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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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Cerro Castillo






WELCOME TO Patagonia



7 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


IF YOU HAVE . . .


DEFINING PATAGONIA


BEST OF Patagonia


WILDLIFE ENCOUNTERS


Explore the Natural World


GLACIER GAZING


Classic Patagonia Road Trips


It’s taken centuries, but Patagonia has rightfully become a household word, and visitors are returning to the wildlife-rich coasts, steppes, and mountains that Magellan first sighted, that Charles Darwin made famous in The Voyage of the Beagle, and that Paul Theroux and Bruce Chatwin used to arouse the attention of adventurous readers with travelogues like The Old Patagonian Express (1979) and In Patagonia (1977).


In those days, Patagonia’s roads were mostly gravel, airports and flights were few, and accommodations were limited—though sprawling sheep estancias often offered space to wandering writers and even budget-stressed backpackers. Throughout the region, many of those ranches have become wildlife lodges appealing to the most affluent, but there are still options for others—even if activities like trekking in Chile’s iconic Torres del Paine have stressed the park’s carrying capacity.


That said, there are lesser-known destinations that can offer similarly rich experiences, and there are new national parks in Chilean Tierra del Fuego and lesser-known destinations like Argentina’s picturesque Puerto Deseado—described by the late British naturalist Gerald Durrell in The Whispering Land (1961)—and along Argentina’s lonely Ruta 40, the country’s longest highway.


In the end, if Patagonia proper isn’t wild enough for visitors’ tastes, its southernmost cities can also be gateways to the Falkland Islands, as Punta Arenas offers flights to this scenic sub-Antarctic Galápagos, and Antarctica: Ushuaia and Punta Arenas are cruise ship ports, and the latter even offers a fly-cruise option for those reluctant to cross the stormy Drake Passage by ship.
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Parque Nacional Torres del Paine






7 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Trekking the iconic granite needles of Torres del Paine’s multiple-day W route.
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2 Driving arguably the continent’s premiere road trip, Chile’s Carretera Austral, and experiencing a parade of scenic highlights in the Los Lagos and Aisén regions.
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3 Experiencing close-up encounters with whales, seals, and penguins on Argentina’s Península Valdés.
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4 Tasting otherworldly seafood at Santiago’s Mercado Central, an eye-opening introduction to the cuisine throughout the length of Chile.
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5 Cruising through the vast rows of glaciers in the Fjords of Fuegia.
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6 Experiencing the continent’s pre-history on view at Argentina’s Cueva de las Manos.
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7 Watching the waddling black-browed albatrosses on Saunders Island.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Patagonia is notoriously hard to define. For the purposes of this guide, it’s a pragmatic matter that corresponds closely to political geography.


Buenos Aires


Patagonia’s primary gateway is also South America’s highest-profile capital. Many visitors spend weeks or even months enjoying its first-rate hotels, innovative cuisine, all-night entertainment, nonstop shopping, and matchless cultural resources. Despite its international sophistication, it’s also a city of intimate neighborhoods where no one is truly anonymous.


Santiago de Chile


Patagonia’s other gateway remains one of the continent’s most underrated cities. While it lacks the international profile of its Argentine neighbor, Santiago’s setting at the base of the Andes is more impressive, and its hotels, food, and entertainment scenes are catching up rapidly—not least because Chile is the continent’s most politically stable and prosperous country.
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rockhopper penguins at Cape Bougainville, East Falkland





Northern Argentine Patagonia


In this guide, northern Argentine Patagonia comprises Neuquén and Río Negro, plus northwesterly parts of Chubut. While most of Argentine Patagonia is arid steppe, the densely forested sector near the Chilean border boasts numerous national parks. San Carlos de Bariloche is the country’s playground for hiking, skiing, rafting, kayaking, and fly-fishing.


The Chilean Lakes District


The Sur Chico, popularly called the Chilean lakes district, is a wonderland of rivers, lakes, forests, and volcanoes. It comprises La Araucanía and Los Lagos; the latter includes the Chiloé archipelago. It is common to cross the Andes into Argentine Patagonia here. It’s also the official starting point for the Carretera Austral, the southern highway that links parts of southern Chile to the mainland.


Aisén and Continental Chiloé


Chile’s Aisén is mostly wild islands-and-highlands country. In this guide, it also includes the southernmost part of Los Lagos, often known as “continental Chiloé.” Running most of the region’s length, the Carretera Austral is arguably Patagonia’s greatest road trip. Off-highway sights like Laguna San Rafael and Parque Nacional Pumalín Douglas Tompkins, a result of South America’s most audacious private conservation initiative, are also highlights.
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Southern Argentine Patagonia


In this guide, southern Argentine Patagonia consists of Chubut province and Santa Cruz province. Its coastline is a scenic cornucopia of whales, seals, penguins, and other wildlife. It’s also famous for Glaciar Perito Moreno, a crackling outlier of the Campo de Hielo Sur, the southern Patagonian ice sheet. Two legendary highways, the coastal RN 3 and the interior RN 40, connect the region with northerly provinces.


Magallanes


South of Aisén are jagged mountains and islands set among inland seas. Copious rain and snow feed rivers and the glaciers of the Campo de Hielo Sur. Pristine woodlands still cover the mountainsides in much of the region, whose biggest draw is the igneous spires of Parque Nacional Torres del Paine. The major city is Punta Arenas, though fast-growing Puerto Natales is the gateway to Torres del Paine. Puerto Williams is the last major settlement north of Antarctica, and its cruise facilities are growing. Local cruise ships now visit Cape Horn, South America’s southernmost point.




If You Have . . .


• ONE WEEK: Visit Buenos Aires, El Calafate and the Glaciar Perito Moreno, and Torres del Paine.


• TWO WEEKS: Add El Chaltén, Tierra del Fuego (possibly including the Cruceros Australis voyage from Punta Arenas to Ushuaia), and Santiago. Alternatively, add Laguna San Rafael, including parts of the Carretera Austral and Termas de Puyuhuapi, or the ferry from Puerto Natales to Puerto Montt.


• THREE WEEKS: Add Península Valdés and Bariloche, or Parque Pumalín and Pucón.


• FOUR WEEKS: Add the Falkland Islands or Chiloé and vicinity.


• SIX WEEKS: Add a road trip along Ruta Nacional (RN) 3 and RN 40 (Argentina) or the entire Carretera Austral (Chile).





Argentine Tierra del Fuego


Across the Strait of Magellan from the continent, Chile and Argentina share the broad steppes and mountainous sub-Antarctic grandeur of the Isla Grande de Tierra del Fuego, where Ushuaia is the world’s southernmost city and Parque Nacional Tierra del Fuego was Argentina’s first coastal national park.


The Falkland Islands


More than 500 km (311 mi) east of the mainland, the Falkland Islands acquired international notoriety in 1982, when an Argentine dictatorship invaded to enforce a long-standing territorial claim to the British-held islands. The British regained them 10 weeks later. Since then, the Falklands have prospered under a commercial-fishing-license regime. They’ve also become a magnet for cruise ships and a handful of independent adventurers who come to see abundant sub-Antarctic wildlife and enjoy local hospitality.


WHEN TO GO


The southern hemisphere’s spring, summer, and fall months correspond to the north’s coldest seasons, adding to Patagonia’s appeal. Still, seasonal wildlife migrations and Andean ski resorts make it a destination even during the austral winter.


The Andean lakes district is a traditional summer destination, with locales like Bariloche and Pucón as busy as the ocean beaches. It’s also a magnet for fly-fishing enthusiasts October to April. Bariloche is the focus of Argentina’s ski industry June-August.


Farther south, El Calafate, gateway to Glaciar Perito Moreno, offers many services October to April, and even for the July holidays. Península Valdés is a special case that depends on South Atlantic wildlife—July’s midwinter arrival of right whales brings the first tourists, who keep coming with the influx of elephant seals, orcas, and penguins until the end of March.


Tierra del Fuego is primarily a summer destination, though it also has a ski season. The city of Ushuaia is the gateway to Antarctica, where the spring breakup of pack ice determines the season.


Falklands tourism depends on the wildlife calendar. Migratory Magellanic and rockhopper penguins and elephant seals begin arriving in October and stay until March, or even a little later. That said, there’s some wildlife at all seasons, even though access becomes more difficult in winter.


Before You Go


Patagonia covers an enormous territory, far larger than most of the world’s countries, and logistics can be complicated. Capital cities like Buenos Aires and Santiago are compact and easy to travel around. Visiting other high-profile destinations like Argentina’s Perito Moreno Glacier and Chile’s Torres del Paine require 2-3-hour flights or 15-30-hour bus trips. Driving is an option, but for most visitors this will mean a rental car from a provincial airport or city.




Defining Patagonia


Patagonia does not lend itself to any easy, precise definition. Like the people, plants, and animals that migrate with the season, the years, the decades, the centuries, and even millennia, it shifts with time and perspective. In Argentina, there’s broad agreement that it is the vast territory south of the Río Colorado, from Neuquén and Río Negro provinces to Tierra del Fuego. Chilean Patagonia has no formal boundaries, though nearly everybody would agree that Region XI (Aisén) and Region XII (Magallanes) are at least part of it.


Ecologically speaking, Patagonia comprises four main vegetation zones: Patagonian steppe, coigüe-dominated southern beech forest, Magellanic moorland, and ice fields and glaciers. No definition should omit its Indigenous peoples, many of whom were mobile hunter-gatherers, like the land-based Tehuelche and the coastal Kawéskar, Selk’nam, and Yámana, or the trans-Andean Mapuche, who disregarded political borders. It was the combative Mapuche people, in fact, whose presence marked the frontier on both sides of the border—deterring colonial Spain and making early Argentine and Chilean colonization precarious.





Passports and Visas


US and Canadian citizens traveling to Argentina and Chile need passports but not advance visas. Passports are also necessary for checking into hotels. Both countries routinely grant foreign visitors 90-day entry permits in the form of a tourist card. Both countries have suspended the reciprocity fee they once collected from certain nationalities, Australians still need an electronic visa to enter Chile.


Visitors to the Falkland Islands, including Britons, must have passports, return or onward tickets, and sufficient funds to cover their stay. They may need to arrange accommodations in advance. A Visa or MasterCard is proof of sufficient funds. Visitors must also have adequate medical coverage, including emergency evacuation insurance.


Vaccinations and Health Insurance


Argentina and Chile traditionally demand no proof of vaccinations, but proof of Covid-19 vaccinations is strongly advised. If you are coming from a tropical country where yellow fever is endemic, authorities could ask for a vaccination certificate. Traveling to Patagonia or elsewhere without adequate medical insurance is risky. Before leaving home, purchase a policy that includes evacuation in case of serious emergency.


What to Pack


Budget travelers should pack a spacious but lightweight backpack and a small day pack for excursions. Even for non-backpackers, light luggage is advisable. Use sturdy locks on all luggage.


Good rain gear and warm footwear are essential for hikers. Warm clothing, sleeping bags, and a sturdy tent are imperative at high elevations and high latitudes. In southernmost Patagonia and Tierra del Fuego, state-of-the-art wet-weather gear is advisable. In some national parks, wood fires are prohibited. An adaptable multi-fuel camp stove is the best choice. Binoculars are a good idea for watching wildlife. Rental gear is available in the gateways to prime hiking areas.


In much of the region, drinking water is potable straight from the stream, but a purification system is a good idea. Public restrooms sometimes lack toilet paper, so travelers should always carry some.


Transportation


Most visitors arrive by air, via the international airports of Buenos Aires (EZE) or Santiago (SCL). Some arrive overland and others by ship. Chile’s LATAM has the only commercial flights to the Falkland Islands.
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La Tehuelche ferry





Argentina has an extensive network of domestic airports, serving many destinations from Buenos Aires south to Ushuaia, Tierra del Fuego. Chile’s major domestic airports are located in Temuco, Pucón, Osorno, Puerto Montt, Chaitén, Balmaceda, Puerto Natales, and Punta Arenas. Puerto Williams has air services from Punta Arenas.


Argentina and Chile share numerous border crossings. In both countries’ lakes districts, trans-Andean bus service is fairly common, but many southerly crossings lack public transportation. In both countries, buses along the principal highways are frequent, spacious, and comfortable. Fares are reasonable by international standards.


For those choosing an aquatic route, the main international crossings are the popular bus-boat-bus shuttle between Argentina’s San Carlos de Bariloche and Chile’s Puerto Montt, and the cruise between Punta Arenas and Ushuaia.
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BEST OF Patagonia


This 10-day itinerary focuses on highlights for first-timers, including Argentina's Glaciar Perito Moreno, Chile's Torres del Paine, and one of South America's largest penguin colonies. A possible extension goes to the "uttermost part of the earth" at Ushuaia, the world's southernmost city, in Argentine Tierra del Fuego (Chile’s Puerto Williams now claims this title).


Day 1


Plan a morning arrival in Buenos Aires, leaving the afternoon free for sightseeing and the evening for a tango floor show.


Days 2-3


After breakfast, fly to El Calafate (3 hours) and take an afternoon excursion to a nearby estancia for a traditional asado (barbecue). The following morning, take a full-day excursion to the groaning, deep blue Glaciar Perito Moreno.


Days 4-5


Take a scenic morning bus trip or drive to El Chaltén (3 hours), the trekking mecca of Parque Nacional Los Glaciares. With an early arrival and good weather, it’ll be a swift hike to view the glaciated needle of Cerro Torre. Spend the next morning on a full-day hike to Laguna de los Tres, with stupendous views of Cerro Fitz Roy, followed by an evening return to El Calafate.


Days 6-8


Bus to bustling Puerto Natales (5 hours), gateway to Parque Nacional Torres del Paine. Stay overnight in Natales. The next day, plan on a scenic day hike in the vicinity or in the park (2 hours north), with afternoon options for short hikes or a horseback ride. The next morning, hike the short but strenuous trail to the tarns beneath the Torres themselves. In the evening, return to Puerto Natales.


Day 9


Travel across the Magellanic steppe to Punta Arenas (3 hours), with a catamaran or Zodiac detour to the huge Magellanic penguin colony on Isla Magdalena, in the Strait of Magellan.



Day 10



From Punta Arenas, a morning flight to Chile’s underrated capital, Santiago (3 hours), leaves the afternoon free for sightseeing and a seafood lunch at the Mercado Central, followed by a nighttime departure. A later departure from Punta Arenas could mean time to visit that city’s exceptional Museo Regional Salesiano and then transfer directly to the international flight home.


Extension: Ushuaia and Tierra del Fuego


Day 10


From Punta Arenas, take a day tour to the Chilean side of Tierra del Fuego to see the king penguin colony at the Reserva Natural Pingüino Rey. It’s a long trip via ferry and road, so returning to Punta Arenas, have a relaxing dinner at one of the city’s outstanding restaurants.
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the harbor at Ushuaia





Days 11-12


From Punta Arenas, take the 50-minute flight to Ushuaia, the capital of Tierra del Fuego. This is the starting point for wildlife-viewing on the legendary Beagle Channel. Spend half a day on the water. The next day, plan an excursion to Parque Nacional Tierra del Fuego, which has multiple short hiking trails. Save time for Ushuaia’s Museo Marítimo, a former prison.


Day 13


Fly over Argentina’s endless Atlantic coastline back to Buenos Aires. The afternoon and evening are free for sightseeing and a tango show before the flight home.




Wildlife Encounters


Nearly the entire Patagonian coastline abounds in wildlife, with elephant seals, penguins, sea lions, and birds. These are the destinations for prime wildlife viewing.


PENÍNSULA VALDÉS


On Argentina’s Atlantic coast, this World Heritage Site is famous for southern right whales, which breed and birth here during the winter months. Yet at different seasons, there are also orcas, elephant seals, Magellanic penguins, and sea lions, while grazing guanacos and sprinting rheas roam the interior grasslands.


ÁREA NATURAL PROTEGIDA PUNTA TOMBO


The South American continent’s largest single Magellanic penguin colony is a top destination for penguin watchers: 250,000 pairs come ashore each spring to nest. In addition, giant petrels, kelp and dolphin gulls, king and rock cormorants, oystercatchers, and steamer ducks all breed here.


PARQUE INTERJURISDICCIONAL MARINO COSTERO PATAGONIA AUSTRAL


In Chubut province, this park consists of a wildlife-rich coastal strip, including islands, that extends from Camarones to Cabo dos Bahías, with an easy access point and accommodations at Bahía Bustamante. Expect to see Magellanic penguins, cormorants, and sea lions.


PARQUE MARINO FRANCISCO COLOANE


One of Chile’s first maritime reserves, this park was created to investigate the southern humpback whale's feeding grounds. Orcas, Magellanic penguins, sea lions, cormorants, and many other southern seabirds populate the 67,000-hectare park.


FALKLAND ISLANDS


The Falkland Islands are rich with elephant seals, fur seals, sea lions, and massive nesting colonies of five penguin species (plus occasional vagrants), black-browed albatrosses, cormorants, and many unusual smaller birds. Prime destinations include Volunteer Point and wildlife lodges at Carcass Island, Pebble Island, Sea Lion Island, and Saunders Island. Whales can be found offshore near Saunders February-May.
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Explore the Natural World


Patagonia offers an astonishing diversity of natural environments. The coastline abounds in wildlife, including elephant seals, penguins, and sea lions, but the great distances require time and money to see it. Public transportation is fine along the main highway but poor off it. The same is true of the Patagonian steppes, home to the llama-like guanaco and the ostrich-like rhea, and the southern Andean forests beyond the main tourist clusters.


Northern Argentine Patagonia boasts major paleontological sites in and around the city of Neuquén, and in and around the city of Trelew, near Puerto Madryn, as well as the wildlife mecca of Península Valdés. Along much of the Andes, particularly on the Chilean side, volcanism is an active presence.


Day 1


After an early-morning arrival in Santiago, start sightseeing. Plan on a seafood lunch at the picturesque Mercado Central and a visit to the information offices of Conaf, the country’s main national parks and conservation agency. Alternatively, in lieu of a hotel, ride a comfortable sleeper bus to Temuco, gateway to the upper Biobío’s araucaria forests.


Day 2


From Temuco, reached by sleeper bus (roughly nine hours) or a two-hour flight from Santiago, rent a car to explore the streams, gallery forests, and araucaria woodlands of Parque Nacional Tolhuaca and the upper Biobío, with accommodations at Curacautín or Malalcahuello. Bring binoculars for bird-watching.




Glacier Gazing


Measuring some 16,800 sq km (6,486 mi), the Campo de Hielo Sur (Southern Continental Ice Field) feeds some of the most southerly glaciers this side of Antarctica. On ferries and cruise ships, visitors can watch the ice meet the sea. On land, they can drive to some of the largest glaciers, with catamaran alternatives on some larger lakes. More adventurous travelers can climb atop the ice and explore glacial caverns.


LAGUNA SAN RAFAEL


Catamarans, small cruise ships, and even some modest launches sail to remote Laguna San Rafael, where the Campo de Hielo Norte meets the sea. A natural laboratory for global warming studies, it’s receding rapidly.


GLACIAR O’HIGGINS


From Villa O’Higgins, the terminus of the Carretera Austral, the vessels that carry cyclists to the alternative Cruce de Lagos, the rugged overland border crossing to El Chaltén, continue to this scenic outlier of the Campo de Hielo Sur.


PARQUE NACIONAL LOS GLACIARES


Parque Nacional Los Glaciares is home to famous Glaciar Perito Moreno, 250 sq km (96 sq mi) in area and 30 km (19 mi) in length, which is easily reached overland. It intermittently explodes from the weight of the water behind it, as the advancing ice dams a nearby lake.


In the same park, the even larger Upsala and Viedma glaciers are accessible by catamaran. It’s also possible to go ice-climbing on each with experienced guides. Don’t overlook El Calafate’s ice museum, the Glaciarium.


THE FJORDS OF FUEGIA


Luxury cruises on relatively small vessels visit Chilean Tierra del Fuego’s Avenida de los Glaciares on weekly circuits between Punta Arenas and Ushuaia. Most visitors take the trip in one direction or the other. If the weather cooperates, the luckiest get to go ashore at Cape Horn.


THE CHANNELS OF THE KAWÉSKAR


On multiple-day cruises of the Channels of the Kawéskar, from Puerto Natales to Puerto Edén and back, passengers can catch a glimpse of South America’s longest glacier, Glaciar Pío XI, a staggering 62 km (38 mi) in length and 6 km (4 mi) wide. Many others, such as Glaciar Amalia, also get views up close and personal.






Day 3



Plan a full-day hiking excursion to araucaria forests above Malalcahuello, on the slopes of Volcán Lonquimay, with a post-hike soak at the nearby hot springs.


Days 4-5


Take a leisurely drive in the upper Biobío through Lonquimay and forested, thinly populated land of the Pehuenche people, entering Parque Nacional Conguillío via the southern Melipeuco approach. It’s about 150 km (93 mi), but plan on a full day with sightseeing and photographic stops. After an orientation visit to the visitors center, camp or find cabaña accommodations nearby.


On the following day, try any of several hikes among Conguillío’s lava fields and araucaria forests.


Days 6-7


Make a morning departure for Lago Villarrica (100 km/62 mi), with accommodations in Villarrica or Pucón (20 km/12 mi farther). The drive is only a couple of hours, leaving most of the day free. Plan an excursion to the Termas Geométricas hot springs or an afternoon rafting or kayaking on the Río Trancura.


The next morning, tackle a strenuous full-day climb to the crater of Volcán Villarrica, one of the continent’s most active volcanoes. Alternatively, spend a full day hiking to the Andean lakes of nearby Parque Nacional Huerquehue where, with luck, Andean condors glide overhead.


Day 8


Return to Temuco and bus to Puerto Varas (5 hours), spending a leisurely afternoon on the shores of Lago Llanquihue, in the shadow of Volcán Osorno's perfect snowcapped cone—Chile’s counterpart to Mount Fuji. Alternatively, take a shuttle to the ski area, where, even in summer, the lifts carry hikers close to the snow line for panoramic views.


Days 9-10


Hope for fine weather on the classic, full-day bus-boat shuttle to Bariloche, Argentina, via Lago Todos los Santos. Stay in or near Bariloche.


The next morning, tour Bariloche and its Museo de la Patagonia Francisco P. Moreno, which emphasizes natural history and conservation. In the afternoon, plan an excursion on Parque Nacional Nahuel Huapi's Circuito Chico, a loop that includes a stiff trail hike to Cerro López for panoramic views of the Andes and Lago Nahuel Huapi. Alternatively, boat to the lake’s Isla Victoria, formerly home to the park system’s ranger school.


Day 11


From Bariloche, a smooth paved highway rounds Nahuel Huapi’s eastern shore and then turns northwest to Villa La Angostura (1 hour’s drive). A long but not taxing day hike leads to the myrtle forest of Parque Nacional Los Arrayanes and back. Those with less stamina can take a boat one-way or round-trip. Return to Bariloche for a comfortable overnight sleeper bus to Puerto Madryn (14 hours).


Days 12-13


Start the day with a visit to the Ecocentro Puerto Madryn, an environmental museum. In the afternoon, take time for in-town beach activities such as diving or windsurfing.


The following morning, depart early by tour bus or rental car for Península Valdés (about 1 hour away). Depending on the season, there’ll be elephant seals, penguins, orcas, or right whales. Many other species—rheas, guanacos, and sea lions, for instance—are present year-round.


Day 14


Catch a morning flight to Buenos Aires, with the afternoon free for and lunch and sightseeing. Plan an evening departure flight for home.
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Classic Patagonia Road Trips


Because of Patagonia's vast expanses, overland travel tends to be for those with plenty of time. Most routes are well served by reasonably priced public transportation, but renting a vehicle can be more efficient. A 4WD vehicle is rarely necessary, but a high-clearance vehicle can be worth the extra bucks. There are also camper vans, but they often sell out quickly.


Parallel to RN 3, the mother of all Argentine roads is RN 40, from the Bolivian border in Jujuy province to the Chilean border in Santa Cruz province. It's in Patagonia, though, that RN 40 has acquired an international reputation as the adventurous route between the northern lakes and southern glaciers. Only in the last few years has there been any semiregular public transportation on the route from Bariloche to El Calafate. The southern segment from the town of Perito Moreno to El Calafate is almost fully paved, but parts of any trip south of Río Mayo still seem like an expedition. Travelers should be prepared for several days' rugged travel, or weeks, if they want to explore off the main route.


Coastal RN 3 is entirely paved (though discontinuous), and the connector roads through Chilean Tierra del Fuego are now mostly paved. Still, RN 3 glows with the charisma of the world's southernmost highway, the Patagonian road that leads from Buenos Aires to Tierra del Fuego's tip. To grasp the vastness that so impressed early European visitors, and to view prodigious wildlife concentrations, "Ruta Tres" is still a matchless itinerary.


The following section suggests week-long itineraries that can be combined to explore this intriguing region for a longer period, up to 15 days or ideally more. Unfortunately, drop-off charges for rental vehicles are expensive except at the point of rental.


Day 1


Whichever route you choose, begin by arriving at Aeropuerto Internacional Ministro Pistarini (Ezeiza) and transfer to a Buenos Aires hotel, leaving the afternoon free for sightseeing. Get a good night’s sleep before beginning the road trip of a lifetime.


The Northern Coast


Best for those with limited time and flexibility, this segment is logistically simpler and close to major airports with plenty of other services, including rental cars.


Day 2


Take a morning flight to Trelew and transfer north on RN 3 to the coastal city of Puerto Madryn (1 hour’s drive). Make an afternoon visit to the Ecocentro Puerto Madryn, an environmental museum. This leaves time for the beach, more active pursuits such as diving or windsurfing, or even an excursion to Área Natural Protegida Punta Loma, which has a big sea lion colony and many seabirds.


Day 3


It’s barely an hour’s drive to Península Valdés. Spend the full day viewing wildlife, including elephant seals, penguins, orcas, or right whales (depending on the season), as well as guanacos, rheas, and sea lions (present year-round). Consider a night in Puerto Pirámides or at one of the peninsula’s outer accommodations, such as Estancia Rincón Chico.
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Punta Pirámide on Península Valdés, Argentina





Day 4


Depart in the morning, heading south on RN 3 back to Trelew (1 hour’s drive) to visit Museo Paleontológico Egidio Feruglio, a state-of-the-art paleontology museum, followed by a badlands hike through the in situ paleontological park at Bryn Gwyn, near Gaiman. Enjoy a late afternoon Welsh tea and overnight at Gaiman.


Days 5-6


From Gaiman, make an eastbound lateral from RN 3 to Punta Tombo (about 150 km/93 mi, roughly 2 hours). Its massive Magellanic penguin colony is the continent’s largest. After exploring Punta Tombo, drive along the desolate but scenic coastline past Cabo Raso to isolated Camarones (about 150 km/93 mi, 3 hours) for lunch. Continue onward to Bahía Bustamante (140 km/87 mi, 2.5 hours) for accommodations and excursions to offshore islands or a nearby petrified forest. From here, it’s possible to return to Trelew (roughly 250 km/155 mi, about 4 hours) and fly back to Buenos Aires.
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Punta Tombo, Argentina





Travelers with more time can continue south on RN 3 to Comodoro Rivadavia (roughly 200 km/124 mi, 3 hours) to tour the Southern Coast.


The Southern Coast


Day 2


Fly from Buenos Aires to Comodoro Rivadavia. Make a brief stop at its first-rate Museo Nacional del Petróleo before continuing along smoothly paved highway to picturesque Puerto Deseado (300 km/186 mi, 3.5 hours) and its unique estuary, the Reserva Natural Provincial Ría Deseado. Take a short excursion on the Ría Deseado, home to penguins, cormorants, many other seabirds, and especially dolphins. Spend the night at Deseado.


Day 3


Sea conditions permitting, sail to offshore Isla Pingüino, site of the world’s northernmost rockhopper colony, along with Magellanics and many sea lions. Spend the night at Deseado or, if there’s enough daylight, continue south via RN 281 and RN 3 to Puerto San Julián (about 380 km/236 mi, 5 hours). Its harbor and offshore islands are also home to large populations of dolphins and Magellanic penguins. Spend the night in San Julián.


Day 4


Continue south on RN 3 to the stunning headlands of Parque Nacional Monte León (150 km/93 mi, roughly 2.5 hours), a short detour off the main road. Before leaving the highway, check tide tables at the park visitors center in order to be able to walk the beach, enter the sea caves, and approach the cormorant-covered Isla Monte León. Camp at the park or find accommodations in the nearby town of Comandante Luis Piedra Buena.


Days 5-6


Departing in the morning or afternoon, head south on RN 3 to Río Gallegos (200 km/124 mi, 3 hours). Find accommodations in town or at Estancia Monte Dinero, near the large Magellanic penguin colony at Reserva Provincial Cabo Vírgenes, the easternmost point of the Strait of Magellan. From Gallegos, it’s possible to fly back to Buenos Aires.


Travelers with more time can continue onward to tour the Andes. Start on RN 3, then turn onto RP 5, which becomes contiguous with RP 40 at Esperanza until the junction with RP 11 east to El Calafate.


The Andes


Days 2-3


From Buenos Aires, fly to El Calafate, gateway to Parque Nacional Los Glaciares. Time permitting, visit a working estancia. Otherwise, dine at one of El Calafate’s fine restaurants. The following morning, begin a full-day overland excursion to the Glaciar Perito Moreno in Parque Nacional Los Glaciares. Overnight in El Calafate.


Days 4-6


East of El Calafate, take the excellent paved northbound RN 40 and then westbound RP 23, to El Chaltén (about 250 km/155 mi, 3-4 hours) in Sector Fitz Roy of Parque Nacional Los Glaciares. With an early arrival and good weather, there’s time for a swift hike to view Cerro Torre's namesake glaciated needle. Find accommodations in or near town.


The following day, plan on a demanding full-day hike to Laguna de los Tres, for views of Cerro Fitz Roy. On the next day, take another hike to Loma del Pliegue Tumbado for its panoramas of Fitz Roy. Return to El Calafate for the flight back to Buenos Aires.
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Highlights


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


S Plaza de Mayo: Buenos Aires’s historic center is ground zero for public life in Argentina (click here).


S Café Tortoni: For over a century and a half, the Avenida de Mayo’s traditional gathering place has been an island of stability in a tumultuous ocean of political, social, and economic upheaval (click here).
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S Teatro Colón: Having celebrated Argentina’s bicentennial with a major restoration, the continent’s most important performing arts venue retains its style and dignity (click here).


S Plaza Dorrego: Antiques vendors and spirited performers clog San Telmo’s principal plaza and surrounding streets every Sunday (click here).


S Cementerio de la Recoleta: For both the living and the dead, the barrio of Recoleta is the capital’s prestige address (click here).


S Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (MALBA): Argentina has had a thriving modern art scene for decades, but Palermo’s Latin American art museum has given it a new focal point (click here).


S Museo Eva Perón: Promoted by Evita’s partisans, Argentina’s first museum dedicated to a woman is as notable for its omissions as its inclusions (click here).


S Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales: In the decidedly untouristed barrio of Caballito, this museum sheds light on Argentina’s impressive dinosaur discoveries (click here).


S Museo Sitio de la Memoria ESMA: In the heart of the city, this property preserves the history of the human rights violations that took place in the Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada (click here).





South America’s highest-profile capital has evolved dramatically since its shaky colonial origins. Massive post-independence immigration and prosperity turned a cozy “Gran Aldea” (Great Village) into a “Paris of the South” with broad avenues, colossal monuments, and mansard-capped mansions. In the 20th century, Buenos Aires experienced spectacular spurts of growth and even more spectacular economic and political disasters. Yet somehow, like its melancholy signature music and dance, the tango, it has retained its identity and mystique.


Despite Argentina’s problems, the Río de la Plata’s megalopolis still has much to offer urban explorers in a city that truly never sleeps. It’s one of the most underrated destinations on an underrated continent—arguably, it’s Latin America’s top tourist city.


Foreign visitors often conflate the city with Argentina—though provincial Argentines adamantly assert, “Buenos Aires is not Argentina.” Despite a cosmopolitan outlook, many Porteños (residents of the port) identify more strongly with their own barrios or neighborhoods. Like New Yorkers, they often seem brashly assertive, their accent setting them apart from the provincial residents.


Buenos Aires has a humid coastal climate resembling that of Washington DC, for most of the year, with hot and muggy summers. Unlike Washington, though, it has mild winters, and it has snowed only once in the last century. The daily maximum temperature averages 30.4°C (87°F) in January; it’s slow to cool off until the early morning hours. In July, the coolest month, the daily maximum averages 13.9°C (57°F).
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PLANNING YOUR TIME


Buenos Aires deserves as much time as possible, but Patagonia-bound visitors may have to pick and choose.


Presuming no more than two days in town, visitors should focus on central highlights like the Plaza de Mayo and vicinity, the Teatro Colón, the southern barrios of San Telmo and La Boca, the famous Recoleta cemetery, and the art museums of Palermo.


HISTORY


Buenos Aires dates from Spanish explorer Pedro de Mendoza’s 1536 landing, but his party failed to survive supply shortages and resistance from the Indigenous Querandí people. Conquistador Juan de Garay refounded the city in 1580. Mendoza’s lasting legacy was the escaped livestock that transformed the surrounding pampas (grasslands) into a fenceless ranch. Feral cattle and horses, nearly free for the taking, spawned Argentina’s gaucho culture.


In 1776, Spain made Buenos Aires capital of the Virreinato del Río de la Plata (Viceroyalty of the River Plate). Late colonial Porteños resisted British invasions in 1806 and 1807, but those invasions hastened the Revolution of May 1810, the beginning of the end for Spanish rule. In 1816, the Provincias Unidas del Río de la Plata (United Provinces of the River Plate) declared formal independence.


Following decades of disorder, isolationist caudillo Juan Manuel de Rosas took command of Buenos Aires province, ruling it from 1829 until 1852. When Rosas took power, the provincial capital’s population was nearly 60,000; shortly after his departure, it reached 99,000.


Rosas’s overthrow and exile brought explosive growth—the city’s population more than doubled, to 230,000, by 1875. In 1880, it became the federal capital and, by the early 20th century, Latin America’s first city with more than a million inhabitants.


From Gran Aldea to Cosmopolitan Capital


Federalized Buenos Aires’s first mayor, Torcuato de Alvear, soon imposed his vision on the newly designated capital. Instead of the intimate Gran Aldea (Great Village), Buenos Aires would become a cosmopolitan showpiece. Where single-story houses had lined narrow colonial streets, broad boulevards like the Avenida de Mayo soon linked majestic public buildings.


Newly landscaped spaces like the Plaza de Mayo, Plaza del Congreso, and Plaza San Martín reflected an ambitious country’s aspirations. Some, though, castigated Alvear for favoring upper-class barrios like Recoleta and Palermo over immigrant neighborhoods like San Telmo and La Boca. As European immigrants streamed in, such inequitable treatment exacerbated social tensions.


In 1913, Buenos Aires became the first South American city to open a subway system, even as large families on subsistence wages squeezed into tenements in poorer neighborhoods. The tension between rich and poor often exploded into open conflict. In the 1930s, the military dictatorship that overthrew President Hipólito Yrigoyen further obliterated narrow colonial streets to create broad thoroughfares like Corrientes and Santa Fe, as well as the cross-town Avenida 9 de Julio. Despite lip service to working-class interests, the populist Perón regimes of the 1940s and 1950s splurged on pharaonic projects, heavy and heavily subsidized industry, and spending that squandered post-World War II surpluses.


Dictatorship and Its Aftermath


By 1970, as a sprawling Gran Buenos Aires (Greater Buenos Aires) absorbed ever more distant suburbs, the capital and vicinity held eight million people, more than a third of the country’s population. Chronic instability approached open warfare until 1976, when the military ousted the inept President Isabelita Perón, Juan Perón’s widow, in a bloodless coup that became a bloody reign of terror.


One pretext for taking power was civilian corruption, but the military and their civilian collaborators similarly attracted international loans to demolish vibrant but neglected neighborhoods for colossal public works. Much of the money found its way into offshore bank accounts.


Following 1983’s return to constitutional government, Argentina underwent several years’ hyperinflation in which President Raúl Alfonsín’s administration wasted enormous amounts of goodwill. President Carlos Menem’s succeeding Peronist government, directed by Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo, brought a decade of stability during which foreign investment flowed into Argentina, and Buenos Aires in particular. The financial and service sectors flourished, and urban renewal projects like the Puerto Madero riverfront brought a sense of optimism. The boom, however, had its dark side in crony capitalism, by which the president’s associates enriched themselves through favorable privatization contracts.


Even before the late-2001 debt default, the economy contracted and Porteños began to suffer. After Menem’s hapless successor, Fernando de la Rúa, resigned in December, the country had a series of caretaker presidents until the May 2003 election of Peronist Néstor Kirchner.


As the economy stagnated and unemployment rose, homelessness also rose and scavengers became a common sight even in prosperous barrios. Strikes, strident pickets blocking bridges and highways, and frustration with politicians and the International Monetary Fund (IMF) contributed to the bronca (aggravation).


After the economy hit bottom, though, the devalued peso made the Argentine economy competitive, and Buenos Aires, which always enjoyed a blend of neighborhood integrity, cosmopolitan sophistication, and cultural life, suddenly boomed with foreign tourists. The neighboring republics of Brazil and Chile were first to catch on, but the rest of the world soon caught up. The Covid-19 pandemic has been a significant setback, but high vaccination rates and other public health measures appear to have moved matters in the right direction, and the favorable informal exchange rate has made the city even more of a bargain.


ORIENTATION


The Ciudad Autónoma de Buenos Aires (Autonomous City of Buenos Aires), also known as the Capital Federal, lies within the boundaries formed by the Río de la Plata, its Riachuelo tributary, and the ring roads of Avenida General Paz and Avenida 27 de Febrero. Most visitors see only a few of its 47 barrios.


The historic center is Monserrat (also known as Catedral al Sur, “South of the Cathedral”), whose Plaza de Mayo has been the flashpoint for spectacle and debacle in Argentina’s tumultuous politics. Immediately north, San Nicolás includes the compact, densely built Microcentro (also known as Catedral al Norte, “North of the Cathedral”), with the shopping and theater districts, and the local Wall Street in La City. Eastward, stretching north-south along the river, redeveloped Puerto Madero is the city’s newest barrio.


Southern Monserrat gives way to San Telmo’s cobbled colonial streets, peopled with artists and musicians, tango bars, and the Plaza Dorrego flea market, plus a scattering of old-money families and more than a scattering of conventillos (tenements) abandoned by old money. To the southeast, La Boca has never been prosperous, but it has a colorful history, a vivid vernacular architecture and artists’ colony, and an enviable community solidarity.


Across Avenida Córdoba, elegant Retiro marks a transition to the upper-middle-class residential barrios to the north and northwest. Immediately northwest, Recoleta retains that elegance in one of the world’s most exclusive graveyards, where many affluent Argentines have chosen to spend eternity. Barrio Norte, a mostly residential area overlapping Retiro and Recoleta, is more a real estate slogan than a barrio per se.


Beyond Recoleta, broad avenues lead to the open green spaces of Palermo, a middle- to upper-middle-class barrio with the city’s finest dining and wildest nightlife. Woodsy Belgrano is a mostly residential barrio, with an assortment of parks, museums, and other cultural resources.


Sights


For short-term visitors, the city’s sights are mostly easily grouped by the more central barrios, though some outlying barrios have scattered points of interest.


MONSERRAT/CATEDRAL AL SUR AND VICINITY


The barrio’s axis is the Avenida de Mayo, which links the Casa Rosada presidential palace (1873-1898) with the Congreso Nacional (National Congress, 1908). The perpendicular Avenida 9 de Julio splits Monserrat in half.
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S Plaza de Mayo



The Plaza de Mayo derives its name from the date of the Revolution of 1810, but it owes its fame to the massive demonstrations that have taken place here in support and protest of the Peróns, the Falklands/Malvinas war, and other political causes.


At its northwest corner, the imposing Catedral Metropolitana (1827) holds the remains of national icon José de San Martín. At the southwest corner, only part of the colonial Cabildo de Buenos Aires (1725-1765) survived construction of the Avenida de Mayo. If the economy were as solid as the northeast corner’s neoclassical Banco de la Nación (1939), Argentina would still be a global powerhouse. In the subterranean colonial customs house behind and beneath the presidential palace, the Museo del Bicentenario (Av. Paseo Colón 100, tel. +54 11 4344-3600, argentina.gob.ar/secretariageneral/museo-del-bicentenario, 10am-5:30pm Sat.-Sun.) includes a mural by the famous Mexican artist David Alfaro Siqueiros.



S Café Tortoni



GOOGLE MAP


First among the Avenida de Mayo’s surviving landmarks, the legendary Café Tortoni (Av. de Mayo 825, tel. +54 9 11 2392-6410, cafetortoni.com.ar, 8am-9pm daily) dates from 1858. One of Buenos Aires’s most fiercely if quietly traditional places, the Tortoni has made no concessions to the 21st century and only a few to the 20th: Upholstered chairs and marble tables stand among sturdy columns beneath a ceiling punctuated by stained-glass vitraux; the wallpaper looks original between the dark-stained wooden trim; and the walls are decorated with pictures, portraits, and filete, the traditional calligraphy of Porteño sign-painters.




Organized Tours


Some of the city’s best guided tours are available through the municipal tourist office throughout the week, often but not always with English-speaking guides. The complete schedule appears on the city government’s website (turismo.buenosaires.gob.ar). In case of rain, tours are canceled, and they usually do not take place in the summer months of January-February. Some are free, but many now have fees ranging from minimal to expensive.


For conventional tours of the capital and vicinity, including the Microcentro, Recoleta and Palermo, and San Telmo and La Boca, a frequent choice is Buenos Aires Visión (tel. +54 9 11 3605-1739).


Highly recommended Eternautas (Av. Presidente Julio A. Roca 584, 7th Fl., tel. +54 11 5031-9916 or +54 9 11 4173-1078, eternautas.tur.ar) is an organization of professional historians who offer inexpensive walking tours and longer half-day excursions, such as “El Otro Sur,” a fascinating three-hour bus tour (US$40 pp) through working-class southern barrios like Barracas, Nueva Pompeya, Parque Patricios, and Boedo. There are also specialized options such as “Jewish Buenos Aires” and “Buenos Aires Architecture.”


By its very name, Tangol (Defensa 831, tel. +54 11 6235-9999) combines those two Porteño passions, tango and soccer (¡Go-o-ol!), in its offerings. It also does excursions farther afield in Buenos Aires province and elsewhere. For a commercial website it’s surprisingly informative as well.


One unique option is Cicerones de Buenos Aires (J. J. Biedma 883, tel. +54 9 11 4141-9362, cicerones.org.ar), a nonprofit that matches visitors with enthusiastic nonprofessional guides who can provide a resident’s perspective on the city.


For self-guided visitors, another option is Buenos Aires Bus (Av. Presidente Manuel Quintana 596, Recoleta., tel. +54 11 5239-5160, buenosairesbus.com, 9am-8pm daily), an on-and-off bus service that links various attractions and destinations, with a dozen stops throughout the city from La Boca to Palermo. A 24-hour ticket costs US$20 pp, but a two-day ticket is only US$4 more; there is also a nightlife bus through Recoleta and Palermo.





Among the patrons acknowledged on the walls are tango singer Carlos Gardel, La Boca painter Benito Quinquela Martín, dramatists Luigi Pirandello and Federico García Lorca, and pianist Arthur Rubinstein; more recently, the Tortoni has hosted King Juan Carlos I of Spain and Hillary Rodham Clinton.


Other Sights


At the west end of Avenida de Mayo, the Plaza del Congreso (officially, Plaza de los Dos Congresos, 1904), another frequent site for political demonstrations, faces the Congreso Nacional (1908), Argentina’s notoriously dysfunctional legislature.


South of Plaza de Mayo, Monserrat’s major colonial landmark is the Manzana de las Luces, comprising several ecclesiastical and educational institutions filling an entire block bounded by Alsina, Bolívar, Moreno, and Perú.


At Alsina and Defensa, the Farmacia de la Estrella (1900) is a classic apothecary distinguished by magnificent woodwork and health-oriented ceiling murals. Its streetside windows exhibit materials from the upstairs Buenos Aires Museo (Defensa 219, tel. +54 11 4331-9855, 11am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 11am-8pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, US$1, free Wed.), specializing in elements of everyday Porteño life. There are guided tours in English at 3pm Saturday-Sunday and holidays.


A block south, the Museo Etnográfico Juan B. Ambrosetti (Moreno 350, tel. +54 11 5287-3050, filo.uba.ar, 3pm-6pm Wed.-Fri., US$1) has superb archaeological, ethnographic, and ethnohistorical displays on the Tierra del Fuego archipelago. There are occasional guided tours.


From the roof of the Casa de la Defensa (Defensa 372), Porteños poured boiling oil onto British invaders in 1806-1807. Half a block south, at Avenida Belgrano, the 18th-century Iglesia y Convento de Santo Domingo shares grounds with the Instituto Nacional Belgraniano, a patriotic institute that contains the tomb of Argentine flag designer General Manuel Belgrano.


MICROCENTRO AND VICINITY


Formally known as San Nicolás, the area bounded by Avenida Córdoba, Avenida Madero, Avenida Rivadavia, and Avenida Callao encompasses the city’s traditional financial, commercial, and entertainment centers. The area between Avenida 9 de Julio and the riverfront, immediately north of the Plaza de Mayo, is commonly called the Microcentro and, occasionally, Catedral al Norte. North of Rivadavia, Calle San Martín is the axis of the financial district, known as La City.
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Named for Argentina’s independence day, the broad Avenida 9 de Julio separates the Microcentro from the rest of the barrio. Post-pandemic Calle Florida, a pedestrian mall that became the city’s smartest shopping area in the early 20th century, is less fashionable than it once was, except for the restored Galerías Pacífico, an architectural landmark occupying nearly an entire block. Don’t overlook its interior dome murals, inspired by the famous Mexican muralist David Alfaro Siqueiros.


East-west Avenida Corrientes, the traditional axis of Porteño nightlife, now takes a back seat to trendier areas like Puerto Madero and Palermo. Widened sidewalks, though, have encouraged pedestrian traffic to return in an area still important for its theaters, cinemas, and other cultural activities.


At the foot of Corrientes, the beaux arts Correo Central (central post office, 1928) is a landmark whose original architect, Norberto Maillart, based his design on New York City’s General Post Office. Since 2015, however, it is the Palacio Libertad (entrance at Sarmiento 151, cck.gob.ar [URL inactive], 2pm-8pm Tues.-Sun.), where free tours (2:30pm and 4pm) require online reservations on Saturday-Sunday and holidays, but not on Thursday-Friday.


Argentina’s central bank, the Italianate Banco Central de la República Argentina, has identical facades on the 200 blocks of San Martín and Reconquista. Its Museo Histórico y Numismático Héctor Carlos Janson (San Martín 216, tel. +54 11 4348-3882, bcra.gob.ar [URL inactive], 10am-4pm Mon.-Fri., free) helps explain the country’s volatile economic history.


At Avenida 9 de Julio and Corrientes, the 67.5-m (222-ft) Obelisco (Obelisk, 1936) is a city symbol erected for the 400th anniversary of Pedro de Mendoza’s landing. From the Obelisco, the Diagonal Roque Sáenz Peña ends at Plaza Lavalle, where the Palacio de Justicia (Tribunales or Law Courts, 1904) has lent its colloquial name to the neighborhood.


Across Plaza Lavalle is the stately but renovated Teatro Colón (1908) opera house. To its north, fronting on Libertad and protected by bulky concrete planter boxes, the Templo de la Congregación Israelita (1932) is the capital’s largest synagogue. Do not photograph this or any other Jewish community site without express permission.



S Teatro Colón



Possibly the continent’s most important performing arts venue, the ornate Teatro Colón (Tucumán 1171, tel. +54 11 4378-7100, teatrocolon.org.ar, tours 10am-4:45pm Mon.-Fri., 11am-4:45pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, English-language tours 10am, 11am, noon, 3pm, and 6pm, US$12, free under age 7) reopened in 2010 after a bicentennial makeover. Moved from an earlier Plaza de Mayo site, the current theater dates from 1908; Francesco Tamburini’s Italian Renaissance structure replaced the city’s first railway station.


Occupying a lot of more than 8,000 sq m, with nearly 38,000 sq m of floor space across seven levels, the Colón opened with a performance of Verdi’s Aida. Seating 2,478 patrons, with standing room for another 700, it’s one of the country’s most ornate buildings, its Gran Hall outfitted with Verona and Carrara marble, the Salón de los Bustos studded with busts of famous figures from European classical music, and the Salón Dorado (Golden Salon) modeled on palaces like France’s Versailles and Vienna’s Schönbrunn. Guided tours last 50 minutes and go behind the scenes as well.


The theater presents some 200 events per annum May-November (contact the box office at Tucumán 1171, tel. +54 11 4378-7100, teatrocolon.org.ar). The main theater follows lines of French and Italian classics, with world-class acoustics; a rotating disk aids rapid scene changes. Seating ranges from comfortably upholstered rows to luxury boxes, including a presidential box with its own phone line and a separate exit. Presidential command performances take place on the winter patriotic holidays of May 25 and July 9.


Since its opening, the current theater’s who’s who of performers has included Igor Stravinsky, María Callas, Mikhail Baryshnikov, George Balanchine, and Yo-Yo Ma, not to mention world-renowned orchestras and dance companies. At times, though, it’s let its hair down to accommodate performers like the late folk singer Mercedes Sosa, the rhythm-and-blues unit Memphis La Blusera, and rockers Charly García and the late Luis Alberto Spinetta.



PUERTO MADERO



Born amid 19th-century corruption, modern Puerto Madero has reclaimed a riverfront that languished off-limits during the 1976-1983 dictatorship. Comparable, in some ways, to Baltimore’s Inner Harbor and London’s Docklands, its focus is four rectangular diques (basins) bordered by brick warehouses recycled into stylish lofts, offices, restaurants, bars, and cinemas.


Sequentially numbered from south to north, the four basins include a 450-berth yacht harbor at Dique No. 3; docked on the west side, the Museo Fragata Sarmiento (tel. +54 11 4334-9386, 1pm-7pm Thurs.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat.-Sun., donation) is an early-20th-century naval training vessel.


Spanish architect Santiago Calatrava’s Puente de la Mujer is a modernistic pedestrian suspension bridge whose rotating center section allows vessels to pass between Dique No. 3 and Dique No. 2. At the northernmost Dique No. 4, the Buque Museo A.R.A. Corbeta Uruguay (tel. +54 11 4314-1090, 1pm-7pm Thurs.-Fri., 10am-7pm Sat.-Sun., donation) rescued Norwegian explorers Carl Skottsberg and Otto Nordenskjöld from Antarctica in 1903. Dating from 1874, it’s the oldest Argentine vessel still afloat.


Toward the barrio’s north end, the Hotel de Inmigrantes was Argentina’s Ellis Island for European immigrants. It’s now the Museo Nacional de la Inmigración (Av. Antártida Argentina 1355, tel. +54 11 4893-0322, visitasmuntref@untref.edu.ar, 11am-6pm Tues.-Sun., free, guided tours 2pm and 4pm Sat.-Sun.). It eloquently documents the immigrant experience.


SAN TELMO


Six blocks south of the Plaza de Mayo, San Telmo, with its narrow colonial streets, antiques shops, and street fairs, is a pedestrian-friendly area that appeals to Argentines and foreigners alike. On Sunday, authorities even close most of Calle Defensa to motor vehicles, although foot traffic can get very crowded then.
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After elite families fled an 1870s yellow fever epidemic, moving to northern barrios like Palermo and Belgrano, San Telmo became an area where impoverished immigrant families could find a foothold in conventillos, abandoned mansions where large families filled small spaces—often a single room. Today it’s a mixed neighborhood where conventillos still exist, but young professionals have also recycled crumbling apartment buildings and even industrial sites into lofts. It’s also closely linked to tango, or at least the high-priced spectacle with professional dancers.


While colonial Spanish law dictated rectangular city blocks of equal size, San Telmo breaks the rules. North-south Calle Balcarce, for instance, doglegs between Chile and Estados Unidos, crossing the cobblestone alleyways of Pasaje San Lorenzo and Pasaje Giuffra. The Casa Mínima (Pasaje San Lorenzo 380) takes the vernacular casa chorizo (sausage house) style to an extreme—this two-story colonial adobe is barely wider than an average adult male’s arm spread.


To the east, on Paseo Colón’s Plaza Coronel Olazábal, Rogelio Yrurtia’s massive sculpture Canto al Trabajo (Ode to Labor), a tribute to hardworking pioneers, is a welcome antidote to the pompous equestrian statues elsewhere.


San Telmo’s heart, though, is Plaza Dorrego (Defensa and Humberto Primo), site of the hectic weekend flea market. At Defensa and Avenida Brasil, a statue of Pedro de Mendoza guards the entrance to Parque Lezama, where Mendoza ostensibly founded the city in 1536.



S Plaza Dorrego



GOOGLE MAP


Six days a week, Plaza Dorrego is a shady square where Porteños sip cortados and nibble lunches from nearby cafés. On Sunday, though, it swarms with visitors who stroll among antiques stalls at the Feria de San Pedro Telmo (9am or 10am-late afternoon Sun.), the most famous of the capital’s street fairs. Items range from soda siphons to brightly painted calligraphy plaques with piropos (aphorisms), oversize antique radios, and many other items. The plaza and side streets also fill with tangueros (tango dancers), puppet theaters, hurdy-gurdy men, and estatuas vivas (“living statues” or costumed mimes). The sidewalk and balcony cafés overlooking the plaza are ideal for enjoying the show.



Parque Lezama



Like many Argentine museums, Parque Lezama's Museo Histórico Nacional (Defensa 1600, tel. +54 11 4300-7530, museohistoriconacional.cultura.gob.ar, 11am-7pm Wed.-Thurs., Sun., and holidays, 11am-9pm Sat., free) underwent an overhaul for the 2010 bicentennial, with new and surprisingly evenhanded material on Peronism (note Juan Perón’s Grundig tape recorder, which he used to communicate to his faithful), the state terror of the 1976-1983 dictatorship, and the 1980s democratic restoration. There are guided tours (4pm Wed.-Fri., 11:30am, 3:30pm, 5pm, and 7pm Sat., 11:30am and 3:30pm Sun.).


There are also thematic exhibits, such as daguerreotypes of famous but also anonymous figures from early-19th-century Argentina, that border on a social history often overlooked in such museums, and sometimes displays on topics such as rock music. More conventionally, there’s a re-creation of liberator José de San Martín’s French bedroom-in-exile, portrait galleries of figures such as San Martín and independence intellectual Mariano Moreno, and massive oils that romanticize General Julio Argentino Roca’s brutal Patagonian campaigns.


The building itself is a well-kept landmark whose subterranean gallery hosts special exhibits and occasional concerts.


Museo Antártico General División Hernán Pujato


In addition to the Falkland Islands, Argentina maintains a claim and bases on the frozen continent, though those claims overlap with the British and Chilean presence. The Museo Antártico (Av. Paseo Colón 1407, tel. +54 11 4361-7185, 10am-4pm Tues.-Sun., free) displays an extensive collection of machinery that’s operated on its bases there, but also natural history exhibits and accounts of the early presence, including the reliance on dogs.


LA BOCA


On the winding west bank of the Riachuelo, La Boca owes its origins to French Basque and Genovese immigrants who worked in packing plants and warehouses during the mid-19th-century beef export boom. Perhaps more than any other city neighborhood, it remains a community, symbolized by fervent identification—many might say fanatical obsession—with the Boca Juniors soccer team.


La Boca is the city’s most colorful neighborhood thanks to the brightly painted houses with corrugated zinc siding that line the curving Caminito, once a rail terminus. One of the country’s most polluted waterways, the Riachuelo has undergone a visible cleanup of the corroded hulks that oozed contamination along the meander known as the Vuelta de Rocha, but there’s a long way to go—the riverside is more presentable, but it’s still not for sensitive noses.


Socially and politically, La Boca has a reputation for disorder and anarchy, but the late Benito Quinquela Martín, whose oils sympathetically portrayed its hardworking inhabitants, helped make it an artists’ colony. Many Porteños consider the barrio dangerous, and some visitors prefer guided tours starting at the Caminito.


La Boca’s real gateway, though, is Avenida Almirante Brown, at Parque Lezama’s southeast corner. Here, the Catalinas del Sur theater group has erected the Mural Escenográfico Parque Lezama, a sprawling mural depicting community life through colorful three-dimensional caricatures. From the foot of the avenue, where it intersects Avenida Pedro de Mendoza, the remaining massive girders of the former Puente Nicolás Avellaneda (1940), towering above the Riachuelo, are a civil engineering landmark.


Caminito


The starting point for most visitors remains the cobbled, curving Caminito. Once the terminus of a railroad line, it’s now a pedestrian mall where painters display their watercolors (with more artists on weekends than weekdays). Taking its name from a popular tango, the passageway veers northwest, between brightly colored houses with corrugated zinc siding, from Avenida Pedro de Mendoza.


Initially, these bright colors came from marine paints salvaged from ships in the harbor. The colors are inviting, but the poorly insulated buildings can be stifling in summer and frigid in winter. The area is also vulnerable to flooding.


Museo de Bellas Artes de La Boca


East of the Caminito, Quinquela Martín’s former studio is now the Museo Benito Quinquela Martín (Pedro de Mendoza 1835, tel. +54 11 4362-1100, buenosaires.gob.ar/museoquinquelamartin, 11:15am-6pm Tues.-Sun., US$1). There are guided tours (4:30pm Sat.-Sun.).


Estadio Alberto J. Armando


For residents, the neighborhood’s key landmark is the Estadio Alberto J. Armando (Brandsen and Del Valle Iberlucea), the soccer stadium better known as La Bombonera. Murals of barrio life cover the walls along the Brandsen side. It’s now home to the Museo de la Pasión Boquense (Brandsen 805, tel. +54 11 4362-1100, museoboquense.com, 10am-6pm daily, US$13, guided tours presently suspended), a thunderous homage to the passion for soccer and its role in the community.


RETIRO


Popularly describing the area surrounding Plaza San Martín, Retiro takes in much of the terrain north of Avenida Córdoba and overlaps the Barrio Norte sector. Once literally a retreat, it originated as an isolated colonial monastery on the barranca (terrace) above the river, but by 1862, General San Martín’s equestrian statue marked its definitive urbanization. On the centenary of the Liberator’s birth in 1878, the original property was declared Plaza San Martín.



[image: image]



From the late 19th century, the streets surrounding Plaza San Martín became Buenos Aires’s most elite residential area. The most extravagant residence, dating from 1909, was the Palacio Paz (Av. Santa Fe 750), a 12,000-sq-m (129,000-sq-ft) Francophile mansion built for newspaper magnate José C. Paz. On the north side, the art nouveau Palacio San Martín (1905) was originally a three-house complex built for the Anchorena family. At the plaza’s southeastern edge, dating from 1935, the 33-story apartment building known as the Edificio Kavanagh (Florida 1035) was Buenos Aires’s first skyscraper.


The marble Monumento a los Caidos de Malvinas (northeast corner of Plaza San Martín) acknowledges those who died in the 1982 Falkland Islands war with Britain. Across Avenida del Libertador, the former Plaza Britania is now the Plaza Fuerza Aérea Argentina (the air force was the only branch of the Argentine military to perform credibly in the war). Its enduring centerpiece, though, is the 1916 Torre Monumental (formerly Torre de los Ingleses), a Big Ben clone donated by the Anglo-Argentine community.


Immediately across Avenida Ramos Mejía, Estación Retiro (1915) is a restored relic of the railroad era, when British-operated trains served Argentina’s northern and northwestern provinces. Today, though, it receives mostly suburban commuter trains.


Retiro is a barrio where people purchase rather than make art, and the contemporary galleries around Plaza San Martín are almost all worth a look. Its major museum is the Museo Municipal de Arte Hispanoamericano Isaac Fernández Blanco (Suipacha 1422, tel. +54 11 4327-0228, buenosaires.gob.ar/museofernandezblanco/palacionoel, 11am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 11am-8pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, US$1), which stresses colonial and early independence-era art. The museum sometimes closes in January or February.


RECOLETA/BARRIO NORTE


Recoleta, where the line between vigorous excess and serene but opulent eternity is a thin one, is one of the city’s most touristed barrios, and one of its prime shopping zones. In everyday usage, “Recoleta” describes the area in and around its namesake cemetery, but it also encompasses much of Barrio Norte, a residential area of vague boundaries that extends westward from Retiro and north into Palermo.


Once a bucolic outlier, Recoleta urbanized rapidly when upper-class Porteños fled San Telmo after the 1870s yellow fever outbreaks. It’s internationally known for the Cementerio de la Recoleta (Recoleta Cemetery, 1822), whose elaborate crypts and mausoleums cost more than many—if not most—Porteño houses. Flanking it is the Jesuit-built Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Pilar (1732), a baroque church.


Bordering the church and cemetery are sizable green spaces, including Plaza Intendente Alvear and Plaza Francia, frequented by street performers and a legion of paseaperros (professional dog walkers). On the southeastern corner, along Robert M. Ortiz, are some of Buenos Aires’s most traditional cafés, most notably La Biela (Av. Quintana 600, tel. +54 11 4804-0449, labiela.com, 7am-2am daily).


Alongside the church, the Centro Cultural Ciudad de Buenos Aires (Junín 1930, tel. +54 11 4803-1040, centroculturalrecoleta.org, 1:30pm-10pm Tues.-Fri., 11:15am-10pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, most areas free) is one of the capital’s most important cultural centers.


Facing Plaza Francia, the Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes (1933) is the national fine art museum. Several other plazas stretch along Avenida del Libertador, northwest of the museum toward Palermo.



S Cementerio de la Recoleta
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Cementerio de la Recoleta (Junín 1790, tel. +54 11 4804-7040, cementeriorecoleta.com.ar, 7am-5:30pm daily, US$5 for nonresidents of Argentina, credit card only) is Buenos Aires’s most prestigious address; its roster of postmortem residents represents wealth and power as surely as the inhabitants of surrounding Francophile mansions and luxury apartments hoard their assets in overseas bank accounts. Socially, the cemetery is more exclusive than the neighborhood—cash can buy an impressive residence, but not a surname like Alvear, Anchorena, Mitre, Pueyrredón, or Sarmiento.


Its top attraction, though, is the crypt of Eva Perón, whose relentless ambition overcame humble origins and brought her to the pinnacle of power with her husband, General and President Juan Perón, before her death in 1952. Even Juan Perón, who lived until 1974, failed to qualify for Recoleta.


There were other routes into Recoleta, though. One unlikely occupant is boxer Luis Ángel Firpo (1894-1960), the “wild bull of the Pampas,” who nearly beat Jack Dempsey for the world heavyweight championship in 1923. Firpo, though, had pull—his sponsor was landowner Félix Bunge, whose family built some of the cemetery’s most ornate constructions.


The cemetery is the site for many on-demand guided tours through local travel agencies, and the cemetery itself offers free Spanish-language tours hourly from 10am-4pm daily.


Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes


The Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes (Av. del Libertador 1473, tel. +54 11 5288-9900, bellasartes.gob.ar [URL inactive], 11am-8pm Tues.-Fri., 10am-8pm Sat.-Sun., free) mixes works of well-known European artists such as Picasso and Van Gogh with Argentine counterparts, including Antonio Berni, Cándido López, Benito Quinquela Martín, Prilidiano Pueyrredón, and Lino Spilimbergo. In total, Argentina’s traditional fine art museum houses about 11,000 oils, watercolors, sketches, engravings, tapestries, and sculptures. Among the most interesting works are López’s detailed oils, which recreate the history of the Paraguayan war (1864-1870) despite his having lost his right arm to a grenade.


The Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes offers guided tours of occasional special exhibits for a small charge.


PALERMO


Buenos Aires’s largest barrio, Palermo boasts wide-open spaces thanks to 19th-century dictator Juan Manuel de Rosas, whose estate stretched almost from Recoleta all the way to Belgrano. After his exile, the property passed into the public domain and, ironically enough, the sprawling Parque 3 de Febrero takes its name from the date of his defeat in 1852.


Once part of the capital’s unsavory arrabales (margins), its street corners populated by stylish but capricious malevos (bullies) immortalized in Jorge Luis Borges’s stories, Palermo hasn’t entirely superseded that reputation—in some areas, poorly lighted streets still make visitors uneasy. Yet it also has exclusive neighborhoods such as Barrio Parque, also known as Palermo Chico, with embassies, single-family mansions, some of Buenos Aires’s highest property values, and several key museums.


Across Avenida del Libertador, the Botánico is an upper-middle-class enclave taking its name from the Jardín Botánico Carlos Thays (Av. Santa Fe 3951, tel. +54 11 4831-4527, buenosaires.gob.ar/jardinbotanico, 8am-7pm Tues.-Fri., 9:30am-7pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, free), a lovely botanical garden whose feral cat infestation now appears to be under control. Once a neighborhood of imposing mansions, the Botánico is still affluent but less exclusive than when, in 1948, Eva Perón enraged the neighbors by turning one of those mansions into a home for single mothers; it’s now a museum in her memory.


Opposite nearby Plaza Italia, the former Jardín Zoológico (zoo) is now the Ecoparque (Av. Las Heras s/n, tel. +54 11 4011-9995, buenosaires.gob.ar/ecoparque, 11am-6pm Tues.-Sun. and holidays, free), a work in progress that now focuses on native Argentine species.


The real action is slightly northwest at Palermo Viejo, where Plaza Serrano (also known as Plaza Cortázar) has become a major axis of Porteño nightlife. Palermo Viejo further subdivides into Palermo Soho and the more northerly Palermo Hollywood, where many TV and radio producers have facilities. Shaded by sycamores, many streets still contain low-rise casas chorizos on deep, narrow lots. At the northern end of the barrio, Las Cañitas is a gastronomic and nightlife area challenging Palermo Viejo among partygoers.


Museo de Arte Popular José Hernández


Named for the author of the gauchesco epic Martín Fierro, the Museo de Arte Popular José Hernández (Av. del Libertador 2373, tel. +54 11 4803-2384, infomap@buenosaires.gob.ar, 11am-7pm Mon. and Wed.-Fri., 11am-8pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays Mar.-Jan., US$1, free Wed.) specializes in rural Argentiniana. It’s tempting to call it the “museum of irony,” because Argentina’s most gaucho-oriented institution stands in one of the country’s most urbane, affluent, and cosmopolitan neighborhoods. Even more ironically, oligarch Félix Bunge built the Franco-Italianate residence with marble staircases and other lavish features, and exhibits depict gentry like the Martínez de Hoz family—one of whom was the 1976-1983 dictatorship’s economy minister—as symbols of a romanticized open-range lifestyle. That said, the museum’s worthwhile collections range from magnificent silverwork and vicuña textiles by contemporary Argentine artisans to pre-Columbian pottery, Indigenous crafts, and even a typical pulpería (rural store).


Museo Nacional de Arte Decorativo


Matías Errázuriz Ortúzar and his widow, Josefina de Alvear de Errázuriz, lived less than 20 years in the ornate beaux arts building (1918) that now houses the national decorative art museum. The inventory of the Museo Nacional de Arte Decorativo (Av. del Libertador 1902, tel. +54 11 4806-8306, museoartedecorativo.cultura.gob.ar, 1pm-7pm Wed.-Sun., closed last week of Dec.-first week of Jan., free) comprises 4,000 items from the family’s collections, ranging from Roman sculptures to contemporary silverwork, but mostly Asian and European pieces from the 17th-19th centuries. Many items are anonymous; the best-known are by Europeans like Manet and Rodin.



S Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (MALBA)
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Dedicated to Latin American art, the Museo de Arte Latinoamericano de Buenos Aires (Av. Figueroa Alcorta 3415, tel. +54 11 4808-6500, malba.org.ar, 11am-8pm Wed., noon-8pm Thurs.-Mon., US$3) is a striking steel-and-glass structure that devotes one entire floor to Argentine businessman and founder Eduardo F. Constantini’s private collections, featuring prominent artists like Mexico’s Frida Kahlo and Diego Rivera. There are also works by Antonio Berni, Chile’s Roberto Matta, Uruguay’s Pedro Figari, and many others. The second floor offers special exhibitions. The museum additionally has a cinema, hosts many events, and also features a quality restaurant.



S Museo Eva Perón
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Eva Perón, the charismatic spouse of populist president Juan Domingo Perón, made a point of antagonizing her political opponents, or, in her words, “the oligarchy.” At her most combative, to the anger and dismay of neighbors, she chose the upscale Botánico neighborhood for the Hogar de Tránsito No. 2, a shelter for single mothers from the provinces. Even more galling, her Fundación de Ayuda Social María Eva Duarte de Perón took over an imposing three-story mansion to house the transients on their way to the capital.


Since Evita’s death in 1952, middle-class multistory apartment blocks have mostly replaced the elegant single-family houses and distinctive apartments that then housed the Porteño elite; many have moved to exclusive northern suburbs. Fifty years later, on the July 26 anniversary of her death—supporting novelist Tomás Eloy Martínez’s contention that Argentines are “cadaver cultists”—Evita’s great-niece María Carolina Rodríguez officially opened the Museo Eva Perón (Lafinur 2988, tel. +54 11 4807-0306, evitaperon.org, 11am-6:30pm Tues.-Sun., US$3) “to spread the life, work, and ideology of María Eva Duarte de Perón.”


What’s lacking is a critical perspective. Rather than a balanced account of her life, the museum is a professionally presented chronological homage—or arguably a shrine—that sidesteps the demagoguery and personality cults that typified both Evita and her charismatic husband.


There’s a museum store with a selection of Evita souvenirs on-site and a quality café-restaurant as well. Audio-guided tours are available in English, Spanish, and Portuguese; guided tours take place at 4pm Saturday-Sunday.


BELGRANO


North of Palermo, linked to downtown by Subte, bus, and train, Belgrano remains a barrio apart. In fact, it was once a separate city and then, briefly in the 1880s, the country’s capital; Congress met at what is now the Museo Histórico Sarmiento (Cuba 2079, tel. +54 11 4783-7555, museosarmiento.cultura.gob.ar, 1pm-6pm Wed.-Sun., free), honoring President Domingo F. Sarmiento. Sarmiento never lived here, but the exhibits contain many personal possessions and a model of his provincial San Juan birthplace. The museum also chronicles the near-civil war of the 1880s that resulted in Buenos Aires’s federalization. Guided tours (5pm Wed. and Sat.-Sun.) are offered.




Evita on Tour


Eva Perón became famous for her visit to Europe in 1947. Representing an Argentina that had emerged from World War II as an economic powerhouse, she helped legitimize a shaky Franco regime in Spain and, despite some missteps, she impressed other war-ravaged European countries with Argentina’s potential. But even her death, five years later, didn’t stop her from touring.


Millions of Argentines said their adios in a funeral cortege that took hours to travel up Avenida de Mayo from the Casa Rosada to the Congreso Nacional, where her corpse lay in state. She then found a temporary resting place at the headquarters of the Confederación General del Trabajo (CGT, the Peronist trade union), where the shadowy Spanish physician Pedro Ara gave the corpse a mummification worthy of Lenin in hopes of a monument to honor her legacy.


Evita remained at the CGT until 1955, when anti-Peronist General Pedro Aramburu took power and ordered her removal. Eventually, after a series of whistle stops that included the office of a mummy-smitten military man, Aramburu shipped her to an anonymous grave near Milan, Italy—even as a cadaver, Evita symbolized Peronism’s durability.


Despite banning the party, Aramburu had reason to worry. For many years, while Juan Perón lived in luxury near Madrid, Argentines dared not even speak his name. In 1970, though, as Argentine politics came undone, left-wing Montoneros guerrillas kidnapped Aramburu and demanded to know Evita’s whereabouts.


When Aramburu refused to answer, they executed him and announced that they would hold the body hostage until Evita was returned to “the people.” A common slogan of the time was “Si Evita viviera, sería Montonera” (If Evita were alive, she would be a Montonera); a cynical Perón encouraged leftist militants to help return him to power, even as he privately despised them.


The police found Aramburu’s corpse before any postmortem prisoner swap could take place, but a notary to whom Aramburu had confided came forward with information on Evita’s whereabouts. In September 1971, Perón was stunned when a truck bearing Evita’s casket and corpse arrived at his Madrid residence; remarried to dancer María Estela (Isabelita) Martínez, he never expected any such thing. His bizarre spiritualist confidante José López Rega, though, used the opportunity to try to transfer Evita’s essence into Isabelita’s body, as the mummy remained in the attic.


In 1973, Perón finally returned to Buenos Aires, leaving Evita in Madrid, and was soon elected president with Isabelita as his literal running mate. Meanwhile, the Montoneros once again kidnapped Aramburu—from his Recoleta crypt—until Evita’s return.


Angry but ill and senile, Perón died the next year, but his widow—now president—flew Evita’s corpse on a charter from Madrid to Buenos Aires. Evita remained at the presidential residence at Olivos, just north of the capital, until March 1976, when General Jorge Rafael Videla’s junta overthrew Isabelita.


At Recoleta, Evita finally achieved the respectability that she envied and resented in others during her rise to power. Though she was an illegitimate child who went by her mother’s surname, Ibarguren, she landed in the family crypt of her father, Juan Duarte, a provincial landowner—only a short walk from Aramburu’s tomb.


Even then, it seemed that Evita’s wanderings might not be over. In mid-2002 there were rumors of yet another move—to San Telmo’s Franciscan convent at Defensa and Alsina (ironically enough, it was set afire by Peronist mobs in 1955, but it’s also the burial site of her confessor, Pedro Errecart). Another possibility has been the mausoleum at Juan Perón’s quinta (country house) in the southern suburb of San Vicente, which holds his remains after a chaotic move from Chacarita in late 2006, when a brawl between rival unions erupted into gunfire.


Isabelita, for her part, was even willing to see Evita lie alongside her late husband. The main objection, it seemed, was that other Peronist politicians liked the idea better than the Duarte heirs did.





Only a block off Cabildo, Plaza General Manuel Belgrano hosts a weekly crafts market, the Feria Plaza Belgrano (11am-8pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays). Immediately east, the 1865 landmark Iglesia de la Inmaculada Concepción (Vuelta de Obligado 2042), known as La Redonda for its circular floor plan, figures vividly in Ernesto Sabato’s psychological novel On Heroes and Tombs.


The Museo Casa de Yrurtia (O’Higgins 2390, tel. +54 11 4781-0385, museoyrurtia.cultura.gob.ar, 10am-6pm Wed.-Fri., 11am-6pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, free) was home to sculptor Rogelio Yrurtia (1879-1950), creator of San Telmo’s Canto al Trabajo and other works that challenged the pomposity of Argentine public art.


OUTER BARRIOS


Beyond its most touristed barrios, Buenos Aires has a variety of worthwhile sights ranging from the mundane to the morbid. Some are less accessible by Subte, but have regular colectivo (city bus) service.



S Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales



The westerly barrio of Caballito gets relatively few tourists, but its largest open space, Parque Centenario, is a good area to see an unadorned but improving neighborhood popular with urban homesteaders. Its impressive natural history museum, Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales Bernardino Rivadavia (Angel Gallardo 490, tel. +54 11 4982-0306, macnconicet.gob.ar, 2pm-7pm daily, US$2, cash only, free under age 7), veers between the stuff-in-glass-cases approach and more sophisticated exhibits offering ecological, historical, and cultural context. Dating from 1937, its quarters are far smaller than the original grandiose project but include decorative details such as bas-relief spiderwebs around the main entrance and sculpted owls flanking the upper windows.


Especially strong on Patagonian paleontology and natural history, it showcases the massive Patagonian specimens Giganotosaurus carolinii (the world’s largest carnivorous dinosaur) and Argentinosaurus huinculensis (an herbivore whose neck alone measures about 12 m/36 ft). The second level stresses South American mammals (including marine mammals), comparative anatomy, amphibians and reptiles, birds, arthropods, and botany.


The Museo Argentino de Ciencias Naturales Bernardino Rivadavia is about equidistant from the Malabia and Angel Gallardo stations on Subte Línea B.


Cementerio de la Chacarita and Vicinity


For most cadavers, Buenos Aires’s second cemetery is more affordable than Recoleta, but eternity at the Cementerio de la Chacarita (Guzmán 680, buenosaires.gob.ar/Cementerio-de-la-chacarita, 8am-5pm daily, free) can still mean notoriety. Many high-profile Argentines, in fields ranging from entertainment to religion and politics, reside here, and the lines between these categories can be blurry.


The most universally beloved is tango singer Carlos Gardel, victim of a 1935 plane crash. Hundreds of admirers from around the globe have left dedicatory plaques, many thanking him for miracles, and every June 26 Gardelianos jam the cemetery’s streets—platted like a small city—to pay homage.


In terms of devotion from the public, only the faith healer to the aristocracy Madre María Salomé can approach Gardel; on the second of each month—she died October 2, 1928—white carnations cover her crypt. Other famous figures include aviator Jorge Newbery, tango musicians Aníbal “Pichuco” Troilo and Osvaldo Pugliese, poet Alfonsina Storni, painter Benito Quinquela Martín, and theater and film comedian Luis Sandrini.


The most notorious resident, though, was Juan Domingo Perón, who moved to a new mausoleum at his San Vicente country house in 2006. In June 1987, stealthy vandals entered his Chacarita crypt, amputating and stealing the caudillo’s hands; anti-Peronists speculated, despite lack of evidence, that the thieves sought Perón’s fingerprints for access to supposed Swiss bank accounts.


The Cementerio de la Chacarita covers 95 blocks with 12,000 burial vaults, 100,000 gravesites, and 350,000 niches. It’s a short walk from Estación Federico Lacroze (Subte Línea B).


Besides Chacarita, there are two contiguous but formally separate cemeteries: the Cementerio Alemán (German Cemetery, Av. Elcano 4530, tel. +54 11 4553-3206, cementerioaleman.org.ar [URL inactive], 8:30am-4:30pm daily) and the Cementerio Británico (British Cemetery, Av. Elcano 4568, tel. +54 11 4553-3403, cementeriobritanico.org.ar, 9am-5pm daily). On some Saturdays, historian Eduardo Lazzari offers nighttime guided tours of the Británico (tel. +54 11 7130-8291, eduardolazzari.com.ar, US$9).



S Museo Sitio de la Memoria ESMA



Buildings often cause controversy, but none quite so much as the Escuela de Mecánica de la Armada (Naval Mechanics’ School) in Núñez, beyond Belgrano near the Buenos Aires province border. On this wooded campus it was not the architecture of the buildings, such as handsome neoclassical Edificio de Cuatro Columnas (Four Columns Building), but the fact that during the 1976-1983 military dictatorship, more than 5,000 desaparecidos (disappeared persons) passed through the country’s single most notorious clandestine torture center here.


Before his term expired in 1999, President Carlos Menem, himself a victim of the repression—though he later pardoned his jailers—relocated the institution to Puerto Belgrano, near the naval city of Bahía Blanca in southern Buenos Aires province. At the same time, he ordered the ESMA’s demolition and its replacement by a dubious “monument to national unity.” In the end, public outcry prevented destruction of the buildings—and much of the evidence.


The history of these buildings makes the former ESMA the most gruesomely suitable location for a museum that preserves and presents documentary records, oral histories, sound, film, and photographs of the military’s brutal Guerra Sucia (Dirty War) against its own citizens. Authorized in 1996, the museum long lacked a physical facility, but in early 2005 President Néstor Kirchner and Buenos Aires mayor Aníbal Ibarra announced agreement to move remaining naval educational facilities elsewhere and open the ESMA grounds to visits.


Today, the Espacio para la Memoria ESMA (Av. del Libertador 8151, sitiomemoriaesma@jus.gov.ar, 10am-5pm Tues.-Sun., free, minimum age 15) leads emotionally exhausting guided tours of the ESMA’s Casino de Oficiales (Officers Club), where most of the atrocities took place—even as naval officers lunched in the dining room and slept in hotel rooms just a floor below an attic where prisoners squirmed in coffin-like confinement. In the building’s basement, military sadists did their worst after leading prisoners through an Orwellian “Avenida de la Felicidad” (Avenue of Happiness) to torture cells—and then often drugged them before pushing them out of helicopters into the Río de la Plata. Some women gave birth here, their babies then gifted to military families. The museum is an uncomfortably eloquent reminder that Argentina eventually overcame some of its worst history. The tours do not display the grisliest of activities, but they do tell the truth about them.


Audio tours are available in Spanish, English, French and Portuguese.



Entertainment



Buenos Aires is a 24-hour city with as much to offer as New York or London. Argentines in general and Porteños in particular are night people—discos and dance clubs, for instance, may not even open until 1am or so and stay open until dawn. Not everything takes place at those hours, though; there are some municipal restrictions on live music venues and hours. The lingering impact of Covid-19 has been to limit nightlife more than before.


Every Buenos Aires daily has thorough event listings, especially in end-of-the-week supplements. For tickets to events at many major venues, contact Ticketek (ticketek.com.ar), which adds a service charge per ticket and does not accept cash. It has a Microcentro brick-and-mortar outlet in the Teatro Ópera (Av. Corrientes 860, noon-5pm Mon.-Fri.).


CAFÉS


No single place embodies tradition better than Monserrat’s Café Tortoni (Av. de Mayo 825, tel. +54 9 11 6631-9379, cafetortoni.com.ar, 8am-9pm daily). Most come for coffee and croissants, but there’s live tango—the Academia Nacional del Tango is upstairs in the same building—and the bar serves good mixed drinks, accompanied by a selection of cold cuts and cheeses that easily feeds two people. Sandwiches, desserts, and a few full plates are also available. For most purposes, except live entertainment, the nearby London City (Av. de Mayo 599, tel. +54 11 4342-9057) is a comparable classic.


After a slow rehab, the Confitería Ideal (Suipacha 384, tel. +54 11 5222-6224, ideal.ar, 7am-midnight daily) remains one of the city’s most traditional settings; with its then-worn upholstery and cracked floors, the Ideal served as a set for Madonna’s Evita debacle. The café is known for serving elaborate teas.


Recoleta’s La Biela (Av. Quintana 600, tel. +54 11 4804-0449, labiela.com, 7am-2am daily) is a landmark breakfast and tea spot. In good weather, try the patio, beneath the palm and palo borracho trees and the giant gomero or ombú, which needs wooden beams to prop up its sprawling branches. It’s slightly more expensive to eat outside, where the service can be inconsistent.


BARS AND CLUBS


The distinction between cafés and bars is more a continuum than a dichotomy. Some bars call themselves pubs, pronounced as in English, and many of those call themselves Irish.


Approaching its 30th anniversary, La Trastienda (Balcarce 460, latrastienda.com) is an attractive theater, once a warehouse, that hosts mostly rock music. The box office is open from 7pm on event days.


San Telmo’s Mitos Argentinos (Humberto Primo 489, tel. +54 9 11 4179-2807, mitosargentinos.com.ar [URL inactive]), a pub with live music on Saturday and occasionally other nights, focuses on rock nacional (Argentine rock).


Retiro’s Bárbaro (Tres Sargentos 415, tel. +54 11 6423-9054, 10am-11pm Mon.-Fri., noon-11pm Sat.) takes its punning name from a lunfardo (street slang) term roughly translatable as “cool.” Bordering Barrio Norte, Milión (Paraná 1048, tel. +54 9 11 3765-9616, 8am-midnight daily) is a tapas bar set in a magnificent 1913 mansion, with a garden, a patio, and interior seating. Gran Bar Danzón (Libertad 1161, tel. +54 9 11 6223-1297, granbardanzon.com.ar [URL inactive], from 7pm Mon.-Fri., from 8pm Sat.-Sun.) is a sophisticated wine bar that doubles as a restaurant with separate dining area.


Recoleta’s Buller Brewing Company (Junín 1747, tel. +54 9 11 2750-0892, bullerbrewingco.com [URL inactive], noon-2am Sun.-Wed., noon-3am Thurs.-Sat.) is more of a franchise than it used to be, but does offer multiple styles of beer served with tapas, burgers, and pizza. For four or five nights most weeks, Palermo Hollywood’s cavernous Niceto Club (Niceto Vega 5510, tel. +54 11 4779-9396, nicetoclub.com) is one of the area’s top live music venues.


On a shady street convenient to the Jardín Botánico, the Ecoparque, and several museums, Oslo (República de la India 2889, tel. +54 9 11 6621-9692, 8am-midnight daily) is an unpretentious wine bar that serves by the glass or the bottle, but also offers breakfasts and a diversity of small-plate lunches and dinners. It has nothing to do with Norway, by the way—except that it takes its name from a character in the Spanish TV series Casa de Papel (known to English-speakers as Money Heist).


TANGO


Many but not all tango venues are in the southerly barrios of Monserrat and San Telmo. Professional shows range from straightforward, low-priced programs to extravagant productions at high (often excessive) cost. Milongas are participatory bargains for those who want to learn.


At Monserrat’s legendary Café Tortoni (Av. de Mayo 825), Sensaciones de Tango (tel. +54 9 11 5010-8040, sensacionesdetango.com, US$25 pp) offers song-and-dance shows at the Sala Alfonsina Storni, separated from the main part of the café.


Dating from 1920, the elegant El Querandí (Perú 302, tel. +54 9 11 4145-2365, querandi.com.ar, US$58-96 pp) is another classic, with a nightly dinner (8:30pm) and show (10:15pm).


One of San Telmo’s classic venues, occupying a late-18th-century building, is El Viejo Almacén (Balcarce 799, tel. +54 11 4307-6689, viejoalmacen.com.ar, 8pm daily, US$120 pp). The price includes dinner at its restaurant, directly across the street.


For those who want to play instead of watch, the best options are neighborhood milongas (informal dance clubs). Organized events charge US$5-10 pp with live music, less with recorded music. For classes, a good clearinghouse is Monserrat’s Academia Nacional del Tango (Av. de Mayo 833, tel. +54 11 4345-6967, tangocomunicaciones@gmail.com), next to Café Tortoni. For the truly committed, it even offers a three-year tango degree.


San Telmo’s Centro Cultural Torquato Tasso (Defensa 1575, tel. +54 11 4307-6506, torquatotasso.com.ar) offers outstanding live tango music shows, but no dancing, usually at 10pm Friday-Saturday, a cheap milonga at 10pm Sunday, and tango lessons every day. Shows sell out quickly for performers like Susana Rinaldi, so make reservations as early as possible.


The Microcentro’s Salón Marabú (Maipú 365) hosts the Parakultural (tel. +54 9 11 5738-3850, parakultural.com.ar), a more avant-garde milonga that incorporates electronica, from 10:30pm Tuesday and Friday.


CLASSICAL MUSIC AND OPERA


The classical music and opera season lasts March-November but peaks in winter, June-August. For more than a century, the premier venue has been the Teatro Colón (Cerrito 628, tel. +54 11 4378-7100, teatrocolon.org.ar).


Other options include the Microcentro’s Teatro Ópera (Av. Corrientes 860, tel. +54 11 4326-1335, teatropera.com), which seats 2,500 and now offers many popular offerings as well; Monserrat’s Teatro Avenida (Av. de Mayo 1212, tel. +54 11 4812-6369, balirica.org.ar); and Retiro’s Teatro Coliseo (Marcelo T. de Alvear 1125, tel. +54 11 4814-3056, teatrocoliseo.org.ar).


CULTURAL CENTERS


Adjacent to the Galerías Pacífico, recently reopened after a pandemic closure, the Centro Cultural Borges (Viamonte 525, centroculturalborges.gob.ar, 2pm-8pm Wed.-Sun., free) features permanent exhibits on Argentina’s most famous literary figure, Jorge Luis Borges, plus rotating fine art programs and performing-arts events.


Recoleta’s Centro Cultural Ciudad de Buenos Aires (Junín 1930, tel. +54 11 4803-1040, centroculturalrecoleta.org, 1:30pm-10pm Tues.-Fri., 11:15am-10pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays) is one of the city’s outstanding cultural venues, with many free or inexpensive events.




Ferias of Buenos Aires


For sightseers and spontaneous shoppers alike, Buenos Aires’s diverse ferias (street fairs) are one of its greatest pleasures. The most prominent is Sunday’s Feria de San Pedro Telmo (10am-5pm Sun.), which fills Plaza Dorrego and surrounding streets—closing Calle Defensa to vehicle traffic—with booths full of antiques, filete paintings, and other crafts. There are professional tango musicians and dancers, and dozens more street performers that range from embarrassingly mundane to truly innovative. It also offers sidewalk cafés and upscale antiques shops.


So successful is the Feria de San Pedro Telmo that it has aided the now-thriving Feria Parque Lezama (10am-6pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays), a crafts fair that has gradually spread north from its namesake park up Calle Defensa and under the freeway; only the broad Avenida San Juan has managed to stop it. Parque Lezama also gets Sunday street performers, though not as many as Plaza Dorrego.


In La Boca, the Feria Vuelta de Rocha (Av. Pedro de Mendoza and Puerto de Palos, 10am-6pm Thurs.-Fri.) takes place along the riverfront. Along the length of the nearby Caminito, painters, illustrators, and sculptors sell their works in the Feria del Caminito (10am-6pm daily).


After San Telmo, the most frequented feria is probably Recoleta’s crafts-oriented Feria Plaza Francia (feriaplazafrancia.com, 11am-8pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays), which is also strong on street performers. Immediately northeast of the Centro Cultural Recoleta, it stretches south along Junín.


On weekends and holidays, crafts stalls cover most of Belgrano’s main square at the easygoing Feria Artesanal Plaza General Manuel Belgrano (Juramento and Cuba, 10am-6pm or later Sat.-Sun. and holidays).





EVENTS


Buenos Aires observes all the usual holidays and many special events as well. The summer months of January and February are quiet; things pick up after school starts in early March.


Dates for the pre-Lenten Carnaval, in February or March, vary from year to year. Unlike Brazil’s massive festivities, Carnaval here means neighborhood murgas (street musicians and dancers). Celebrations take place on weekends rather than during the entire week.


From late April to mid-May, the Feria del Libro (el-libro.com.ar) is Latin America’s largest book fair, a fixture on the literary scene for nearly half a century that resumed in 2022 after the pandemic disruption. Late April’s Festival Internacional de Cine Independiente (International Independent Film Festival) also resumed in 2021 after a pandemic suspension.


For more than a century, late July’s Exposición Internacional de Ganadería, Agricultura y Industria Internacional (exposicionrural.com.ar [URL inactive]), the annual livestock show at Palermo’s Predio Ferial, has been one of the capital’s biggest events.


The Festival Buenos Aires Tango starts around mid-August, immediately before the Mundial de Tango (World Tango Championships), which run to the end of August. It’s a decentralized series of performances at smaller, often intimate venues, offering opportunities to see and hear not just established artists but also developing performers.



Shopping



The main shopping areas are the Microcentro, along the Florida pedestrian mall toward Retiro; Retiro, around Plaza San Martín and along Avenida Santa Fe; Recoleta, near the cemetery; and the tree-lined streets of Palermo Viejo, with stylish shops among the newest restaurants and bars. Street markets take place in San Telmo, Recoleta, and Belgrano.


SHOPPING CENTERS


Over the past decade-plus, developers have recycled many older buildings into upmarket malls for one-stop shopping. The most notable is the Microcentro’s magnificent Galerías Pacífico (Florida and Córdoba, tel. +54 11 5555-5100, galeriaspacifico.com.ar, 10am-9pm daily, restaurants until 10pm daily).


ANTIQUES


Sunday’s Feria de San Pedro Telmo (10am-5pm Sun.), one of the city’s biggest tourist attractions, fills Plaza Dorrego with antiques and bric-a-brac. There are also many dealers in galleries with small street-side frontage, such as the Galería de la Defensa (Defensa 1179).


ART GALLERIES


Buenos Aires has a thriving modern-art scene, with the most innovative galleries in Retiro and Recoleta. Galería Rubbers (Av. Alvear 1640, Recoleta, tel. +54 11 4816-1864, rubbers.com.ar, noon-6pm Mon.-Fri.) is an excellent contemporary gallery.


Relocated from Retiro, Villa Crespo’s Galería Ruth Benzacar (Juan Ramírez de Velasco 1287, tel. +54 11 4857-3322, ruthbenzacar.com, 2pm-7pm Tues.-Sat.) showcases some of the capital’s and the country’s most avant-garde artists.


BOOKS AND MUSIC


Buenos Aires’s signature bookstore is the Microcentro’s El Ateneo (Florida 340, tel. +54 11 4325-6801, yenny-elateneo.com), which has a huge selection of Argentine history, literature, and coffee-table books, plus domestic travel titles.


The most elegant outlet, though, is Barrio Norte’s affiliated El Ateneo Grand Splendid (Av. Santa Fe 1880, tel. +54 11 4813-6052), a recycled cinema that made The Guardian’s list of the world’s 10 best bookstores; the former stage is a café. Zivals (Av. Callao 395, Congreso, tel. +54 11 4371-6978, zivals.com) is an excellent independent store. In addition to books, El Ateneo, El Ateneo Grand Splendid, and Zivals all carry quality CDs.


San Telmo’s Walrus Books (Estados Unidos 617, tel. +54 11 4300-7135, 11am-5pm Tues.-Fri., noon-6pm Sat.-Sun.) carries an ample selection of English-language books well beyond the usual Stephen King potboilers.


LEATHER GOODS AND FOOTWEAR


Retiro has several leather specialists, starting with Frenkel's Leather World (Florida 1075, tel. +54 11 4311-2300, frenkels.com.ar), which sells crafts as well. Italian immigrant Luciano Bagnasco created one of the capital’s most enduring shoemakers in Zapatería Guido (Av. Quintana 333, Recoleta, tel. +54 11 4811-4567, zapateriaguido.com), which also has branches downtown and in Barrio Norte.


WINE


Puerto Madero’s Terroir Wine House (Av. Alicia Moreau de Justo 740, Planta Baja, Loft 3, tel. +54 9 11 3054-6951, terroir.com.ar [URL inactive]) is an elite wine shop, with access to limited vintages in addition to the usual fine wines, but it’s not utterly unaffordable. In addition to a wide selection of Argentine wines, it carries some foreign vintages, mostly French.



Food



While prices are rising, dining out remains affordable by global standards, at quality ranging from good to world-class.


MICROCENTRO AND VICINITY


S Pizzería Güerrín (Av. Corrientes 1372, tel. +54 11 4371-8141, 11am-1am Sun.-Thurs., 11am-2am Fri.-Sat., US$3-4 pp) is a one-of-a-kind place that sells pizza by the slice at the stand-up counter—the oniony fugazza and fugazzetta are exquisitely simple and simply exquisite. La Continental (Callao 361, tel. +54 11 4374-1444, lacontinental.com [URL inactive], 7am-1am Sun.-Thurs., 7am-2am Fri.-Sat., US$3-5 pp), which has more than a dozen branches around town, is a good backup. Status (Virrey Cevallos 178, tel. +54 9 11 6685-2166, restaurant-status-com.ar [URL inactive], 1pm-2:30am Mon., 7pm-12:30am Tues., 1:30pm-midnight Wed.-Thurs., 1pm-midnight Fri., 1:30pm-midnight Sat.-Sun., US$10-15) is an outstanding Peruvian option with a high quality-to-price ratio.


Several tourist-oriented parrillas make a fetish of staking their steaks over hot coals in circular barbecue pits, tended by bogus gauchos in full regalia, behind picture windows. While they play for the cliché and serve too many people for individual attention, the quality is good and prices are moderate at La Estancia (Lavalle 941, tel. +54 9 11 2313-6287, laestancia.ar [URL inactive], noon-midnight daily, US$15-25).


PUERTO MADERO


Even though Puerto Madero’s food is mostly unimpressive, the barrio draws foreigners from nearby luxury hotels because its restaurants don’t flinch at dinnertimes as early as 7pm.


Opposite Dique No. 4, the best parrilla is S Cabaña Las Lilas (Alicia Moreau de Justo 516, tel. +54 9 11 3599-9199, restaurantlaslilas.com.ar, noon-4pm and 7pm-11pm Tues.-Fri., noon-5pm and 7pm-11pm Sat., noon-6pm Sun., US$30-80). Often packed for lunch despite soaring prices, it offers complimentary champagne and snacks while you wait. Even when the peso is weak, its admittedly fine bife de chorizo (similar to a porterhouse) is not a budget option.


Sorrento Madero (Alicia Moreau de Justo 410, tel. +54 11 4319-8731, sorrentorestaurante.com.ar, noon-1am daily, midday special US$21) is the best seafood choice. It has an excellent three-course almuerzo ejecutivo (midday special, literally “businessman’s lunch”) with a choice of starters, entrées, and desserts plus a soft drink, beer, or wine.


SAN TELMO AND VICINITY


Despite San Telmo’s tourist allure, most restaurants here are better lunchtime bargains than dinnertime indulgences, but the scene is improving.


Dating from 1864, S Bar El Federal (Carlos Calvo 399, tel. +54 11 4361-7328, losnotables.com.ar [URL inactive], 8am-2am daily, US$8) looks its age—in a positive way, with its worn tiled floors and intricately carved wooden bar. The house specialty is turkey ravioli with a choice of sauces. At this classic, there is also refreshingly cold hard cider on tap.


Mexican food is far less common than Peruvian in Buenos Aires, but Che Taco (Balcarce 873, tel. +54 11 3790-6835, 7pm-11pm Mon.-Wed., 7pm-midnight Thurs.-Sun., US$8-10) serves more than credible tacos and antojitos in colorful surroundings, plus excellent margaritas—at least when the tequila doesn’t run short.


Despite the large multiple dining rooms at DesNivel (Defensa 855, tel. +54 11 4300-9081, noon-midnight daily, US$8-20), Sunday visitors to Plaza Dorrego form long queues outside for parrillada and pasta at bargain prices. Opposite Parque Lezama, 1880 (Defensa 1665, tel. +54 11 4307-2746, noon-3:30pm and 8pm-12:30am Tues.-Sun., US$15-20) is a traditional parrilla full of barrio atmosphere, including filete ornaments by Martiniano Arce.


Reopened in its classic dining room—dark mahogany woodwork and Spanish tiles—the Casal de Catalunya (Chacabuco 863, tel. +54 9 11 5486-2997, casal.org.ar [URL inactive], noon-5pm and 8pm-midnight Tues.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun.) specializes in Catalonian seafood, tapas, and the occasional standard Argentine item. Suckling pig is the house specialty.


Really two restaurants in one, Sagardi (Humberto Primo 319, tel. +54 11 4361-7348, sagardi.com.ar, noon-midnight Sun.-Thurs., noon-12:30am Fri.-Sat., $US15-20) serves elaborate Basque and Spanish seafood in its semi-private dining room, but the street side is a tapas bar with varied pintxos (bar snacks) ideal for a light but diverse and relatively inexpensive lunch, with wine by the glass. Pay by the toothpick for prosciutto, salmon, artichoke with chopped tomato, sardines, and the like.


LA BOCA


La Boca’s offerings are limited, but the food is good enough for lunch—most people visit during the daytime anyway—and the occasional dinnertime foray.


Banchero (Suárez 396, tel. +54 11 4301-1406, noon-4pm and 8pm-midnight Wed.-Fri., noon-1am Sat., noon-midnight Sun., US$5-10) is the original site of the pizzeria that claims to have invented the onion-and-mozzarella fugazzetta. Whether or not that’s true, theirs is one of the best.


In an area where taxis are obligatory at night and maybe advisable even in the daytime, although some cabbies have trouble finding it, you’ll find the moderately priced S El Obrero (Agustín Cafferena 64, tel. +54 11 4362-9912, 8pm-2am Mon.-Sat., US$15-20). The place where celebrities go for steaks, its walls plastered with images of soccer icon Diego Maradona and little else, it draws an international clientele on the order of Bono and Robert Duvall. There’s no printed menu—check the chalkboards.


RETIRO


Danish smørrebrød might seem an improbable option here, but the Club Danés (Av. Leandro N. Alem 1074, 12th Fl., tel. +54 9 11 2620-2049, noon-3pm Mon.-Fri., US$11) is cheap and appetizing. Window seats offer views of Puerto Madero, though recently built high-rises have blocked parts of the panorama.


S Tancat (Paraguay 645, tel. +54 9 11 6221-9271, tancat.com.ar [URL inactive], noon-4pm Mon.-Tues., noon-4pm and 7pm-11:30pm Wed.-Fri., 7pm-11:30pm Sat., lunch US$8-15) is a first-rate tasca, an informal Spanish bar-restaurant with good-natured service. Don’t miss the prosciutto-like jamón serrano appetizer. There are few tables, but lunch-goers jam into the long wooden bar, backed by shelves of wine covered with business cards, posters, and photos.


Tanta Argentina (Esmeralda 938, tel. +54 11 5530-3000, tanta.com.ar, noon-midnight daily, US$13-24) is a branch of celebrity chef Gastón Acurio’s culinary empire, but unlike Palermo Hollywood’s La Mar, it focuses on the terrestrial side of Peruvian cuisine, plus a couple of seafood options. In stylishly modern quarters, it features dishes such as beef stew in a red wine sauce and pork fried rice, plus an exquisite maracuyá (passion fruit) mousse for dessert.


RECOLETA/BARRIO NORTE


José Luis (Av. Quintana 456, tel. +54 9 11 3686-2895, noon-4pm and 8pm-midnight Mon.-Sat., entrées from US$12) is an Asturian seafood restaurant that stresses fresher and lighter dishes than most of its counterparts. The grill also prepares beef dishes.


Internationally recognized Oviedo (Beruti 2602, tel. +54 11 4822-5415, oviedoresto.com.ar, noon-4pm and 7pm-1am Mon.-Sat., noon-4pm Sun. Dec.-Mar., lunch US$30) has moved to a more contemporary menu but still stresses a diversity of fish dishes with creative sides. It also serves roast suckling pig, Patagonian lamb, and standards like beef.


PALERMO


Palermo is, without question, the center of innovation in Argentine dining, mostly in Palermo Soho but also in Palermo Hollywood, the Botánico, and Las Cañitas.


Mark's Deli & Coffee House (El Salvador 4701, tel. +54 11 4832-6244, 8:30am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-9pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays, US$6-7) is a US-style deli, bright and cheerful with indoor and patio seating and outstanding sandwiches. There’s a small selection of wines by the glass and large and tasty glasses of lemonade.


Becoming an institution, the fashionable parrilla La Cabrera (Cabrera 5099, tel. +54 9 11 5586-1435, lacabrera.com.ar, noon-1am Sun.-Thurs., noon-2am Fri.-Sat., US$20) serves a bife de chorizo that can feed two hungry diners and comes with a sampler of side dishes; if you opt for early “happy hour” dining (6:30pm-8pm), everything on the menu is 30 percent off.


There’s neither a printed menu nor QR codes at Las Pizarras Bistro (Thames 2296, tel. +54 9 11 2190-8568, 7:45pm-midnight Tues.-Sun., US$12-20) because the name of this family-run restaurant literally means “the chalkboards,” where the day’s choices, including the wine list, appear. Offerings change frequently, but options might include a goat cheese ravioli or a lamb tenderloin with lentils. It’s relatively small and, if busy, they may gently nudge slow diners out the door to accommodate later reservations.


Among the Botánico’s best, S Bella Italia Café Bar (Repúblic Árabe Siria 3330, tel. +54 11 4807-5120, bellaitaliaba.com.ar, 9am-midnight Tues.-Sun., US$8-10) serves items such as spinach-ricotta gnocchi with a subtle cream sauce as well as fine cannelloni, salads, and desserts.


Up the block, Aldo’s Wine Bar (República Árabe Siria 3037, tel. +54 9 11 2633-0845, 5pm-midnight Mon., 11am-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 11am-1am Fri.-Sat., 11am-6pm Sun., tapas US$10) is an outstanding wine and tapas option.


Ironically enough, plenty of anti-Peronists flock to the Museo Evita Restaurant (Juan María Gutiérrez 3926, tel. +54 11 3560-5130, museoevitaresto.com.ar, 9am-midnight daily, US$15-20), whose prices and Italo-Porteño sophistication make it beyond the reach of working-class Peronist voters. It has a beautiful patio for outdoor dining and especially good fish dishes.


Toward the riverfront, the prestigious Palermo Chico area is home to Casa Cavia (Cavia 2985, tel. +54 9 11 3640-7805 casacavia.com, 10am-5pm Mon., 10am-midnight Tues.-Sat., 10am-7pm Sun., from US$32), an elegant bar-restaurant that offers dishes such as marinated short ribs with vegetables and herbs from their own off-site garden. There’s also Sunday brunch, patio seating, a flower shop, and a bookstore.


Palermo Hollywood’s La Mar (Arévalo 2024, tel. +54 11 4776-5543, lamarcebicheria.com.ar, 8pm-midnight Mon., 12:30pm-midnight Tues.-Thurs., 12:30pm-12:30am Fri.-Sat., 12:30pm-midnight Sun., US$20-50) specializes in ceviches plus sushi and more elaborate seafood dishes, including Patagonian shrimp and scallops. The seafood grill (US$70) is worth a look, but there are also carnivorous choices.



Accommodations



Buenos Aires has abundant accommodations in all categories. Some opportunistic hoteliers have established higher rates for foreigners, but the informal blue dollar has undercut this—especially with the new credit card measure. Advertised rates at top-end hotels often exclude the 21 percent IVA, but prices listed here do include taxes.


Note that many accommodations, especially hostels that have both dorms and private rooms, have rates that overlap the categories below.


US$25-50


In recent decades, hostels have sprung up like tango halls in Gardel’s time, and most of them are good to excellent at modest prices. Some are Hostelling International affiliates, but most are independent.


In an elegantly recycled building, close to many city landmarks, the S Milhouse Hostel (Av. de Mayo 1245, tel. +54 9 11 4172-9603, milhousehostel.com, US$10-14 pp dorm, US$34 s, US$44 d with private bath) has simple but spacious rooms, some with balconies. Amenities include a bar-restaurant, a rooftop terrace that hosts barbecues, laundry services, and its own travel agency for excursions within the city and farther afield.


Originally built and run with the gay market in mind, Monserrat’s rebranded Viajero Buenos Aires (Venezuela 649, tel. +54 9 11 2737-3561, viajerohostels.com, US$13-15 pp dorm, US$47-71 s or d) is on the edge of San Telmo. Architecturally, its creative use of transparent glass in the reception area, staircases, and even the rooftop health club pool—its shimmering waters visible from the ground level—still suggest, metaphorically at least, that those who stay here have nothing to hide. The decor of its 48 midsize guest rooms and common areas is modern and boutique-ish. Recently it has attempted to attract remote workers for longer-term stays.


In Palermo’s “Villa Freud” neighborhood, the French-run S Hotel Costa Rica (Costa Rica 4137, tel. +54 9 11 4495-1500, hotelcostarica.com.ar, US$50-70 d with private bath and breakfast) falls at the affordable end of the boutique hotel scale. Restored to their original configurations, with high ceilings in what was once a crowded family hotel, its 20 rooms are well furnished but plain and frills-free. Attractive common areas include a rooftop terrace. While less convenient than some barrio hotels, it’s still within easy walking distance to the restaurants and nightlife zones of Palermo Soho and Palermo Hollywood.


US$50-100


Monserrat’s four-star S 562 Nogaró (Diagonal Presidente Julio A. Roca 562, tel. +54 11 4331-0091, 562nogarohotel.com [URL inactive], from US$60 s or d) dates from 1930 but has benefited from modernization. This French-style 150-room hotel offers a fitness center, Wi-Fi, and other amenities. Occasional specials offer bargain rates.


Also in Monserrat, Design Suites Buenos Aires (Tacuarí 243, tel. +54 11 3724-0700, designsuites.com, from US$87 s or d) has a heated pool, a gym, restaurant room service, and daily newspaper delivery of the guest’s choice. Each of its 85 suites has cable TV, a phone, internet connections, a minibar, air-conditioning, a strongbox, and a hot tub.


US$100-150


Graham Greene, appropriately enough, once stayed at the English-style NH Collection Buenos Aires Lancaster (Av. Córdoba 405, tel. +54 9 11 4131-6464, nh-hotels.com, from US$112 s or d), which figures briefly in his novels The Honorary Consul and Travels with My Aunt. While its brick exterior, marble staircases, and burnished woodwork date from 1945, the Spanish NH chain has upgraded the rooms, which have always had air-conditioning. The renovations have replaced its classic pub with an outstanding Spanish-style restaurant and a lobby bar.


US$150-200


Every taxi driver in town knows about S Hotel Home Buenos Aires (Honduras 5860, tel. +54 11 4779-1006, homebuenosaires.com, US$120-310 s or d). Even U2 stayed here (and welcomed other hotel guests to their party) when they played Buenos Aires, but you don’t have to be a big name to enjoy its imaginative design, spacious rooms and suites, and ample common spaces, including a large garden with a pool, uncommon in this part of town. There’s also a fine bar-restaurant with indoor and patio seating.


Having abandoned a landmark building in Retiro, Recoleta’s Sofitel Buenos Aires (Posadas 1232, tel. +54 11 4819-1100, sofitel.accor.com, from US$179) now occupies the former Caesar Park Hotel. It’s a more contemporary luxury hotel than its previous location was, but the amenities are little different.


Monserrat’s high-rise Hotel Intercontinental (Moreno 809, tel. +54 11 4340-7100, intercontinental.com, US$185-565 s or d) consistently makes best-hotels lists in magazines like Travel + Leisure. Corporate and other discount rates are possible.


OVER US$200


Each of the 11 rooms at Palermo Soho’s Legado Mítico Buenos Aires (Gurruchaga 1848, tel. +54 11 4833-1300, legadomitico.com, US$270-380 s or d) takes its theme from historic figures in Argentina’s past (this may be the first time that the bitter enemies Eva Perón and writer Victoria Ocampo ever appeared under the same roof). Its decor is a blend of classic and contemporary touches—a pillow menu, for example—with French-style furnishings often side by side with modern designs. There are also figures from popular culture, such as the lovable cartoon brat Mafalda and tango legend Carlos Gardel.


Since 1928, the S Alvear Palace Hotel (Av. Alvear 1891, tel. +54 11 4808-2100, alvearpalace.com, from US$400 s or d) has symbolized elegance and luxury—not to mention wealth and privilege. This is one place that, despite devaluation, maintains both its standards and its prices for accommodations, with Egyptian-cotton sheets and Hermès toiletries. Francophobes, though, may find the ancien régime decor cloying.


There’s no faux modesty in French architect Philippe Starck’s transformation of a landmark Puerto Madero granary into the five-star-plus Faena Hotel Buenos Aires (Marta Salotti 445, tel. +54 11 4010-9000, faena.com, from US$499 s or d). From outside, it’s not evident that this redbrick structure is even a hotel, but its interior is a revelation of continental style. Though the rooms and their furnishings look so Parisian as to be incongruous with the building, there’s no denying their quality and sophistication. There’s also frequent live entertainment, three bars, and two gourmet restaurants.


Information and Services


INFORMATION


The Ministerio de Turismo (Av. Santa Fe 883, Retiro, tel. +54 11 4312-2232, turismo.gov.ar, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun.) has a branch at Aeropuerto Internacional Ezeiza (tel. +54 11 5480-0192, 8:15am-6pm daily) and another at Aeroparque Jorge Newbery (tel. +54 11 4771-0104, 8am-8pm daily).


The municipal Subsecretaría de Turismo (buenos.gob.ar [URL inactive]) operates several Centros de Atención al Turista: in the Microcentro (Florida 50, 11am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays); in Recoleta (Quintana 596, tel. +54 11 4313-0904, 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-6pm Sat.-Sun. and holidays); and at the Retiro bus terminal (tel. +54 11 4313-0187, 7am-2pm Wed.-Fri., 7am-4pm Sat.). All distribute maps and brochures and usually have English-speaking staff.


SERVICES


Money


The ubiquitous ATMs may be convenient for changing money, but they pay far less than the informal “blue market”; also there’s a low limit per withdrawal, and they collect high service charges. In the La City financial district, casas de cambio along San Martín between Corrientes and the Plaza de Mayo usually offer official exchange rates for US cash, euros, and other South American currencies.


It’s advantageous, of course, to change at an informal cueva, but that requires cash dollars or euros, and some visitors may not feel comfortable with this. It is possible, however, to obtain the blue rate at local offices of international operators such as the Palermo branch of Western Union (Blv. Cerviño 3915, 9am-6pm Mon.-Fri.).


Postal Services


The former Correo Central (Sarmiento 151) is a landmark building that’s been recycled as a cultural center, but there’s a convenient office of Correo Argentino (Perón 321, 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri.) just a few blocks away. International parcels exceeding 1 kg (2.2 lbs) must go from the Correo Internacional (Antártida Argentina 1100, tel. +54 11 4316-7777, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri.).


Federal Express (Av. Corrientes 654, tel. +54 11 4316-5954) offers private courier service and has several other branches around town.


Communication


Locutorios (long-distance call centers) are far fewer than they once were, since the proliferation of cell phones and Wi-Fi has made them largely irrelevant. There are numerous offices of the cell providers Claro, Movistar, and Personal that can provide local SIM cards for foreign visitors.


Travel Agencies


North of Plaza San Martín, Retiro’s American Express (Arenales 707, tel. +54 11 4310-3002, americanexpress.com.ar) offers the usual travel agency services.


Swan Turismo (Cerrito 822, 7th Fl. and 9th Fl., Retiro, tel. +54 11 7078-7926, swanturismo.com.ar) is a full-service agency with a reputation for navigating some of the Argentine travel system’s eccentricities.


Palermo’s Say Hueque (Thames 2062, 6th Fl., tel. +54 11 5258-8740, sayhueque.com) is well attuned to independent travelers.


Libraries


The Biblioteca Nacional (National Library, Agüero 2502, Recoleta, tel. +54 11 4808-6000, bn.gov.ar [URL inactive], 9am-9pm Mon.-Fri., noon-7pm Sat.-Sun.) holds frequent special exhibitions, lectures and literary events, and free concerts. For special collections and exhibitions, check the website for hours.


Immigration


For visa extensions, head to the Dirección Nacional de Migraciones (Av. Antártida Argentina 1355, tel. +54 11 4317-0237, 8am-2pm Mon., 8:30am-1:30pm Tues.-Fri.).


Medical Services


Public hospitals include Recoleta’s Hospital Rivadavia (Av. Las Heras 2670, tel. +54 11 4809-2000) and Palermo’s Hospital Municipal Juan Fernández (Cerviño 3356, tel. +54 11 4808-2600), which provide emergency services at little or no cost. Waits can be long, however.


The Hospital Británico (Perdriel 74, Barracas, tel. +54 11 4309-6400, hbritanicoweb.com.ar) is a highly regarded private hospital. Argentine presidents have had arthroscopies, and the late soccer star Diego Maradona did detox, at Belgrano’s Clínica Fleni (Montañeses 2325, tel. +54 11 5777-3200, fleni.org.ar), but it does not handle every specialty.



Transportation



AIR


Buenos Aires has two major airports, both operated by the private concessionaire Aeropuertos Argentinos 2000 (tel. +54 11 5480-6111, aa2000.com.ar). Most international flights arrive and depart from the suburban airport Aeropuerto Internacional Ministro Pistarini (EZE), 35 km (22 mi) southwest of downtown, popularly called Ezeiza after its namesake suburb. Palermo’s Aeroparque Jorge Newbery (AEP, Av. Costanera Rafael Obligado s/n, tel. +54 11 3989-9555) is primarily domestic, including budget airlines, but also handles some international flights from neighboring countries.


Renationalized Aerolíneas Argentinas (Perú 2, Monserrat, tel. +54 11 4320-2000) flies erratically to destinations as far south as Ushuaia in Tierra del Fuego. LATAM Chile (tel. +54 11 5199-1441, latamairlines.com) flies to Santiago, with connections to destinations in Chilean Patagonia, as does the budget carrier Sky Airline (tel. +54 11 2040-2828, skyairline.com) which operates out of both Ezeiza and Aeroparque.


Aeroparque-based budget carrier JetSMART (Suipacha 1118, 18th Fl., tel. +54 11 2206-7799, jetsmart.com [URL inactive]) flies to Neuquén, Bariloche, El Calafate, and Ushuaia, but also offers some flights from Ezeiza. Its fellow budget carrier Fly Bondi (tel. 0810 555-3592, flybondi.com) flies south to Neuquén, Bariloche, Puerto Madryn, Trelew, Comodoro Rivadavia, El Calafate, and Ushuaia, also from Aeroparque.


Also at Aeroparque, Líneas Aéreas del Estado (LADE, tel. +54 9 11 3916-2283, lade.com.ar [URL inactive]) is the Argentine air force’s commercial aviation branch. Miraculously surviving budget crises and privatizations, it flies in southern Patagonia (Chubut, Santa Cruz, and Tierra del Fuego provinces) on a wing and a subsidy.


International passengers leaving from Ezeiza pay a US$57 departure tax, payable in local currency or US dollars. On flights shorter than 300 km (186 mi) to neighboring countries, such as Uruguay, the tax is only US$16. These fees are normally included in the ticket price.


Transportation to the Airport


There are various options for getting to and from the airports, including colectivos (city buses), shuttles, metered taxis, and remises (meterless taxis).


Colectivos are the cheapest option, but they are more practical for close-in Aeroparque than distant Ezeiza, where services involve circuitous routes on surface streets. To Aeroparque (about US$0.10), the options are No. 33 from Plaza de Mayo, the Microcentro, and Retiro; No. 37-C (Ciudad Universitaria) from Plaza del Congreso, Avenida Callao, Avenida Las Heras, and Plaza Italia; No. 45 northbound from Plaza Constitución, Plaza San Martín, or Retiro; and No. 160-C or 160-D from Avenida Las Heras or Plaza Italia. Return buses leave from the Avenida Costanera Rafael Obligado, just outside the terminal.


Manuel Tienda León (Av. Madero 401, Retiro, tel. +54 9 11 5450-9599 or 0810 8885366, tiendaleon.com.ar) runs frequent buses to and from Ezeiza (US$6) and to Aeroparque (US$3); buses from Ezeiza make connections to Aeroparque for domestic flights but no longer include door-to-door taxi service from Tienda León’s Puerto Madero terminal.


Offering door-to-door services, taxis and remises are no more expensive than shuttles for three or more people. Manuel Tienda León and several other companies, such as Transfer Express (tel. +54 11 5811-1986, remistransfer.com.ar [URL inactive]) have remises to Aeroparque (US$8) and Ezeiza (US$25). Both usually tack on tolls to Ezeiza (about US$2).


SUBWAY


Operated by the private concessionaire Emova (emova.com.ar), the state-owned Subterráneos de Buenos Aires, popularly known as the Subte (5:30am-11pm or 11:30pm Mon.-Fri., 6am-midnight Sat., 8am-11pm Sun. and holidays, about US$0.15 per ride), comprises five alphabetically designated lines (líneas), four of which (A, B, D, and E) begin in Monserrat or the Microcentro and serve outlying northern and western barrios with numerous stations in between. Service is less frequent on Sunday and holidays. It requires purchasing a rechargeable SUBE ticket (about US$1). Two or more people may legally use the same ticket by passing it back and forth across the turnstile; you do not need a ticket to exit the system.


Before going through the turnstiles, be sure of the direction you’re headed; at some stations, trains in both directions use the same platform, but at others the platforms are on opposite sides. Some stations have one-way traffic only; in those cases, the next station down the line usually serves one-way traffic in the other direction.


For complaints or problems, contact Emova’s Centro de Atención al Usuario (toll-free tel. 0800 333-6682, info@emova.com.ar).


Routes


Línea A begins at Plaza de Mayo in Monserrat and runs beneath Avenida Rivadavia to San Pedrito, in the barrio of Flores.


Línea B begins at Avenida Leandro Alem in the Microcentro and runs beneath Avenida Corrientes to Federico Lacroze in the barrio of Chacarita, where it connects with the suburban Ferrocarril Urquiza. A recent northwesterly extension continues to Estación Juan Manuel de Rosas, in Villa Urquiza.


Línea C connects Retiro (which has northern suburban commuter surface rail lines) with Constitución, the transfer point for southern suburban commuter surface lines; Línea C also has transfer stations for all other Subte lines.


Línea D begins at Catedral on Plaza de Mayo and runs beneath Avenida Santa Fe and Avenida Cabildo through Palermo and Belgrano to Congreso de Tucumán in the barrio of Núñez.


Línea E now begins at Retiro and goes to Plaza de los Virreyes in the barrio of Flores. At Plaza de los Virreyes, there’s a light-rail extension known as the Premetro.


Línea H now runs crosstown from the northerly Facultad de Derecho south to Hospitales in Parque Patricios, with transfer stations at Santa Fe (Línea D), Corrientes (Línea B), Once (Línea A) and Humberto Primo (Línea E).


BUS


Most visitors need to know relatively few of Buenos Aires’s bus routes. The most accessible source of information is the smartphone app Cómo Llego. Fares (starting around US$0.25) depend on distance; on hearing your destination, the driver enters the fare in the automatic ticket machine, and you must pay with the rechargeable SUBE ticket.


Buenos Aires’s main bus station is Retiro’s Estación Terminal de Ómnibus (Av. Antártida Argentina and Calle 10, tel. +54 11 4310-0700, tebasa.com.ar [URL inactive]). The sprawling three-story building houses more than 100 separate bus companies that cover the entire country as well as international destinations. It’s walking distance from the northern terminus of Subte Línea C, at the Retiro train station.


Passengers leave from the first-floor andenes (platforms). Companies occupy more than 200 ventanillas (ticket windows) on the second floor, roughly organized by geographical region; for readers of this guide, the most important is Zona Sur (South Zone, windows 1-21, 23, 25, 27-30, 32-34, and 101).


On the departure level, the Centro de Informes y Reclamos (tel. +54 11 4310-0700) provides general information and also oversees taxis; direct any complaint about drivers to them. On the same level, there is a separate tourist office, the Centro de Información Turística (7:30am-2:30pm Mon.-Fri., 7:30am-9:30am Sat.-Sun.).


Reservations are a good idea during summer (Jan.-Feb.) and winter (late July) holidays, and also on long weekends like Semana Santa (Holy Week).
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Highlights


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


S Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino: In an elegant colonial building, this museum houses an irreplaceable assortment of Indigenous artifacts from throughout the Americas (click here).


S Mercado Central: North of the Plaza de Armas, this former colonial rubbish dump is today a produce market and a tourist draw for its simpático seafood eateries (click here).
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S Palacio de la Moneda: The public is once again welcome to stroll the passages of Santiago’s colonial presidential palace. On the side facing the Alameda, it also offers a spectacular subterranean cultural center (click here).


S 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 it is today: a true garden spot (click here).


S Museo de la Memoria y los Derechos Humanos: With its reflecting pool, this striking construction displays how Chile came to terms with the abuses of the Pinochet dictatorship—and offers reminders that that regime still has its apologists (click here).


S La Chascona (Museo Neruda): On a cul-de-sac in bohemian Barrio Bellavista, Nobel poet Pablo Neruda’s whimsical Santiago residence is a literary pilgrimage site (click here).


S Viña Cousiño Macul: Though surrounded by the sprawling capital, the surviving vineyards and subterranean bodegas of this classic Chilean winery are close enough for tours and tasting (click here).


S Viña Concha y Toro: In the southeastern suburb of Pirque, a bit more distant than Cousiño Macul, one of Chile’s best-known vineyards and wineries is still a prime visitor destination (click here).





Most visitors get their first impressions of Chile in sprawling Santiago, with its Mediterranean hillsides and snow-covered Andean crest. Santiago may lack Buenos Aires’s high profile, but its finest attractions can match or, in some cases, even surpass those of Argentina’s capital.


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. 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. Despite the publicity, the powerful 8.8 earthquake of 2010 barely slowed the city down, but the tumult of the recent constitutional reform has affected some aspects of life here.


The mega-city of Santiago is really many cities, comprising 32 different comunas (boroughs) with separate governments. Most sights and services are in the colonial nucleus and adjacent boroughs like Recoleta, Independencia, and Quinta Normal, and eastern suburbs like Providencia, Las Condes, and Ñuñoa.


Seven 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 boroughs have become prosperous, while others remain desperately poor.


Class-based residential segregation is striking, though less extreme than in cities like Lima and Mexico City. There are also environmental costs: More than a million automobiles sometimes clog narrow colonial streets. Though sooty diesel buses are mostly a thing of the past, 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.


The Mediterranean climate has a pronounced dry season (Nov.-Apr.) and wet winters, though drought is a threat to the water supply. The daily maximum temperature averages 28°C (82°F) in January, but it almost always cools off at night, thanks to the elevation. In July, the coolest month, the daily maximum averages 10°C (50°F).
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PLANNING YOUR TIME


Presuming only two days, visitors should 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.


HISTORY


Conquistador Pedro de Valdivia 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.” Valdivia established early good relations with Araucanians. But during his absence in Peru, the Spaniards began to abuse the indigenes; their rebellion nearly destroyed the settlement, which became a precarious armed camp.


The site Valdivia chose proved an enduring one, but with problems. One was the Río Mapocho, which often flooded in the spring. Another was the Araucanian raiders, who made its defense costly. Between 1600 and 1606, the governing viceroyalty of Lima had to quadruple the military budget to maintain its presence. By the end of the 16th century, according to historian Eduardo Solar Correa, Santiago’s “appearance was sad and miserable.” Landed proprietors dominated urban society, though their economic and power base was the countryside.


With the 18th century, though, came material improvements like the cathedral, the Casa de la Moneda (colonial mint) to spur economic activity, dikes to contain the floods, and improved roads. Cultural life improved with the establishment of what later became the Universidad de Chile.


By Chile’s independence in 1810, Santiago was a modest, nondescript city. In the 1830s, Charles Darwin remarked that “it is not so fine or so large as Buenos Ayres, but it is built after the same model.” Earthquakes encouraged utilitarian rather than elaborate construction.


Post-independence Santiago was poised for a boom. The 1850s California Gold Rush created a market for Chilean wheat, wine, and other produce. The beneficiaries were a landed elite who built city mansions, furnished them extravagantly, and supported exclusive institutions like the Club Hípico (Racing Club). By the 1870s, progressive mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna was transforming areas like Cerro Santa Lucía into public parks. Venezuelan-born scholar and educator Andrés Bello helped enrich the cultural life of a city whose population exceeded 100,000 by mid-century.


Conflict with Peru and Bolivia in the War of the Pacific (1879-1884) changed both city and country dramatically, in ways not immediately apparent. Chilean interests grew wealthy with control of the nitrate-rich Atacama Desert, financing a new round of conspicuous consumption by mining magnates and bringing revenue to the government treasury. Neglect lost much of sprawling, vaguely defined Patagonia to Argentina.


Industrialization initially absorbed excess labor when the nitrate mines failed in the early 20th century, but rural labor conflicts accelerated urban immigration and resulted in squatter settlements known as callampas (literally translated as “mushrooms”). In the 1960s and 1970s, these exploded with activism under President Salvador Allende’s leftist Unidad Popular. After the 1973 coup by General Augusto Pinochet, activists bided their time as eastern suburbs like Las Condes reached for the skies in high-rise apartments and office blocks.


The dictatorship’s economic policies—which remained largely intact even through a quarter century of civilian government—also encouraged suburban sprawl and private automobile ownership that have contributed to traffic congestion and air pollution. That over a third of Chile’s 19 million inhabitants live in Gran Santiago suggests that these problems will not disappear soon, but some central city neighborhoods are becoming increasingly livable.


ORIENTATION


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 unites with the Maipo near Talagante, to the southwest. Andean outliers like 635-m (2,083-ft) Cerro Santa Lucía and 869-m (2,851-ft) Cerro San Cristóbal rise above the city’s sedimentary plain, 550 m (168 ft) above sea level.


Santiago’s colonial core lies south of the Mapocho, north of the east-west Avenida del Libertador General Bernardo O’Higgins (the Alameda), and east of the Vía Norte Sur, downtown’s segment of the Carretera Panamericana. Its center is the rectangular Plaza de Armas. Some narrow downtown streets have become pedestrian malls.


Santiago Centro comprises 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 has undergone a commercial and 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 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 identification, where the eastbound Alameda becomes Avenida Providencia, is Plaza Baquedano—universally known as Plaza Italia—but, since the constitutional protests began, it has acquired the informal name Plaza de la Dignidad (Dignity Plaza).


Las Condes and Vitacura are affluent eastward extensions of Providencia. Independencia, Quinta Normal, and Estación Central have fewer sights, except for major museums and parks, and a few key services such as long-distance bus terminals.



Sights



Central Santiago has the highest density of sights in or around the Plaza de Armas, Plaza de la Constitución, Cerro Santa Lucía, and Barrio Bellavista, with a handful elsewhere. The municipal tourist authority, with separate offices near the Plaza de Armas and on Cerro Santa Lucía, offers free walking tours that include admission to some of the best museums; for the most current itineraries, which must be reserved online, check Santiago Turismo (santiagoturismo.cl).


PLAZA DE ARMAS AND VICINITY


On its west side, the plaza’s oldest surviving landmark is the Catedral Metropolitana, begun in 1748 but, because of earthquakes and fires, not completed until 1830. Italian architect Joaquín Toesca designed its neoclassical facade, modified with late-19th-century Tuscan touches.


On the north side, the next oldest structure is the Municipalidad de Santiago (1785). Immediately west, the Palacio de la Real Audiencia (1804) houses the Museo Histórico Nacional and a municipal tourism office. At the corner of Paseo Puente, the French-style Correo Central (Post Office, 1882) replaced the original government house. Half a block east of the plaza, dating from 1769, the Casa Colorada (Merced 860) houses the city museum.


One block from the southwest corner of the plaza, the Palacio de la Real Aduana (Royal Customs House, Bandera 361) now holds the exceptional Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino (Chilean Museum of Pre-Columbian Art).


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 is the Mercado Central, the landmark central market that’s a 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 events like Santiago’s annual book fair. In the nearby Cal y Canto Metro station, foundations of the colonial Puente Cal y Canto bridge over the Mapocho are now open to view.


Museo Histórico Nacional


During the 17th century, the Palacio de la Real Audiencia housed Chile’s 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). Its clock tower dates from Mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna’s late-19th-century term.


During the independence struggle, the first Congreso Nacional met here. Royalists restored the Real Audiencia from 1814 to 1817, but that same year, the Cabildo of Santiago met here to make Argentine general José de San Martín head of state (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.


Today, it houses the Museo Histórico Nacional (Plaza de Armas 951, tel. +56 2 2297-8930, museohistoriconacional.cl [URL inactive], 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun., free). 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 Indigenous times through Spanish colonial rule, the subsequent establishment of church and state, collapse of the Spanish empire, the early republic and its 19th-century expansion, the oligarchy that ruled parliament, and the failed reforms that resulted in the 1973 coup—when the story abruptly ends.
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Museo de Santiago



Perhaps Santiago’s best-preserved colonial house, the Casa Colorada was home to Mateo de Toro y Zambrano, who became Chile’s interim colonial governor at age 83 after his predecessor 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. Abandoned for many years, it underwent restoration after 1977. Only the two-story facade facing Merced, with its forged iron balconies, is truly original.


Inside the Casa Colorada, the Museo de Santiago (Merced 860, tel. +56 2 2386-7627, santiagocultura.cl) chronicles the city’s development from pre-Columbian times through its founding by Valdivia, the evolution of colonial society, the independence era, and its transformation under 19th-century mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna. The history is vivid in the models of historical buildings and dioramas of events, such as the 1863 fire that destroyed the Iglesia de la Compañía.



S Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino
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Late architect Sergio Larraín García-Moreno donated a lifetime’s acquisitions to stock the Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino (Bandera 361, tel. +56 2 2928-1500, precolombino.cl, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun., US$5.50, US$2.75 students, free under age 10), housed in the former 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 chemamüll, 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 has suffered severe depredations from looters.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Mercado Central



In 1817, Bernardo O’Higgins himself shifted the disorderly market on the Plaza de Armas to an area once known as “the Dominican rubbish 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 Mercado Central (San Pablo 967, tel. +56 2 2696-8327, 7:30am-5pm Sun.-Thurs., 7:30am-8pm Fri., 7:30am-7pm Sat.) structure, from 1872, is mainly the work of Fermín Vivaceta.
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The Mercado Central displays an unworldly diversity of seafood from the southern seas.





Street-side storefronts have concealed the original facade except on the Ismael Valdés Vergara side, where it faces the river and opens onto a plaza. There are entrances, however, on all four sides. 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.” That’s part of what makes it a great destination for photographers.


Lunching and people-watching at tables set among the produce is a popular pastime for locals and tourists 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



Straddling the Alameda, several blocks southwest of the Plaza de Armas, the Barrio Cívico is the country’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 10am on even-numbered days, there’s a presidential changing-of-the-guard ceremony here.


In a development that gnaws at Pinochet diehards, a 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.


Across the street, the Intendencia de Santiago (Moneda and Morandé), built 1914-1916, features an attractive ochava-style entrance and a spectacular interior cupola. French architect Emilio Jecquier designed the flatiron-style Bolsa de Comercio (Stock Exchange, 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 passageway but fronting on the Alameda, the Club de la Unión (1925) gave stockbrokers a place to schmooze on their lunch hours.



S Palacio de la Moneda



GOOGLE MAP


Never intended as the seat of government, the neoclassical Palacio de la Moneda (Morandé 130, tel. +56 2 2690-4000, visitasguiadas.presidencia.cl [URL inactive], guided tours 3pm Mon.-Fri., 4pm Mon.-Thurs., book on the website) 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 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.


Pinochet’s regime restored the building to architect Joaquín Toesca’s original design by 1981, but it’s no longer the presidential residence. Ricardo Lagos, in 2000 the first Socialist president elected since Allende, opened the main passageway for one-way public traffic from the Plaza de la Constitución entrance to the Plaza de la Libertad exit, but that access is unfortunately no longer available.


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, the Centro Cultural Palacio La Moneda. Special exhibit galleries and other facilities flank its gigantic atrium.



S CERRO SANTA LUCÍA AND VICINITY



GOOGLE MAP


East of Paseo Ahumada and north of the Alameda, the promontory called Welén by the Mapuche was where Pedro de Valdivia held out against Indigenous forces that threatened to expel the Spaniards from the Mapocho valley. Nearly three centuries later, in 1822, the Scotswoman María Graham marveled at the view of “the city, its gardens, 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?”


It took visionary mayor Benjamín Vicuña Mackenna to realize Santa Lucía’s potential. His efforts—along with convict labor and donations from wealthy citizens—transformed a barren quarry into an urban Eden with more than 60 ha (148 acres) of gardens, fountains, and statuary, including his own tomb.


From the summit, approached by meandering footpaths and reached by a steep climb to a tiny parapet, there are stupendous views of the Andes—at least on a clear day—and panoramas of the city and Cerro San Cristóbal. A lower but broader terrace offers less panoramic but still appealing 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 more recent addition. Along the Alameda, look for the tile mural of Nobel Prize-winning poet Gabriela Mistral.


Fenced except around its lowest periphery and steepest slope, Cerro Santa Lucía (9am-8pm daily) has two main entrances: from the Alameda just east of Plaza Vicuña Mackenna, where twin staircases nearly encircle 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, but it’s often out of service. In an exaggerated effort to improve security, authorities require all visitors to sign in (as if muggers would do so), but the park is not really dangerous.




[image: image]


Cerro Santa Lucía





The best introduction is a guided tour (10am Sun., reservations essential, munistgo.cl/tour-gratis [URL inactive]), in English and Spanish, starting from its municipal tourist-office branch. Tours include Vicuña Mackenna’s tomb and the still functioning gun emplacement. Several years ago, authorities halted the startling midday cannon shot because of neighbors’ complaints; broader public pressure restored the tradition at a lower decibel level.


Between Cerro Santa Lucía and Paseo Ahumada, the most imposing landmark is the classicist Biblioteca Nacional (National Library, facing the Alameda between MacIver and Miraflores), built 1914-1927. Two blocks north, the neoclassical Teatro Municipal (Municipal Theater, 1857) has seen performances by Sarah Bernhardt, Igor Stravinsky, Plácido Domingo, Anna Pavlova, and the Chilean classical pianist Claudio Arrau.


BARRIO PARÍS LONDRES AND VICINITY


South of the Alameda, the major landmark is the Iglesia y Convento de San Francisco (Alameda 834), Chile’s oldest colonial building (1618) and a survivor of repeated fires and earthquakes.


Until the early 1920s, the Franciscans controlled much of this area, but a financial crisis forced them to sell 30,000 sq m (7.4 acres) 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 38 was a torture center during Pinochet’s dictatorship. Two blocks west of Iglesia San Francisco, the Casa Central de la Universidad de Chile (1863-1872), the state university’s main campus, stretches along the Alameda.


Iglesia y Convento de San Francisco


Pedro de Valdivia himself established the Ermita del Socorro to house an image of the Virgen del Socorro that he had brought to Chile. Valdivia credited the Virgen del Socorro with Santiago’s survival from Mapuche attacks. In 1554, in exchange for 12 city lots, the Franciscans built a church to house the image, but an 1853 earthquake destroyed the original structure. 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 towers in 1643 and 1751, but Fermín Vivaceta’s 19th-century clock tower has withstood every tremor since. The interior is notable for its Mudéjar details and carved cypress doors.


Over four and a half centuries, the Franciscans have kept faith with Valdivia by continuing to host the Virgen del Socorro. In addition, the church houses an ecclesiastical art collection, the Museo de Arte Colonial (Londres 4, tel. +56 2 2639-8737, museosanfrancisco.com, 9:30am-1pm and 3pm-6pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat.-Sun., closed religious holidays, US$1 pp, US0.50 students).


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 is home to several intimate restaurants and bars.


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


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 redeveloped the area as 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 summer’s midday heat.


Toward the west, directly north of Cerro Santa Lucía, stands the Museo Nacional de Bellas Artes, the city’s traditional fine art museum. South across the Alameda, toward downtown, is the central campus of the Universidad Católica (Catholic University, 1913).


Museo de Artes Visuales


Privately owned and financed, the Museo de Artes Visuales (MAVI, Lastarria 307, tel. +56 2 2664-9397, mavi.cl, 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun., 11am-7:30pm Fri.-Sat., closed Jan. 1, May 1, Sept. 18-19, Dec. 25, US$2 adults, US$1 ages 13-18, free last Sun. of the month) boasts a permanent collection of 1,400 pieces by 400 contemporary Chilean artists, among them Roberto Matta and Alfredo Jaar. About 140 of these pieces, ranging from engravings to paintings, photographs, and sculptures, are on display at any one time. The MAVI is located in the Plaza del Mulato Gil complex.


Architect Cristián Undurraga’s design incorporates 1,400 sq m (15,000 sq ft) of display space. Flawless lighting accentuates individual pieces in half a dozen spacious galleries, which feature high ceilings and polished wooden floors. The English translations are better than at many other Chilean museums.


The MAVI now subsumes the Museo Arqueológico de Santiago (Lastarria 321), with excellent exhibits on Chile’s Indigenous peoples from pre-Columbian times to the present. The admission cost covers access to both museums.


Museo de Bellas Artes


Built for Chile’s independence centennial and fashioned after Paris’s Petit Palais, Santiago’s neoclassical fine art museum, Museo de Bellas Artes (José Miguel de La Barra s/n, tel. +56 2 2997-8700, mnba.cl, 10am-5:30pm Tues.-Sun., closed Jan. 1, Good Fri., May 1, July 16, Sept. 18-19, Dec. 8, Dec. 24-25, Dec. 30-31, free), 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 paintings 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.”


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 since rebounded without losing its character. The best way to approach the barrio is the Huérfanos pedestrian suspension bridge that crosses the Vía Norte Sur to an area where recently constituted private universities have rehabbed buildings, salvaged libraries, built collections, and introduced a youthful vigor. It’s also a good area for moderately priced accommodations and food.


The barrio’s focus is its lovingly landscaped namesake, Plaza Brasil. Dating from 1892, its most impressive landmark has been the neo-Gothic Basílica del Salvador (Huérfanos 1781, basilicadelsalvador.cl), though severe damage from the 1985 and 2010 earthquakes threatened its demolition, and restoration work has been slow. 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.


Beyond Barrio Brasil proper, wooded Parque Quinta Normal offers relief from a densely built area and is home to several museums. The Casa Museo Peluquería Francesa (Libertad 444, tel. +56 9 7798-9743, 10am-7pm Mon.-Sat.) is a working barbershop and also a museum of hair-cutting, affiliated with the nearby restaurant Boulevard Lavaud.


The other main attraction is the Museo de la Solidaridad Salvador Allende (Av. República 475, tel. +56 2 2689-8761, mssa.cl [URL inactive], 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun., US$2 adults, free Sun.), a collection of modern art and a cultural center.



Parque Quinta Normal



At the western edge of Santiago Centro, Parque Quinta Normal (8am-8:30pm Tues.-Sun.) is a traditional open space whose 40 hectares were the city’s first de facto botanical garden. It is also home to playgrounds, soccer fields, tennis courts, skating rinks, pools, and a cluster of museums. Parque Quinta Normal’s main entrance is on Matucana at the west end of Compañía, with other gateways on Avenida Portales, Santo Domingo, and Apostól Santiago; it now has its own Metro station.


Having suffered damage in the 2010 earthquake, the partially reopened Museo Nacional de Historia Natural (Natural History Museum, tel. +56 2 2680-4603, mnhn.cl, 10am-12:30pm and 2pm-4:30pm Tues.-Sat., 11am-12:30pm and 2pm-5pm Sun. and holidays, closed Jan. 1, Easter Sun., May 1, Sept. 18-19, Nov. 1, Dec. 25, free) is a research facility that also has public exhibits on archaeology, ethnography, physical anthropology, mineralogy, paleontology, botany, and zoology. The museum collection began in 1830, when the government contracted French naturalist Claude Gay to inventory Chile’s natural resources.


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 1878 Palacio Cousiño (Dieciocho 438, tel. +56 2 2386-7449, palaciocousino@gmail.com, 9:30am-1:30pm and 2:30pm-5pm Tues.-Fri., 9:30am-1:30pm Sat.-Sun., closed Jan. 1, Good Fri.-Easter, May 1, Sept. 18, Dec. 25, US$3.50 adults, US$1 children) 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, a 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.


PROVIDENCIA AND VICINITY


At the east end of the Alameda, lively Plaza Italia (formally Plaza Baquedano) now also goes by the name Plaza de la Dignidad after the tumultuous protests that began against increased Metro fares in late 2019 and eventually led to major changes in Chilean politics, including constitutional reform. It marks the boundary of the borough of Providencia, the westernmost of the affluent suburbs that also include Las Condes, Vitacura, and Ñuñoa.


While this mostly staid, middle- to upper-middle-class area has shopping malls that seem straight out of the US suburbs, it also has Bohemian enclaves like Barrio Bellavista (Santiago’s main restaurant and nightlife area) and bar-hopping zones like Avenida Suecia. Except in compact Bellavista, points of interest are more spread out than in Santiago Centro, but public transportation is excellent.


From Plaza Italia, the northbound 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 antique 140-m (460-ft) cell phone!


South of Plaza Italia, Avenida Vicuña Mackenna separates the 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. +56 2 2997-8745, museovicunamackenna.cl, 10am-5pm Tues.-Fri., free) 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. +56 2 2335-1832, 8am-7pm daily, free) showcases abstract works by contemporary Chilean sculptors. It also has an enclosed gallery (10am-7pm daily) with rotating exhibitions.




Remembering the Victims of the Dictatorship


It’s harder to tell at present 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 most of them are relatively 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 regime). A couple of them, though, are more outspokenly eloquent.


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. +56 9 9327-8163, villagrimaldi.cl, 10am-6pm daily, audio guided tours available in English, 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.”
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