND CAFÉS


• Café Hacienda San Pedro Tienda y Museo: Located on a coffee farm in Jayuya, this café serves coffee drinks and sells bags of freshly ground and whole-bean coffee. A museum next door displays coffee-processing equipment dating back to 1931.


• Museo del Café: Tour the collection of vintage tools and implements used to grow, roast, and grind coffee, shop for bags of Don Pello coffee, and enjoy lunch or breakfast with a coffee drink of your choice at this museum near Morovis.


COFFEE FARMS


• Hacienda Buena Vista: Established in 1833, this former coffee plantation in Ponce has been restored by the Conservation Trust of Puerto Rico. Guided tours are available in Spanish and English.


• Hacienda Gripiñas: Relive the glory days of Puerto Rico’s 19th-century coffee trade by spending the night at this former coffee plantation.


• Hacienda Pomarrosa: Take a two-hour tour of this working coffee farm near Jayuya. Enjoy a cup or two of the product, which is grown and processed on-site.


• Hacienda Tres Angeles: Stroll around this coffee farm and roastery in Adjuntas or take a guided tour, and enjoy a pastry and locally produced coffee.






Day 3: Santurce



Take a taxi or Uber to Calle Cerra in Santurce and have breakfast at MUSA. Stroll up and down Calle Cerra, admiring the incredible street murals. Tour Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico and view its art collection spanning from the 17th century to the present.


Order lunch at the window of a bright yellow storage container at Tresbé, and find a shady table on the deck to dine on pinchos, ceviche, and tamarind chicken wings.


Next, explore the Loíza neighborhood. Stroll along Calle Loíza, shopping at boutiques and thrift stores such as Len T. Juela and Electroshock. Head to Lote 23 food truck park for dinner and dine on pork sandwiches and frosty cocktails.


In the evening, join the street party at La Placita. Order a drink from a sidewalk bar and wander the streets people-watching and dancing to salsa music.


Day 4: Fajardo


Drive an hour east from San Juan to Fajardo and enjoy a brunch of coconut pancakes or eggs Benedict while admiring the views at Las Vistas Café. Take a water taxi to one of the small islands in the Reserva Natural La Cordillera, and spend the day swimming and sunning on a deserted beach.


In the afternoon, take a sunset cocktail cruise on a catamaran. For dinner, dine on smoked meats and grilled seafood at La Estación. Stay the night at the Fajardo Inn.


Day 5: Vieques


Wake up early and head to the airport in Ceiba. Catch a 10-minute flight to Vieques. Grab a cup of coffee and a pastry at Isla Nena Café at the airport while you wait for your rental car.


Explore the historic sites of El Fortín Conde de Mirasol and El Faro Punta Mulas, and visit the Vieques Conservation and Historical Trust. Enjoy a Cuban sandwich at Panadería La Viequense, then take a horseback ride on the beach with Esperanza Riding Company.


Have an early dinner of Caribbean-inspired Mexican cuisine at Coqui Fire Café. After dark, take a bio-bay kayak tour of Mosquito Bay. Toast your adventure over a craft beer at Duffy’s Esperanza. Stay the night at Malecón House.


Day 6: Culebra


Enjoy a breakfast of avocado toast and fruit smoothie at Rising Roost Market & Café, then hop the 7-minute flight back to Ceiba and catch a 12-minute flight to Culebra. Snorkel with sea turtles on a guided tour with Kayaking Puerto Rico.


Dine on a burrito at Zaco’s Tacos for lunch, then spend the afternoon swimming and sunning at Playa Flamenco. For dinner, chow down on Asian-influenced Caribbean cuisine at Susie’s Restaurant and drink your dessert in the form of a bushwhacker cocktail at Mamacita’s. Stay the night at Club Seabourne.


Day 7: Caguas and Cayey


Catch a flight to Ceiba, pick up your rental car, and drive to Caguas and visit Jardín Botánico y Cultural de Caguas. Take a short scenic drive through the mountains along the Ruta del Lechón in Cayey and stop at Los Pinos lechonera to feast on roast pork with chicharrón, pasteles, rice and beans, and tostones.


Go for a swim at Charco Azul, a natural freshwater pool, then head back to San Juan and say goodbye to the island.
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The Best of San Juan, Vieques, and Culebra


San Juan makes a convenient launchpad for getaways to the islands of Vieques and Culebra. Some people go to Vieques or Culebra for the day, just long enough to take in a water sport and have a meal. Others wouldn’t dream of going to one island or the other for less than a week. Vieques is the most diverse in terms of accommodations, restaurants, and water sports. Culebra is the sleepier, less-developed of the two. Both islands are rustic and boast spectacular stretches of pristine coastline and clean, clear waters ideal for diving and snorkeling.


Day 1: San Juan


Time to hit the beach. Rent a car for the day and head for Ocean Park. Stop at Walgreens for a Styrofoam cooler and some sunscreen, and then go to Kasalta Bakery for a quick breakfast of quesitos (cheese pastries) and coffee. While you’re there, pick up picnic provisions: cheese, bread, ceviche, beer, water, and a bag of ice.


Head to El Alambique Beach in Isla Verde, where you can rent lounge chairs and umbrellas and supplement your picnic with piraguas (snow cones) and frituras (fritters) from beachside vendors. While away the day swimming, riding Jet Skis, parasailing, surfing, or just soaking up the rays.


Return to your hotel to shower off the sand, and then take a taxi to Miramar and dine on traditional Puerto Rican cuisine in a romantic atmosphere at Casita Miramar. Finish the night on the dance floor at La Respuesta in Santurce.


Day 2: Vieques


Catch a morning flight to Vieques from Isla Grande Airport in San Juan. Pick up a rental car and head straight to Balneario Sun Bay to spend the early part of the day swimming and sunbathing. Nosh on pizza and fritters from beachside vendors for lunch.


In the afternoon, check out La Ceiba de Vieques, a 275-year-old ceiba tree, then drive to the site of the historic Playa Grande Sugar Mill and wander through the woods exploring the ruins.


In the evening, dine on exceptional seafood and Puerto Rican-inspired dishes at El Quenepo. Afterward, sing karaoke and have a nightcap at Saint Voodoo’s Mar Azul. Stay the night at The Blue Horizon.


Day 3: Vieques


Enjoy a leisurely breakfast at Carambola at The Blue Horizon. Take a half-day fishing charter for amberjack and tarpon with Vieques Sport Fishing and spend the afternoon exploring the deserted beaches at Refugio Nacional de Vida Silvestre de Vieques wildlife refuge. In between, pick up a bag of empanadas from El Resuelve for lunch.


In the evening, take a kayak tour of the bioluminescent Mosquito Bay. Enjoy a late dinner and drinks at Bananas Guesthouse, Beach Bar & Grill, a delightfully funky bar and restaurant, and then head back to The Blue Horizon for the night.


Day 4: Culebra


In the morning, fly back to Ceiba, then catch a flight to Culebra. Hit Blac Flamingo Coffee in Dewey for avocado toast before heading to Playa Flamenco, where you’ll want to rent lounge chairs and umbrellas and spend the day swimming, sunbathing, and walking the mile-long crescent of pristine beach.


When hunger pangs strike, visit one of the beachside kiosks and lunch on pizza, empanadas, pinchos, and fried seafood. In the afternoon, go for a challenging hike through a mangrove and boulder forest to Playa Resaca, a coral reef beach ill-suited for swimming but an important nesting site for sea turtles.


For dinner, enjoy a seafood feast at Caracoles Restaurant. Dance the night away to live salsa music or DJs at La Lobina.


Day 5: Culebra


To fully appreciate all Culebra has to offer, you need to get underwater and explore the rich sealife. Take a one-tank dive or a snorkel kayak tour with Culebra Divers. Afterward, enjoy a late lunch of seafood tacos and fresh fruit margaritas at Zaco’s Tacos.


In the afternoon, take a drive around the island and visit the Museo Histórico de Culebra El Polvorin. For dinner, dine on creative Caribbean cuisine at Susie’s Restaurant and end the evening with a nightcap at The Sandbar.


Day 6: Back to San Juan


Fly back to Isla Grande airport in San Juan. Spend the day wandering around Viejo San Juan. Take a guided tour of La Fortaleza, a UNESCO World Heritage site and home to the Puerto Rico governor since the 16th century. Enjoy a traditional Puerto Rican lunch at Cafeteria Mallorca. Then visit Cuartel de Ballajá. Originally barracks for Spanish soldiers, it’s now home to Museo de las Americas, featuring a large collection of Latin American and Puerto Rican folk art.


Dine on French cuisine at Bodega Chic. End the evening with a chocolate-flavored after-dinner cocktail at Casa Cortés ChocoBar. Prepare to fly home the following day.




A Day and a Night in San Juan


Thousands of visitors flock to San Juan every week to start their Caribbean cruise vacations. The savvy ones book a hotel room, come a day early, and spend some time exploring the port of origin. The city is compact and easy to navigate—making it a breeze to squeeze a lot of fun into 24 hours.
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DAY


Catch an early flight and arrive midday in San Juan. Check into Olive Boutique Hotel in Condado and stroll around the lagoon at Parque Nacional Laguna del Condado Jaime Benítez.


Walk over to the gorgeous mid-century resort Caribe Hilton and have a piña colada at the bar. Catch a taxi to Viejo San Juan and visit the Cuartel de Ballajá, an 1854 Spanish barracks, home of the Museo de las Americas.


NIGHT


In the evening, dine on upscale, creative interpretations of Puerto Rican cuisine at Cocina Abierta, then try your luck at the gaming tables at Casino del Mar at La Concha Resort.


Go salsa dancing at Shing-a-Ling nightclub inside La Factoria in Viejo San Juan. Return to Condado and have a late-night snack at 173°, a chill lounge.







Romantic Escapes


Puerto Rico’s beautiful beaches, balmy breezes, and lush tropical foliage provide a perfect backdrop to a romantic getaway.
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VIEJO SAN JUAN


• Book your stay at Hotel El Convento, a former Carmelite convent that dates back to 1651; request the romantic getaway package including a bottle of champagne, rose-petal turndown service, and chocolate-covered strawberries.


• Spend the day strolling through the historic town’s cobblestone streets, playing hide-and-seek in Castillo San Felipe del Morro, and enjoying a glass of bubbly at Pio Pio Champagne Bar.


• At night, dine on expertly prepared French cuisine beneath a crystal chandelier at Trois Cent Onze.


ISABELA


• Go horseback riding with Tropical Trail Rides along secluded beaches and to cliffside caves on the island’s west coast.


• Stroll along the seaside boardwalk Paseo Lineal and explore Cuevas Las Golondrinas during low tide at Playa Pastillo.


• Dine on grilled octopus and wood-fired pizza at the romantic seaside restaurant The Eclipse, featuring an award-winning wine selection, at Villa Montaña Beach Resort.


• Stay the night in a private casita with your own plunge pool at Royal Isabela.


CULEBRA


• Hop a flight to this small island off the coast of Fajardo. Stay at Club Seabourne, a small, lovely property on Fulladoza Bay, featuring private villas with luxurious beds and glass showers.


• Explore the undeveloped beaches in the Culebra National Wildlife Refuge, or go to famous Playa Flamenco and walk until you find a secluded spot.


• At night, dine at Susie’s Restaurant, specializing in fresh seasonal seafood and produce.


• Stop by Mamacita’s for a Bushwhacker, a sensuous and potent blend of Bailey’s, Kahlua, amaretto, coconut cream, rum, and ice cream.
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Cordillera Central Road Trip


Gorgeous tropical jungle, hiking trails, natural pools, and Indigenous culture are just some of the attractions in the Cordillera Central, the island’s interior mountain range. Take four days to fully explore this mountain getaway. You’ll need a car and plenty of time for travel; allow a minimum of one hour for every 50 kilometers (31 mi) when traveling mountain roads. Try to stay on main roads whenever possible.


Day 1


Fly into San Juan, rent a car, and drive 32 kilometers (20 mi) south to Caguas. Tour the lush grounds and historic ruins at Jardín Botánico y Cultural de Caguas. Head 23 kilometers (14 mi) south to Cayey and dine on juicy pit-roasted pork and other local delicacies at one of the lechoneras.


If there’s time, walk it off on a short hike in Reserva Forestal de Carite, a subtropical humid forest. Spend the night in luxury with gorgeous mountain views at El Pretexto in Cayey.


Day 2


From Cayey, drive 20 kilometers (12 mi) northwest along La Ruta Panorámica to Aibonito, stopping by Mirador Piedra Degetau to take in the amazing view. Continue along La Ruta Panorámica for 16 kilometers (10 mi) to Barranquitas. Visit the town square and tour Museo Luis Muñoz Rivera, the former home of the poet, journalist, and politician.


Head 32 kilometers (20 mi) north to Orocovis and go zip-lining at ToroVerde. Drive 48 kilometers (30 mi) west to Jayuya. Stay the night in Hacienda Gripiñas, a former 19th-century coffee plantation.


Day 3


In Jayuya, tour Museo del Cemí, a museum featuring excavated artifacts from the island’s Indigenous Taíno culture. Stop by Casa Museo Canales next door to tour a traditional criolla-style house.


Next, visit La Piedra Escrita, a boulder covered with Taíno petroglyphs, located by a large natural pool where you can take a cool dip. Take a hike to Torre Observación in Bosque Estatal de Toro Negro and admire the view from one of the highest points on the island. Return to Hacienda Gripiñas.


Day 4


From Jayuya, drive 29 kilometers (18 mi) west to Utuado and explore Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana, an archaeological site dating back to AD 1100 featuring bateyes (ball courts), monoliths, and petroglyphs left behind by the Taíno.
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Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Caguana





Drive 16 kilometers (10 mi) north to Arecibo, and then admire the verdant, haystack-shaped hills of karst country as you head east 80 kilometers (50 mi) to San Juan.
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The Best of the West


Puerto Rico’s west coast has a different vibe than San Juan and the east coast. The landscape is much more rugged, encompassing everything from salt flats and a subtropical dry forest to petrified sand dunes and a bioluminescent bay. It is also home to party-hearty surf towns and a colonial city that retains its Old World elegance.


Day 1: Aguadilla


Fly directly into Aguadilla. Pick up a rental car and take a driving tour of the town. Visit Parterre J. de Jesus Esteve, an elegant, shady park built in 1851, with a natural spring running through it. On a hill behind the park is Pintalto Casas de Colores, a brilliantly colored, massive public art project featuring a mural that stretches across more than a dozen contiguous houses.
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Pintalto Casas de Colores, a public art project by Samuel Gonzalez
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Playa Crash Boat, one of Aguadilla’s beaches
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roadside fruit vendor in Mayagüez





Park the car and stroll along Paseo Real Marina, a promenade that stretches for miles along the waterfront. Dine on whole fried snapper at Peña Blanca, then drive 17 kilometers (11 mi) south to Rincón and stay the night.


Day 2: Rincón


Start the day with caramelized banana French toast and fresh-pressed juice at The English Rose. Take a surf lesson at Rincón Surf School. Enjoy one of the criolla-style daily specials at Café Puya for lunch.


Take a snorkel cruise with Katarina Sail Charters, then watch the sun set over a mojito and empanadas at Ola Sunset Café. Dine on arroz con pato (rice with duck) and key lime pie brûlée at Estela Restaurant.


Have an after-dinner drink at Gyrlo and dance to some live salsa music. Night owls will want to stroll around the plaza and hit a couple of other bars, including Rincón Beer Co.


Day 3: Mayagüez


Hit the road the next morning and drive 23 kilometers (14 mi) south to Mayagüez. Take a walking tour of the city’s Spanish architecture, including the large Plaza Colón at the center of town. Facing it is Catedral Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria, a cathedral established in 1763.


For a midday snack, stop by Plaza del Mercado, a large farmers market filled with vendors selling everything from fresh produce to herbal remedies. Dine on traditional Puerto Rican cuisine in an elegant setting overlooking the plaza at Cassabe.


For dessert, try a slice of brazo gitano, a traditional Mayagüez pastry, at Ricomini Panadería.


Day 4: Boquerón and Cabo Rojo


In the morning, drive 22 kilometers (13 mi) south to Boquerón. Visit Refugio de Aves de Boquerón, a bird sanctuary featuring a boardwalk through a mangrove swamp. For lunch, dine at Terramar Restaurant on the house special, pizza topped with churrasco, lobster, and bacon.


Proceed 10 minutes south to the Cabo Rojo peninsula, the southwestern-most point of Puerto Rico. Drive to the end of PR 301 and take a 15-minute hike to Faro Los Morrillos, the only lighthouse in Puerto Rico the public can enter. Admire the view of waves crashing into red cliffs along the coast.


Visit the Cabo Rojo salt flats, then go to Playa El Combate and rent Jet Skis from BAMA Boqueron Aqua Marine Adventures. Dine alfresco on a seafood feast overlooking the ocean at Annie’s Restaurant. Stay the night at Combate Beach Resort and plan to drive 75 minutes back to Aguadilla for departure the next day.




Seek Thrills


• Trek in El Yunque National Forest: Bypass the paved trails in El Yunque Recreation Center to hike El Toro Wilderness Trail, an arduous trek that passes through tabonuco, sierra palm, and cloud forests and offers spectacular views of the south coast.


[image: image]


• Go Diving in La Pared: See moray eels, parrotfish, and rare black coral at this world-class dive site near La Parguera.


• Go Kiteboarding in San Juan: With Kite Puerto Rico, you can learn how to soar on a kiteboard in four lessons.


• Traverse San Cristóbal Cañon: Hike and rappel your way through one of the biggest canyons in the Caribbean—it’s a great place to test your mountaineering skills.


• Surf in Rincón: Head to Surf 787 for a crash course in surfing with overnight accommodations in Rincón.


• Zip-line through ToroVerde: This adventure park in Orocovis boasts a variety of aerial challenges, including The Beast, a nearly mile-long double-harness zip line. There are also canopy tours, a hanging bridges tour, and rock climbing.


• Jump into a Waterfall Pool: Plunge from a rope swing into the pools of not one, but two waterfalls at Gozalandia Cascadas.
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Sun and Surf


No two beaches are alike in Puerto Rico. Balnearios are large, government-maintained beaches with bathroom and shower facilities, picnic tables, and snack bars. Some have lounge chair rentals, lifeguards, and campsites. Expect to pay $3-5 per vehicle to get in, and be aware that they get crowded on weekends and holidays.


There are also many wilderness beaches, which are typically remote and devoid of development and facilities. Some beaches have big waves best suited to surfing, and others are as calm as bathwater and ideal for swimming. Some, especially along the north coast, are rife with strong currents. They’re beautiful to look at, but not safe for swimming. One thing all the beaches have in common is their accessibility to the public: There is no such thing as a private beach in Puerto Rico.


Best Balnearios


Playa Luquillo


Playa Luquillo, formally called Balneario La Monserrate, is considered one of the island’s most beautiful beaches. It features a wide, flat crescent of sand, a shady palm grove, and calm, shallow waters. A couple of food vendors sell fritters and piña coladas, among other refreshments. There are several picnic shelters, as well as toilets and shower facilities. Camping is allowed with a permit.


Balneario Sun Bay


Balneario Sun Bay is Vieques’s crown jewel of beaches. Pull your car to the edge of a sand dune and mark your spot on the smooth sand. Shade is spotty here, so bring a beach umbrella if you plan to stay for the day. Modest picnic shelters, bathrooms, and shower facilities are available. Camping is allowed with a permit.


Playa Flamenco


Culebra is the lucky site of Playa Flamenco, one of “America’s Best Beaches,” according to the Travel Channel. The wide, mile-long, horseshoe-shaped beach boasts fine white sand and calm aquamarine water. Unlike Puerto Rico’s other publicly maintained beaches, Playa Flamenco is home to two hotels—Villa Flamenco Beach and Culebra Beach Villas. An abandoned graffiti-covered tank on the sand is a reminder of the U.S. Navy’s presence. Camping is allowed with a permit.
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Playa Flamenco





Balneario de Boquerón


The size of the parking lots at this long white-sand beach rimmed by calm waters is a testament to the size of the crowds that flock here, especially during Boquerón’s high season in the summer. The property is quite shady, and in addition to the usual showers, toilets, and picnic tables, there is a huge events pavilion, a baseball field, and a cafeteria.


Balneario Cerro Gordo


Balneario Cerro Gordo in Vega Alta on the north coast is a large, protected cove with calm waters and a pristine sandy beach surrounded by hills covered in lush vegetation. There’s also great surfing to be had here.


Best Beaches for Surfing


Although surf spots can be found all around Puerto Rico’s coastline, the most popular area is the northwest coast in the municipalities of Isabela, Aguadilla, and Rincón.


Playa de Jobos


Playa de Jobos in Isabela is an island favorite among surfers. Punta Jacinto’s point break is renowned for its right-breaking tube. The challenge here is parking, which is only available on narrow strips of sand along the roadside. Within walking distance are a number of casual restaurants and bars.


Domes


Rincón is the surfing capital of Puerto Rico, thanks to literally dozens of popular surf sites. By far the favorite is Domes, located in front of the green domes of an abandoned nuclear power plant known by the acronym BONUS. This easy-access spot features long, hollow waves. Domes is often crowded, especially on weekends.


Steps Beach/Tres Palmas


Located in Rincón, this is a world-class site for experienced big-wave surfers. The waves here are very long and fast. Waves reportedly reach heights of 40 feet.


Wilderness Beach


Aguadilla boasts several outstanding surf spots. One popular spot is Wilderness Beach, located on the former Ramey Air Force Base. Just drive right through the golf course to get there. Waves break right and left, and swells reach up to 16 feet in height.




Explore Bioluminescent Bays


There’s nothing more magical than paddling a canoe across a lagoon or bay in the dark of night and watching the water glitter and sparkle in neon shades of blue, green, or bright white. This phenomenon is created by microscopic organisms in the water that light up like fireflies when they sense motion. By day, a bioluminescent bay looks like any other body of still water. The only way to see the bioluminescence is by taking a boat ride or paddling a kayak into the water at night. For the best visibility, go when there’s little to no moon visible.
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MOSQUITO BAY, VIEQUES


If you see only one bio-bay, make it Mosquito Bay in Vieques. When it’s at its best, the water here glows an electric blue.


Mosquito Bay is accessible by kayak. Tours take about 90 minutes and cost about $65. No kayaking experience is necessary. Book boat tours 24 hours in advance.


LAGUNA GRANDE, FAJARDO


The only way to access Laguna Grande in Fajardo is by taking a kayak tour, which traverses a mangrove canal. When conditions are optimal, the water glows a glittery green.


Tours last about an hour and cost $50-55. No previous kayaking experience is necessary. Some tours are wheelchair-accessible and offer adaptive options. All Fajardo tours are best booked at least 24 hours in advance.


BAHÍA FOSFORESCÉNTE, LA PARGUERA


La Parguera, a 2.5-hour drive southwest of San Juan, is home to Puerto Rico’s most visited bio-bay, Bahía Fosforescénte. Unfortunately, the tourist town’s ambient light and the prevalence of gas-powered boats used in the bay has diminished the glow to subtle specks of white. Thirty-minute gas-powered motorized boat tours of the bay cost $15.






Best Beaches for Snorkeling and Diving



Puerto Rico’s best snorkeling and diving is done offshore, but there are two beaches where underwater life can be explored.


Balneario El Escambrón


The publicly maintained beach in the San Juan neighborhood of Puerta de Tierra features a small crescent beach on a protected cove. On the ocean floor is a collapsed bridge that provides an excellent site for underwater exploration.


Playa Carlos Rosario


For easy access to a site rich in marinelife, visit Playa Carlos Rosario, a narrow beach flanked by boulders and a protruding coral reef in Culebra. The underwater visibility is usually quite good here, and the coral reef, where you can see all kinds of colorful fish and coral formations, is teeming with marinelife.


Best Wilderness Beaches


Bosque Estatal de Piñones


Bosque Estatal de Piñones offers several miles of gorgeous, undeveloped beach just minutes east of San Juan. Drive along PR 187 and look for sandy unmarked roads along the coast where you can pull your car right up to the beach, climb down the sand dunes, and get into the water. For lunch, grab an empanadilla and coco frio from one of the food kiosks on the way. Plan on leaving by late afternoon because the sand fleas tend to attack when the sun starts to go down.
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Bosque Estatal de Piñones





Playa Mar Chiquita


Playa Mar Chiquita in Manatí is a tiny, protected cove located at the base of limestone cliffs on the north coast. A coral reef nearly encloses the calm, shallow basin, which is ideal for taking small children swimming. When you need a respite from the sun, explore the cliffside caves.


Culebrita


It requires a boat ride to get there, but Culebrita, a cayo off the coast of Culebra, is the place to go if you really want to get away from it all. In addition to multiple beaches perfect for swimming or shore snorkeling, there are several tidal pools and a lovely abandoned lighthouse. To get there, either rent a boat or catch a water taxi at the docks in Dewey.
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Cementerio de Santa María Magdalena de Pazzis







Highlights


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


S Take in the views at Castillo San Felipe del Morro: The imposing Spanish colonial fortress known as El Morro was designed to spot enemies entering San Juan Bay (click here).


S Catedral de San Juan Bautista: Established in 1521, this cathedral is the oldest existing church in the western hemisphere (click here).
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S Laguna del Condado: Freshwater and saltwater blend in the Condado Lagoon. A popular recreation area for running, walking, kayaking, and stand-up paddleboarding, it is also home to brown pelicans and manatees (click here).


S Explore the art scene: The impressive Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico (click here) showcases island art from the 17th century to the present. The street murals in Santurce (click here) are even more of-the-moment.


S Lounge in the sun at Balneario de Carolina: This long, wide stretch of white-sand beach is far from the high-rises of San Juan and dotted with lots of shady palm trees. It’s one of the best beaches in the city (click here).


S Party in La Placita: By day, this plaza, formally known as Plaza del Mercado, hosts a popular farmers market. By night, it’s the apex of a roving street party (click here).
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statue in Iglesia de San José
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ancient ceiba tree in San Juan.








San Juan, Puerto Rico, is arguably the most cosmopolitan city in the Caribbean.


The second-oldest European settlement in the Americas, it is a place where world-class restaurants, luxury hotels, and glitzy nightclubs and casinos beckon tourists; where Spanish neoclassical buildings line cobblestone streets; where art, music, and dance thrive in its theaters, museums, and festivals; and where you’re never far from the beach.


Established by Spain in 1521 on the northeastern coast of Puerto Rico, San Juan stretches along 25 miles of coastline and 10 miles inland, spanning 30,000 acres of coastal plain, encompassing rivers, bays, and lagoons. The city center is home to 323,000 people, with 2.4 million in the greater metropolitan area.
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The heart of the city is historic Viejo San Juan, aka Old San Juan, a 45-block grid of blue cobblestone streets lined with pastel-colored 16th-, 17th-, and 18th-century buildings trimmed with ornamental ironwork, flanked by two Spanish fortresses and surrounded by a 400-year-old wall. Along the bay, cruise ships dock.


Eastward along the coast is Condado, the city’s central tourist district, where high-rise hotels, casinos, and modern condominiums jockey for the best views of the Atlantic. Farther east is Ocean Park, a fine, swimmable stretch of beach with a stately residential community and a burgeoning foodie scene. Beyond that is Isla Verde, the densely developed home to the city’s most spectacular beaches and exclusive resorts, as well as the Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport.


But many of San Juan’s charms can be found inland. Miramar, a high-rise residential community, is home to Laguna del Condado, Isla Grande regional airport, and, opened in 2021, Distrito T-Mobile, a glitzy entertainment district featuring restaurants, hotels, movie theaters, a concert hall, and an outdoor zip line.


Santurce has transformed from the urban commercial center for San Juan’s middle class into a thriving bohemian arts district featuring hip restaurants, bars, boutiques, and hostels surrounded by spectacular street murals. It is also home to the modern Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico and Plaza del Mercado, a historic farmers market that doubles as La Placita, the focal point for a nightly street party.


As in any large city, all is not paradise. San Juan is a densely populated metropolis choking on automobile traffic. A heavy cruise ship trade dumps thousands of tourists in Viejo San Juan several days a week. American fast-food restaurants proliferate. The illegal drug trade is a source of crime.


But despite its big-city ways, San Juan retains the elegant charm of its Spanish and Afro-Caribbean heritage. It is firmly planted in the 21st century, but its rich history endures and its sophisticated culture continues to thrive and evolve.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


It’s possible to hit San Juan’s highlights in one whirlwind long weekend, but it’s equally possible to spend a whole month here and not see all the city has to offer.


Several spectacular day trips are less than an hour’s drive east of San Juan, the most popular being the rainforest in El Yunque National Forest, and Playa Luquillo, considered one of Puerto Rico’s most beautiful beaches. Foodies can get their fill of fritters on a tour of chinchorros in Piñones.


ORIENTATION


Six municipalities make up greater San Juan: San Juan, Cataño, Bayamón, Guaynabo, Trujillo Alto, and Carolina. The seven barrios and sub-barrios that most visitors gravitate to are Viejo San Juan, Puerta de Tierra, Condado, Ocean Park, Isla Verde, Miramar, and Santurce. Five of those communities are on the water, and they are all within about 30 minutes of one another by car, taxi, or bus.


Viejo San Juan


Viejo San Juan is the historic center of Puerto Rico. The 500-year-old walled city is filled with beautiful pastel-colored neoclassical buildings, Spanish forts, art and history museums, plazas, restaurants, bars, shops, and ship docks. Many of the island’s must-see sites are located here. They include two Spanish fortresses, Castillo San Felipe del Morro and Castillo de San Cristóbal; the historic churches Catedral de San Juan Bautista, Iglesia de San José, and Capilla del Cristo; and a couple of terrific museums, including Museo de las Americas.


Vehicle traffic is restricted to residents, taxis, and Ubers, so the only way to see Viejo San Juan is by foot. Sturdy, closed-toe walking shoes are recommended; it’s easy to stub a toe or turn an ankle on the cobblestones.


Getting into and out of Viejo San Juan is easy. The main public bus terminal, Covadonga Bus Terminal, is at the corner of Calle la Marina and Calle J. A. Corretjer, near the cruise-ship piers. A taxi stand is nearby, just south of Plaza de Colón at Calle Tetuán and Calle Recinto Sur.


Puerta de Tierra


Geographically this small spit of land is part of Viejo San Juan, but it’s located outside the walled city and lacks the cobblestone streets and charm. Nevertheless, despite its size (little more than half a square mile), it packs a diversity of sights.


Puerta de Tierra is the home of many government buildings, including El Capitolio. But it’s also the site of the classic mid-century modern Caribe Hilton; Paseo Caribe, a large multiuse development with a vibrant, high-end shopping district, food hall, and restaurants; Fuerte San Jeronimo, a diminutive Spanish fort; Parque Luis Muñoz Rivera, a lovely park; and Balneario El Escambrón, the closest public beach to Viejo San Juan.


Condado


The strip of beachfront property between Viejo San Juan and Ocean Park is home to some of San Juan’s flashiest resorts—The Condado Plaza, La Concha Resort, and Condado Vanderbilt. It is also home to high-end restaurants, including José Enrique, Cocina Abierta, Mario Pagan Restaurant, and 1919 Restaurant, as well as a number of casinos.


The beach in Condado is beautiful to look at, but proceed with caution when swimming. There are frequently rip currents that can make it unsafe. The pedestrian-friendly neighborhood boasts a gorgeous seaside park, Ventana al Mar (Window to the Sea), as well as Laguna del Condado, a small natural lagoon offering water sports and a wide boardwalk.


Ocean Park


Nestled between Condado and Isla Verde, Ocean Park is an upscale gated residential community featuring shady streets and beautiful old homes, many of them outstanding examples of Caribbean-style mid-century modern architecture. Visitors are free to enter during the day, but after 6pm a guard checks IDs, so expect to wait at a checkpoint to get in. On weekends, car traffic is limited to residents and patrons of the restaurants and guesthouses.


Ocean Park features a long strip of swimmable beach free from the intrusion of high-rise buildings. The beach is popular with kiteboarders. Playa Último Trolley, also known as Ocean Park Beach, is an easily accessed public beach with free parking. Across the street, Parque Barbosa features several sports fields as well as a track for biking, walking, and running.


Commercial development in Ocean Park was once limited to just a handful of businesses, including the outstanding Kasalta bakery, but restaurants and guesthouses have cropped up to serve visitors who gravitate to the neighborhood’s chill vibe.


Isla Verde


Isla Verde is renowned for its luxury resorts, nightclubs, casinos, and wide, swimmable beaches popular with windsurfers, parasailers, and personal watercraft riders. Because the beach is lined with high-rises, the best way to see Isla Verde’s gorgeous coast is ensconce yourself in one of the cushy resorts. (Alternative ways to access the beach include an entrance at the end of Calle Tartak, and a few narrow, hard-to-see walkways between buildings.) The community has the added benefit of being home to the Luis Muñoz Marín International Airport.


Santurce


Santurce is a large swath of central San Juan that stretches from Puerta Tierra in the west to Isla Verde in the east, encompassing the sub-barrios of Condado and Miramar. A major artery is Calle Loíza, which stretches 14 kilometers (9 mi) between Calle Wilson and Parque Barbosa and has evolved in recent years into a bohemian entertainment district filled with creative restaurants and bars, and hipster boutiques.


Santurce is also an arts district, home to the modern Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico and the Centro de Bellas Artes Luis A. Ferré performing arts center, as well as a number of contemporary art galleries, art collectives, and design centers. Eye-popping street art murals can be seen along Calle Cerra. It is also home to Plaza del Mercado, also known as La Placita, a thriving farmers market by day and a lively street party scene at night.


Miramar


South of Condado, along the southern shore of Laguna del Condado, Miramar has traditionally been home to the city’s upper middle class. The neighborhood’s main one-way thoroughfares—Avenida Ponce de León and Avenida Fernández Juncos—run parallel from one tip of the community to the other, and a drive along either one reveals modern high-rise apartment buildings, neoclassical homes, and trendy restaurants that abut boarded-up storefronts and abandoned buildings scrawled with graffiti.


On the western tip of Miramar, along San Juan Bay, are hotels, a casino, and Distrito T-Mobile, a $150 million entertainment complex that opened in 2021 and features a large, modern plaza with massive video screens, upscale restaurants, a multiplex cinema, a concert hall, and a zip line.


Miramar is also home to Isla Grande Airport, San Juan’s regional airport, which provides air service to Caribbean region destinations.


Greater San Juan


Outside San Juan’s popular tourist areas are communities central to the lives of San Juan residents. Hato Rey is the city’s business and financial district, chock-full of banks and restaurants that cater to office workers. It’s connected by the Tren Urbano metro system to Río Piedras, home of the Universidad de Puerto Rico, and the residential communities of Bayamón and Guaynabo. On the western shore of San Juan Bay, across from Viejo San Juan, is Cataño, home of Casa Bacardí.



Sights



TOP EXPERIENCE


VIEJO SAN JUAN


Historic Sites



S CASTILLO SAN FELIPE DEL MORRO



501 Calle Norzagaray, 787/729-6777, www.nps.gov/saju, daily 9:30am-4:30pm, $10 adults, free for children 15 and younger


Castillo San Felipe del Morro, commonly called El Morro, is an impressive sight to behold no matter what direction you come from. From San Juan Bay, which the fort was constructed to protect from attack, it’s a daunting display of military defense featuring four levels of cannon-bearing batteries that rise 140 feet from the sea. From Viejo San Juan, the approach is more welcoming, thanks to an enormous expanse of grassy lawn and breathtaking views of the shore. It’s easy to see why this is a popular spot for kite-flyers.
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Inside Castillo San Felipe del Morro is a maze of rooms, including gun rooms, soldiers’ quarters, a chapel, turreted sentry posts, and a prison connected by tunnels, ramps, and a spiral stairway. The foundations for El Morro were laid in 1539, but it wasn’t completed until 1787. It successfully endured attacks by the English in 1595, 1598, and 1797, and by the Dutch in 1625. During the Spanish-American War, U.S. forces fired on El Morro and destroyed the lighthouse, which was later rebuilt. On Saturdays and Sundays, guided tours are offered in Spanish and English. The admission fee also includes entry to Castillo de San Cristóbal.


CASTILLO DE SAN CRISTÓBAL


Calle Norzagaray at the entrance to Viejo San Juan, 787/729-6777, www.nps.gov/saju, daily 9:30am-4:30pm, $10, free for children 15 and younger


Castillo de San Cristóbal is the large fortress at the entrance to Viejo San Juan by Plaza de Colón. Before it was built, two significant attacks from land—first by the Earl of Cumberland in 1598, later by the Dutch in 1625—convinced the Spanish that protecting the walled city from attack by sea alone was not adequate.


The fort’s construction began in 1634 and was completed in 1783. The fort eventually encompassed 27 acres, although some of it was destroyed to accommodate the expanding city. The fort’s defense was tested in 1797 by another unsuccessful attack by the British. After the United States won the Spanish-American War, it took control of the fort and used it as a World War II observation post. Today, a section of the fort is open to the public, who can wander freely among its intriguing array of tunnels, ramps, stairways, batteries, magazines, soldiers’ quarters, and turreted sentry posts. The admission fee also includes entry to El Morro.


MUSEO CASA BLANCA


1 Calle San Sebastián, 787/725-1454, Wed.-Sun. 8:30am-4:30pm, $5 adults, $3 children, students, and seniors


Museo Casa Blanca was the island’s first fortress and was originally built as a home for the island’s first governor, Juan Ponce de León, although he died on his quest for the Fountain of Youth before he could ever take up residence. Construction began in 1523, and for more than 200 years it served as the residence of Ponce de León’s descendants. Today it’s a museum of 17th- and 18th-century domestic life featuring lots of impressive Spanish antiques. Don’t miss the cool, lush gardens that surround the house and the views of both San Juan Bay and the Atlantic Ocean.


LA FORTALEZA


Calle Fortaleza, 787/721-7000, ext. 2211, 2323, and 2358, Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm, free


La Fortaleza was the first fort built in Puerto Rico, completed in 1540 to provide refuge for the island’s original Spanish settlers. Partially burned by the Dutch in 1625, it was rebuilt in the 1640s and received a new facade in 1846. It has been the official residence of the governor of Puerto Rico since the 16th century, which gives it the distinction of the longest continuous use of an executive mansion in the western hemisphere. It is a UNESCO World Heritage Site. Guided tours are limited to the gardens and 1st floor.




Saving La Muralla


The most enduring symbol of Puerto Rico is La Muralla. Nearly 400 years old, the city wall is composed of rock, rubble, and mortar and wraps around Viejo San Juan from the cruise ship piers on San Juan Harbor to the capitol on the Atlantic Ocean. It is a symbol of the island’s resilience in an ever-changing world. Over its long life, the wall has withstood multiple military attacks. But modern life, in the form of automobile traffic, pollution, and misguided attempts at preservation, have endangered the wall.
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Viejo San Juan is a walled city overlooking San Juan Bay.





When the U.S. Army seized Puerto Rico in 1898, it took over maintenance of the wall and attempted its first preservation efforts. Concrete was used to patch La Muralla, but that only served to add weight to the wall and trap moisture inside it, which weakened the structure over time.


Today, La Muralla is crumbling in places. In 2004 a 70-foot section below the heavily traveled Calle Norzagaray fell, underscoring the urgency of stepping up preservation efforts. It wasn’t the first time the wall’s fragility was made apparent. A larger section fell into San Juan Bay in 1938, and in 1999 a Russian oil tanker ran aground, damaging the wall’s northwest corner.


Now a UNESCO World Heritage Site, La Muralla is maintained by the U.S. National Park Service, which has been overseeing efforts to repair the wall. In 2022, visitors noticed the wall near El Morro looking considerably paler in color: The NPS had removed centuries of dirt, soot, and vegetation in its continuing effort to maintain the wall’s integrity.


The wall attracts 1.2 million visitors a year and, chances are, with the help of preservation efforts, it will continue to assert its soaring beauty and cultural significance as the proud protector of Viejo San Juan for years to come.





LA MURALLA


La Muralla (The Wall) is the grand, dramatic, and impenetrable wall that once surrounded Viejo San Juan and still stands strong today along the coast and bay. Nearly 400 years old, the wall took 200 years to complete and stands 40 feet high and 45 feet thick in some places. The wall once had five gates that permitted access into the city, but only one, La Puerta de San Juan, remains today.



LA PUERTA DE SAN JUAN



end of Calle Caleta de San Juan


Built in 1635, the commanding red La Puerta de San Juan is the last remaining gate, of the original five, to provide access through La Muralla into the walled city. Located at the end of Calle Caleta de San Juan, the 16-foot-tall, 20-foot-thick door was the main gate to the city.


PASEO DEL MORRO


The beautiful Paseo del Morro is a broad, 5-kilometer (3-mi) promenade outside La Muralla, tracing San Juan Bay. It spans from Paseo de la Princesa, north past La Puerta de San Juan, around Castillo San Felipe del Morro, back through a gate (open daily 9am-6pm), and across the vast lawn in front of El Morro. Boasting stunning views of the bay and city wall, the promenade has royal palms, public art, and gardens along its length. There is not much shade, so sunscreen and a hat or parasol are recommended.


PASEO DE LA PRINCESA


The Paseo de la Princesa is a wide, shady promenade from Plaza de Hostos at Calle Tizol to San Juan Bay at the southern end of Paseo del Morro. Along the way is the Tourism Company of Puerto Rico, the remains of La Princesa prison, and a couple of restaurants. Outdoor musical performances and artisan fairs are often held here, and food vendors frequently sell treats like piraguas (snow cones) and dulces (candies).




[image: image]


1: Castillo San Felipe del Morro 2: La Fortaleza 3: Cementerio de Santa María Magdalena de Pazzis 4: Paseo de la Princesa





LA PRINCESA


2 Paseo La Princesa, 787/721-2400, www.prtourism.com, Mon.-Fri. 8am-4:30pm, free


La Princesa, also known as El Presidio del San Juan and Carcel de San Juan, was a federal prison built in 1837 that remained active until 1976. More than 600 prisoners were housed here at one time. It is now home to the Tourism Company of Puerto Rico. Pass through the reception room and art gallery into the courtyard, and you can tour three prison cells and the courtyard where executions by hanging were held.


CUARTEL DE BALLAJÁ


Calle Norzagaray beside Plaza del Quinto Centenario near the entrance to Castillo San Felipe del Morro, https://ballaja.com


Cuartel de Ballajá is a massive structure that once housed 1,000 Spanish soldiers. Built in 1854, the former barracks is three levels high with interior balconies and a dizzying series of arches that overlook an enormous courtyard. It was the last major building constructed by the Spanish in the New World. Today it houses several museums, including the Museo de las Americas, as well as restaurants, bars, and cafés.


CEMENTERIO DE SANTA MARÍA MAGDALENA DE PAZZIS


Cementerio de Santa María Magdalena de Pazzis is the city’s historic cemetery, outside the city wall just east of Castillo San Felipe del Morro and accessible from Calle Norzagaray in Viejo San Juan. In addition to a neoclassical chapel, there are many burial sites of some of the city’s significant early colonists, as well as the tomb of Pedro Albizu Campos, the revered revolutionary who sought independence for Puerto Rico. Avoid visiting the cemetery alone or at night.


ANTIGUO CASINO DE PUERTO RICO


1 Ave. Ponce de León, 787/690-5482, www.antiguocasinopr.com


One of the most striking sights at the entrance to Viejo San Juan beside Plaza Colón is Antiguo Casino de Puerto Rico, a stunning blue beaux arts-style building appointed with elaborate gardens, balconies, and ornate moldings. Originally a social club established in 1917, the building has served various purposes since that time, including as the officers’ club for the U.S. Army during World War II. It’s a popular site for weddings, quinceañeras, and corporate events. The building is not open to the general public, but it’s worth walking around outside to admire the exterior.




La Perla


La Perla is a community of modest homes packed along the cliffs on a half-mile stretch of rocky coastline outside the city wall of Viejo San Juan, and it has a long and notorious history. Initially the site of a slaughterhouse, formerly enslaved people and non-white servants who were not permitted to live inside the walled city began to establish rustic dwellings here in the 19th century. They were joined by farmers and vendors who came from the country to serve city residents. In 1848, there were 18 households established in La Perla. But after Puerto Rico became part of the United States and modernization began to take hold in the early 20th century, the population swelled, peaking at 4,500 in 1940.
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the community of La Perla





Technically squatters, the residents of La Perla lived in squalid conditions without basic amenities for more than a century. It wasn’t until the 1970s when the government began providing running water, electricity, and a sewage system. Proper roadways were built. Derelict homes were demolished, and displaced residents were relocated within the community. In the 1980s, the government began granting deeds to the families that had been squatting there for generations. By 2000, 120 deeds had been granted. Today La Perla has a population of fewer than 500 people.


In practice, La Perla operates independently from the rest of San Juan. It has its own laws and system of justice and has long been a hub of the island’s illegal drug trade. In 2011, local and federal agencies busted a heroin operation in which 59 residents were arrested and 50 residences were seized.


Locals and tourists alike have traditionally been advised to stay away from La Perla because it was deemed too dangerous. But times may be changing. Ever since Luis Fonsi and Daddy Yankee filmed the video for their 2017 mega-hit “Despacito” in La Perla, tourists have begun venturing inside the neighborhood, and the Puerto Rico Tourism Company encourages it on its website. Once inside, visitors discover La Perla is a community like any other. There are schools and bars and markets, a popular basketball court, and El Bowl, which is sometimes a public swimming pool and sometimes a skateboard park.


But drugs are still sold here, and residents have mixed reactions to tourists entering their insular community. If you go, visit during the day, not at night. Avoid drug activity. And if you want to take a photograph, ask permission first. Otherwise, keep phones and cameras out of sight.


While you’re there, admire the colorful street art and the spectacular views of the ocean and the cemetery. Stop by Colectivo Perlarte (17 Calle Lucila Silva, www.colectivoperlarte.com), an art collective that presents workshops and events featuring visual art, dance, and music. Have a drink at Tu Resuelve La Perla (35 Calle Lucila Silva, 787/722-5670, www.facebook.com/turesuelvelp, daily 5am-1am). And dine on Puerto Rican cuisine at La Garita (41 Calle Lucila Silva, daily lunch and dinner, 787/724-8470, www.facebook.com/LaGaritaYAZ).


La Perla is outside the historic wall, north of Calle Norzagaray and east of Cemeterario Santa Maria Magdalena de Pazziz. There are two roads that access the neighborhood off of Calle Norzagaray: Calle Bajada Matadero, across from La Vergüenza bar and restaurant, and Cemetery Street. But driving is not advised. The roads are narrow, lined with parked cars, and difficult to navigate. Instead, enter on foot from two stairways off of Calle Norzagaray, one across from La Vergüenza and one across from Calle Imperial.






History Museums



MUSEO DE SAN JUAN


150 Calle Norzagaray, 939/454-2594, www.facebook.com/MuseodeSanJuan, Wed.-Sat. 9am-noon and 1pm-4pm, Sun. 10am-noon and 1pm-5pm, free


Museo de San Juan is in the city’s former marketplace, built in 1857. In 1979 it was converted into a city museum. It contains two exhibition spaces, one housing temporary exhibits illuminating various aspects of the city’s history, the other a permanent exhibition that gives a comprehensive look at the city’s history from its geographical roots to the 21st century. The superb exhibits include reproductions of old photographs, maps, prints, and paintings that tell the city’s story. All the text describing the exhibits is in Spanish.


LA CASA DEL LIBRO


255 Calle del Cristo, 787/723-0354, www.lacasadellibro.org, Mon.-Sat. 11am-5pm, $5 adults, $4 children


A depository of more than 8,000 books dating back to the late 15th century, including a first edition of Don Quixote, La Casa del Libro features rotating exhibits of books from its collection, as well as exhibits devoted to the art of book printing and binding.


Art Museums and Galleries


MUSEO DE LAS AMERICAS


Cuartel de Ballajá, 2nd Fl., on Calle Norzagaray beside Plaza del Quinto Centenario, 787/724-5052, www.museolasamericas.org, Wed.-Fri. 9am-noon and 1pm-4pm, Sat.-Sun. 11am-5pm, $6 adults, $4 children, students, and seniors


Museo de las Americas is inside the enormous Cuartel de Ballajá. The museum contains a fantastic collection of Latin American folk art, including masks, musical instruments, clothing, pottery, baskets, and tools. Highlights include altars representing Santería, voodoo, and Mexico’s Day of the Dead celebration. Don’t miss the collection of vintage santos, Puerto Rican wood carvings of saints. Wall text is in Spanish and English except in the second, smaller exhibit dedicated to Puerto Rico’s African heritage. The museum store has a small but quality selection of locally made crafts for sale.


GALERÍA BOTELLO


208 Calle del Cristo, 787/723-9987 or 787/723-2879, www.botello.com, Mon.-Sat. 10am-6pm, free


Galería Botello is a significant art museum dedicated to the work of Angel Botello. Born in Spain, the renowned artist spent most of his life in the Caribbean, eventually settling in Puerto Rico, where he opened this gallery. Although he died in 1986, the artist lives on through his paintings and sculptures on view at the gallery, which also exhibits solo shows by contemporary artists.


ÉXODO GALERÍA


152 Calle del Cristo, 787/725-4252 or 787/671-4159, www.galeriaexodo.com, Tues.-Sat. 11am-7pm, Sun.-Mon. 9am-5pm, free


Located in a 1523 structure that is one the oldest buildings in San Juan, Éxodo Galería is a long-standing gallery specializing in contemporary Caribbean art. It represents more than 60 artists who produce figurative and abstract paintings, watercolors, sketches, engravings, sculptures, and ceramics. The gallery also represents a small selection of folk artists.


Religious Sites



S CATEDRAL DE SAN JUAN BAUTISTA



151-153 Calle del Cristo, 787/722-0861, www.catedralsanjuanbautista.org, Mon.-Fri. 9am-noon and 2pm-5pm; Mass: Sun. 9am and 11am, Mon.-Tues. and Fri. 12:15pm


Catedral de San Juan Bautista holds the distinction of being the second-oldest church in the Western Hemisphere, the first being Catedral Basilica Menor de Santa in the Dominican Republic. The church was first built of wood and straw in 1521 but was destroyed by hurricanes and rebuilt multiple times. In 1917 the cathedral underwent major restoration and expansion. The large sanctuary features a marble altar and rows of arches, with several side chapels appointed with elaborate statuary primarily depicting Mary and Jesus. This is reportedly the final resting place of Juan Ponce de León, whose remains are encased in a marble tomb. The cathedral also holds a relic of San Pio, a Roman martyr.




[image: image]


1: Capilla del Santo Cristo de la Salud 2: Catedral de San Juan Bautista 3: Iglesia de San José






CAPILLA DEL SANTO CRISTO DE LA SALUD



south end of Calle del Cristo, 787/722-0861


Built in 1753, the tiny, picturesque Capilla del Santo Cristo de la Salud, sometimes referred to as Cristo Chapel, is one of the most photographed sights in San Juan. Legend has it that horse races were held on Calle del Cristo. One ill-fated rider was speeding down the hill so fast he couldn’t stop in time and tumbled over the city wall to his death, and the chapel was thus built to prevent a similar occurrence. An alternative end to the legend is that the rider survived and the church was built to show thanks to God. Either way, the result was the construction of a beloved landmark.


The chapel is rarely open, but it’s possible to peer through the windows and see the ornate gilded altarpiece. Beside the building is Parque de Palomas, a gated park overlooking San Juan Harbor that is home to more pigeons than you might think possible. Birdseed is available for purchase if you want to get up close and personal with your fine feathered friends.


IGLESIA DE SAN JOSÉ


Calle San Sebastián at Plaza de San José, 787/918-3800, www.iglesiasanjosepr.org, Wed.-Fri. and Sun. 11am-4pm, Sat. 11am-7:30pm


After being closed for more than 20 years for restoration, Iglesia de San José has been restored to its former glory and reopened. One of the oldest structures in Viejo San Juan, it was built in the 1530s as a chapel for the Dominican monastery, but was taken over in 1865 by the Jesuits. The main chapel is an excellent example of 16th-century Spanish Gothic architecture. Iglesia de San José was reportedly Juan Ponce de León’s final resting place, but his body was later moved down the street to Catedral de San Juan Bautista. Ponce de León himself is said to have donated the wooden 16th-century crucifix. Despite posted hours, it’s hit or miss as to whether the church will be open to visitors. Your best bet is to try your luck and hope it’s open when you visit.


PARROQUIA SAN FRANCISCO DE ASIS


301 Calle San Francisco, 787/724-1131, www.capuchinospr.org; Mass: Sun. 8am, 9:30am, 11am, and 5pm, Tues.-Sat. 12:15pm


Located by Plaza de la Barandilla, adjacent to Plaza Salvador Brau, Parroquia San Francisco de Asís was built in 1876. It has undergone various renovations over the years, but it remains true to the beautiful simplicity of its Gothic design, marked by high archways, a rustic altar, and plain wooden pews. A crypt in the basement contains remains dating back to the early 1800s.


Plazas and Parks


Most every town in Puerto Rico has a main plaza at its center that is flanked by a church and an alcaldía (town hall). Bigger towns like San Juan have several. There is no better way to spend the morning than strolling the perimeter of a plaza or sitting on a bench sipping coffee and watching the parade of people pass by. The plazas are also popular sites for arts festivals and evening concerts. Not surprisingly, the largest concentration of historic plazas and parks is in Viejo San Juan.



PLAZA DE ARMAS



Calle San Francisco at Calle de la Cruz and Calle San José


Plaza de Armas is the main square in Viejo San Juan and a great place to people-watch. Once the site of military drills, it contains a large gazebo and a fountain surrounded by four 100-year-old statues that represent the four seasons. A couple of vendors sell coffee and snacks.


PLAZA DE LA BARANDILLA


Calle Tanca between Calle San Francisco and Calle Luna


Located by Carlos Albizu University, the large Plaza de la Barandilla was buried beneath asphalt and concrete for 80 years until it was rediscovered in 2005. A popular spot for outdoor concerts, it is a welcome respite of open space and sky, and it provides access to Calle Luna via a sweeping set of steps.


PLAZA DEL QUINTO CENTENARIO


between Calle Norzagaray and Calle Beneficencia near the entrance to Castillo San Felipe del Morro


Built in 1992 to commemorate the 500th anniversary of Christopher Columbus’s “discovery” of the New World, Plaza del Quinto Centenario features a striking 40-foot sculpture, Tótem Telúrico, created by local artist Jaime Suárez from black granite and ceramics. The plaza provides a great view of the historic cemetery, El Morro, and all the kite-flyers who gather on the fort’s lawn.


PLAZUELA DE LA ROGATIVA


One of Puerto Rico’s most beautiful pieces of public art is in Plazuela de la Rogativa, a tiny sliver of a park tucked between the city wall and Calle Clara Lair just west of El Convento. At its center is a spectacular bronze sculpture called La Rogativa, designed by New Zealand artist Lindsay Daen in the 1950s.


The piece depicts a procession of three women and a priest bearing crosses and torches. It commemorates one of San Juan’s most beloved historic tales. In 1797 a British fleet led by Sir Ralph Abercrombie entered San Juan Bay and prepared to launch an attack in hopes of capturing the city. Because the city’s men were away protecting the city’s inland fronts, the only people remaining behind were women and clergy. In hopes of staving off an attack, the governor ordered a rogativa, a divine entreaty to the saints for help. As the story goes, the town’s brave women formed a procession, carrying torches and ringing bells throughout the streets, which duped the British into thinking reinforcements had arrived, prompting them to sail away, leaving the city safe once again.


PLAZA DE EUGENIO MARÍA HOSTOS


between Calle San Justo and Calle Tizol


Plaza de Eugenio María Hostos is a bustling, shady spot near the cruise ship piers. On weekends it turns into a craft fair, and there are often food vendors selling fritters and snow cones. Just across the street, at Plaza de la Dársena, concerts are often held on the weekends on a covered stage overlooking the harbor.


PARQUE DE PALOMAS


beside Capilla del Santo Cristo de la Salud on the south end of Calle del Cristo


Parque de Palomas is home to about a zillion pigeons, and it’s the only place where it’s legal to feed them. A vendor sells small bags of birdseed for those who take pleasure in being swarmed by the feathered urban dwellers. Kids love it!


BAHÍA URBANA


Ave. Fernández Juncos, 787/977-2777


Located along Piers, 6, 7, and 8 on San Juan Bay, Bahía Urbana is a pretty, wide-open park with a paved promenade and large swaths of green space, gorgeous water views, pleasant seating areas, and public art.


PUERTA DE TIERRA


Fuerte San Jerónimo


behind Caribe Hilton


Fuerte San Jerónimo is the only fort in San Juan that isn’t part of the San Juan National Historic Site. Instead, it’s overseen by the Institute of Puerto Rican Culture and managed by the Caribe Hilton, on whose property it now sits. Various sources date its origins to the 17th and 18th centuries, but little is known about it. It’s rarely open to the public, but it can be seen from Puente Dos Hermanos bridge in Condado and the grounds of the Caribe Hilton.


El Capitolio de Puerto Rico


Ave. Luis Muñoz Rivera, 787/721-5200, ext. 301 or 787/721-6040, www.tucamarapr.org [URL inactive], free


El Capitolio de Puerto Rico (Puerto Rico capitol building) is the seat of government for Puerto Rico, where the legislature and the senate meet, and where political protests are held. It is an imposing building completed in 1929 and constructed in neoclassical revival style. The marble dome was added in 1961. The interior features stained glass and murals created by some of the island’s most revered artists, including Jose Oliver, Rafael Tufino, and Jorge Rechani. Tours (reservations required, call to request) are conducted in English and Spanish.


Walter Otero Contemporary Art


402 Ave. Constitución, 787/998-9622 or 787627-5797, www.walterotero.com, by appointment only, free


Boasting a striking purple neon exterior and a rooftop patio overlooking San Juan Bay, Walter Otero Contemporary Art hosts glitzy opening-night parties for its rotating exhibitions featuring the work of international pop artists including Andy Warhol and Kenny Scharf, as well as new works by the dozen or so contemporary and conceptual Caribbean artists it represents.


Parque Luis Muñoz Rivera


between Ave. Ponce de León and Ave. Muñoz Rivera


Once a heavily shaded park filled with massive ceiba trees, Parque Luis Muñoz Rivera took a big hit from Hurricane Maria. The park’s old-growth trees were wiped out, making this a much sunnier spot than it used to be. But it’s still a lovely swath of green space spanning 27 acres. Providing a welcome reprieve from the city’s urban atmosphere, the park features formal gardens, fountains, walking trails, a children’s play area, and a pavilion.


CONDADO



S Laguna del Condado



Ave. Baldorioty de Castro between Condado and Miramar, daily 24 hours


Condado Lagoon, located in Parque Nacional Laguna del Condado Jaime Benítez, is a popular attraction for water sports enthusiasts and fitness buffs. The lagoon is bordered by a wide boardwalk, with a public ramp for launching kayaks and canoes. Several natural restoration projects are ongoing at the site, including a seagrass restoration project and the cultivation of red mangrove trees, ceibas, and other native plants around its shore. Turtles and manatees can be spotted in the water, and pelicans often fly overhead. After dark, take a guided, LED-lit tour with Night Kayak (787/248-4569, www.nightkayak.com, from $49).
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Parque Luchetti


between Calle Magdalena and Calle Luchetti at Calle Cervantes


A lovely oasis of quiet and lush green flora just two blocks from the hubbub of Avenida Ashford, Parque Luchetti is a hidden gem of a park. Shaded benches, flowering shrubs, palm trees, and bronze sculptures make this the perfect spot to relax or picnic. One of the highlights is a whimsical bronze sculpture called Juan Bobo and the Basket. Created in 1991 by New Zealand artist Lindsay Daen, who made the statue La Rogativa in Viejo San Juan, it’s inspired by a local fable.


Ventana al Mar


1054 Ave. Ashford, beside La Concha Resort


A welcome expanse of green space with a stunning view of the Atlantic along Condado’s high-rise row, Ventana al Mar is a park featuring benches and lounges for relaxing, as well as easy access to the beach. On one side is an attractive strip of restaurants, ranging from casual to upscale, and an outdoor area filled with tables and chairs for dining alfresco.



SANTURCE



Art Museums and Galleries



S MUSEO DE ARTE DE PUERTO RICO



299 Ave. José de Diego, 787/977-6277, www.mapr.org, Thurs. 11am-8pm, Fri.-Sun. 11am-5pm, $6 adults, $3 children 5-12


Sporting a black-and-white mural by Alexis Díaz on its exterior, the crown jewel of San Juan’s cultural institutions is Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico, featuring an impressive volume of quality work produced by the many gifted artists who hail from this small island.
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The 130,000-square-foot neoclassical structure is devoted to Puerto Rican art from the 17th century to the present. The wall text is in Spanish and English. Exhibition highlights include works by the celebrated Francisco Manuel Oller, a European-trained 17th-century realist-impressionist, as well as a striking selection of cartels, a mid-20th-century poster-art form distinguished by bold graphics and socially conscious themes.


There are also exhibition spaces for rotating shows, a children’s gallery, a modern sculpture garden, and the Raul Julia Theater, featuring a curtain made of mundillo, a traditional handmade lace. A gift shop is also on-site.


MUSEO DE ARTE CONTEMPORÁNEO DE PUERTO RICO


Escuela Rafael M. de Labra, corner of Roberto H. Todd and Ave. Ponce de León, 787/977-4030, 787/977-4031, or 787/977-4032, www.museomac.org, Fri.-Sun. 11am-5pm, $5 adults, $3 children, seniors, and visitors with disabilities


In a striking redbrick Georgian structure completed in 1918, Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Puerto Rico has been exhibiting artwork by the island’s edgiest conceptual artists since 1984. There are two exhibition spaces, one devoted to selections from its permanent collection, and one devoted to rotating exhibitions of works selected by visiting curators.


GALERÍA PETRUS


726 Calle Hoare, Miramar, 787/289-0505, http://petrusgallery.com, Mon.-Fri. 10am-6pm, Sat. noon-5pm


Galería Petrus is a contemporary art gallery that hosts shows featuring paintings, sculptures, and graphic arts from the 1960s to the present. The gallery specializes in Caribbean artists, including painters Carlos Dávila Rinaldi, Santiago Flores Charneco, and Luis Hernández Cruz and sculptor Carlos Guzmán.


ESPACIO 1414


1414 Ave. Fernandez Juncos, 787/725-3899, www.espacio1414.org, open by appointment only, email info@berezdivincollection.com


Espacio 1414 was established by art collectors Diana and Moises Berezdivin to house their collection of contemporary conceptual art with an emphasis on emerging artists. The nonprofit gallery is also the site of occasional visiting exhibitions.


GREATER SAN JUAN


Isla de Cabras


EL CAÑUELO


end of PR 870 on Isla de Cabras, Toa Baja, www.nps.gov/saju, park access daily 8:30am-5:30pm, $2


El Cañuelo, also known as Fortín San Juan de la Cruz, is the ruins of a tiny fortress across the bay from Castillo San Felipe del Morro. Originally constructed of wood in the 1500s, it was destroyed in an attack by the Dutch in 1625. The current stone structure was built in the 1670s. It was to work in concert with El Morro to create cannon crossfire at the mouth of the bay. The public is not allowed to enter the fort, but surrounding it is a modest park with a small recreation area, picnic tables, and a terrific view of El Morro.




S The Murals of Santurce


Art doesn’t just live in galleries and museums in Puerto Rico. It explodes in riotous colors and arresting images from the streets of Santurce. Just stroll along Calle Cerra, a formerly derelict part of town, and view one stunning mural after another. The massive pieces are the work of local artists Celso Gonzalez, Vero Rivera, Bob Snow, and Alexis Bousquet, among others. Bousquet helped launch the island’s mural movement in 2010 when he founded Santurce es Ley (www.facebook.com/santurceesley), an annual street art festival that culminated with the creation of new murals. The festival has fallen by the wayside in recent years, but you never know when a Santurce es Ley pop-up event might occur.
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street art mural on Calle Cerra





The quality and creativity of the murals are phenomenal, and the subject matter ranges from comical to poignant. Many capture the pride of Puerto Rican heritage; some contain social commentary. As a result of the project’s popularity, this part of Santurce has experienced a revival. New restaurants, coffee shops, and bars have opened, making Calle Cerra a destination.


The momentum behind the movement continues to grow. Murals have started popping up in other cities around the island, and a new initiative was launched in 2020 to bring mural artists from around the world to participate.


There is no better way to spend an afternoon than walking along Calle Cerra, marveling at the artwork and stopping in the neighborhood bistros. Start at Avenida Juan de Ponce de León and head southwest to Avenida Las Palmas, where the concentration of murals is greatest. Be sure to explore the side roads and empty lots around the area so you don’t miss anything.
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