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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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BEST BEACHES


The Most Magical Pueblos in Colombia


WITH WHITE-SAND CARIBBEAN BEACHES, snow-capped Andean peaks, lush Amazon rainforest, and a lost-in-time rugged Pacific coast all packed into one country, Colombia is unparalleled when it comes to natural splendor. In fact, measured by square foot, it’s the most biodiverse country on earth. Add in the kaleidoscope of different cultures that make their home here and their unique musical and gastronomical traditions, and what emerges is a destination so multifaceted it can rightly be called the crown jewel of South America.


Magical realism pervades all of Colombia’s varied landscapes, whether it’s the fairy-tale streets of colonial Cartagena, the bird-filled cloud forests outside Bogotá, or the steamy dance floors of Cali’s legendary salsa clubs. From historic pueblo-hopping to immersions into Amazonian Indigenous communities, the hardest decision a visitor to Colombia has to make is what to include and what to leave for next time.


In between the planned itinerary, the abundance of exotic fruits and traditional delicacies, the local fiestas and festivals that often rage till the break of dawn, and the warm hospitality and friendliness of the Colombian people themselves often steal the show and become the highlight of the trip. A passion for life that is profoundly exuberant, even by Latin American standards, is on full display at every turn and usually set to music.


So, pack up that sunscreen and that umbrella, the Gabriel García Márquez novel you always wanted to read, and those dancing shoes: Colombia is going to put them all to good use. Whether it’s a weeklong beach break or a multiple-month pilgrimage across the entire country, Colombia will steal your heart and capture your imagination like nowhere else on earth.
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TOP 10 EXPERIENCES Colombia
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[image: Image] Enjoying the sunset over the Caribbean from Las Murallas in Cartagena.
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[image: Image] Exploring Colombia’s legendary coffee culture at a farm-stay in the coffee region.
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[image: Image] Relaxing on the wilderness beaches of Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona.
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[image: Image] Marveling at the stone statues of San Agustín, the largest pre-Columbian archaeological site in the country.
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[image: Image] Joining the Ciclovía and biking your way through mountain-high Bogotá.
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[image: Image] Taking in the masterpieces of the Museo de Antioquia in Medellín.
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[image: Image] Diving the pristine coral reefs of the Seaflower Biosphere Reserve.
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[image: Image] Wandering through Barichara, the most beautiful pueblo in Colombia.
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[image: Image] Salsa dancing in Cali, the Salsa Capital of the World.
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[image: Image] Cruising up the Amazon River.






PLANNING YOUR TRIP



WHERE TO GO


Cartagena and the Caribbean Coast


Cartagena is the seductive colonial jewel of the Caribbean. Moving up the coast, the rugged coastline of Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona is just the lower reaches of the snow-capped Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, which holds the ruins of the Tayrona Indigenous settlement of Ciudad Perdida. Farther up the coast, the Indigenous-inhabited desert landscapes of La Guajira, complete with red-sand beaches, await adventurous travelers.
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Cartagena





Bogotá


Against the backdrop of the Andes Mountains, the country’s cool capital is a cosmopolitan melting pot. It’s a city of stunning colonial and modern architecture, cutting-edge art, progressive culture, fantastic shopping, five-star dining, and euphoric nightlife. Just outside Bogotá, towering waterfalls, fascinating archaeological sites, picturesque pueblos, and incredible national parks await.


Boyacá and Santander


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





Medellín and the Coffee Region


Ambitious Medellín is known for its temperate climate, excellent public transportation, fun nightlife, and world-class art museums. Photogenic coffee region pueblos abound, with Jardín and Salento some of the most colorful. Stay at one of several coffee farm-stays in the lush rolling hills. The landscape is dotted with towering wax palms and brightly colored birds. The snow-covered volcanic peaks of Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados beckon mountain climbers.


The Pacific is Colombia’s wild coast, where the thick rainforest of Chocó meets the beaches and endless ocean at wonderfully remote Bahía Solano. Warm Pacific water is a playground for humpback whales that spend July-October here. Sea turtles are also return visitors.


Cali and Southwest Colombia


Colombia’s third-largest city is a joyous one, filled with music and dance. When the sun goes down it’s hard to resist Cali’s hypnotic salsa rhythms. To the west, beyond the endless sugarcane fields of the Valle de Cauca, stands the White City of Popayán, a historic colonial city of presidents and poets. Tucked into the fertile valleys of the Macizo Colombiano, the archaeological sites of Tierradentro and San Agustín beckon.


San Andrés and Providencia


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





The Amazon


The Amazon rainforest is the lungs of the world. Enjoy the cuisine and nightlife of the triple border town of Leticia. Visit an ecolodge on the Río Javari, where you can take canoe rides above the treetops in the flooded forest. Observe birds and pink dolphins by day and look for crocodiles as darkness falls. Spend a couple of days in the blissfully car-free and Indigenous-run hamlet of Puerto Nariño.


WHEN TO GO


Because Colombia straddles the equator, the temperature and the length of the day are nearly constant year-round. What gives variation is altitude: It is always hot and humid in low-lying and coastal areas, and it is always crisp and often downright cold in the high Andes. There are, however, distinct dry and rainy seasons throughout the year. In most of the country, December-February and July-August are considered verano (dry season). Invierno (rainy season) is usually April-May and again September-November.


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


Tourism high season corresponds with North American winter (December-March) and also summer break for students (June-August). Humpback whales make their appearance off the Pacific coast July-October.


Spring


Spring is a great time to visit, especially the coastal regions where there is little rain. Semana Santa (Easter week) celebrations are popular in colonial cities such as Popayán, Mompox, Pamplona, and Tunja, while during that time every two years Bogotá puts on the Festival Iberoamericano de Teatro.


Summer


Summertime is high season, but that also means lots of festivals in major cities like Bogotá and Medellín that take advantage of the sunny weather and the absence of rain. Reservations are often harder to get and more expensive during this time.


Fall


Fall is off-season, meaning there are plenty of travel deals, but it is rainy, especially along the Caribbean coast. For much of the rest of the country, this is an excellent time to travel, and deals abound.


Winter


Winter is high season and dry season, with locals heading out for vacation and international visitors flooding the top destinations. Many of the major festivals and celebrations take place December-February: the Feria de Cali, the Carnaval de Negros y Blancos in Pasto, Hay Festival in Cartagena, and the Carnaval de Barranquilla.




If You Have . . .


7 DAYS
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With a full week you can fly into Cartagena, get a couple of days of beach and partying in, and then head up the coast to Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona and do the Ciudad Perdida trek or explore the coffee farms and waterfalls of Minca.


10 DAYS
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With 10 days in Colombia you can add a trip to the coffee region to your beach break, hitting up the pueblo of Salento, hiking through the wax palm-studded Valle de Cocora, and visiting an authentic coffee farm-stay.


14 DAYS


[image: Image]


With two weeks at your disposal, you can add Bogotá, the fascinating capital of Colombia, where bicycle-led street-art tours and late-night parties will give you an urban fix. Also check out Villa de Leyva, a gorgeous colonial pueblo just hours from the city.


21 DAYS
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Three weeks allows you to slow down and do some deep exploring in the south of the country, including the archaeological site of San Agustín and the sultry salsa clubs in the city of Cali. Alternatively, you can head to the Pacific coast or the Amazon rainforest.






BEFORE YOU GO



Passports and Visas


Travelers to Colombia who intend to visit for tourism for less than 90 days need only a valid passport on entry to the country. You may be asked to show proof of a return ticket. Tell the immigration officer if you intend to stay up to 90 days as otherwise they may give you a stamp permitting a stay of 60 days. Language schools and universities will be able to assist those who may require a yearlong student visa.


Vaccinations


There are no obligatory vaccination requirements for visiting Colombia. However, proof of the yellow fever vaccination may be requested on arrival at Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona or at the Leticia airport in the Amazon. This vaccination can be obtained at Red Cross clinics throughout the country.


The US Centers for Disease Control and Prevention recommends that travelers have all the basic vaccinations updated. In addition, for most travelers to Colombia, the CDC recommends hepatitis A and typhoid vaccinations. Hepatitis B, rabies, and yellow fever vaccinations are recommended for some travelers. If you plan to visit the Amazon region, antimalarial drugs may be recommended. With infections of mosquito-borne illnesses such as malaria, dengue, chikungunya, and Zika possible in tropical areas of the country, visitors are encouraged to keep mosquito repellent close at hand.




Mastering a few essential Spanish expressions enhances your interactions with locals. Here are some key phrases to keep in your linguistic arsenal:
















	Hello, Hi

	Hola






	Nice to meet you

	Un placer a conocerte






	Thank you

	Muchas gracias






	Good morning

	Buenos dias






	Good afternoon/evening

	Buenas noches






	See you later

	Hasta la vista






	Bye!

	Chau!












Transportation


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


AIR


Most travelers arrive in Colombia by plane, with the vast majority arriving at the modern Aeropuerto Internacional El Dorado in Bogotá. There are numerous daily nonstop flights to Bogotá from the eastern United States as well as from Houston, Dallas, Los Angeles, and Toronto. The cities of Medellín, Cali, Cartagena, Barranquilla, and Armenia are also served by nonstop flights from the US East Coast.


Domestic flights are easy, safe, increasingly more economical, frequent, and, above all, quick.


BUS


Taking the bus to just about anywhere in the country is an inexpensive and popular but slower option. All major cities, and most smaller ones, have large modern bus terminals where a variety of bus companies compete for your business. For longer trips (like between major cities) there are often several classes of travel available, with the more expensive options including luxury seats and meals.


In the major cities, there are extensive rapid bus networks.


CAR


Renting a car is a viable option in several areas, including the coffee region, where roads are good, and in the mountainous Boyacá and Santander regions. Public transit is good everywhere, however, and a car is not necessary, especially in major cities.
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Parque Simón Bolívar, Bogotá





What to Pack


For rainforest exploration, waterproof hiking boots and collapsible trekking poles are musts. For exploring the Amazon as well as the Pacific coast, a waterproof camera bag and silica gel may prevent the heartache of a ruined camera. For caving, visiting the tombs of Tierradentro, and finding your way at night, a small flashlight or headlight comes in handy. To spot humpbacks, birds, and other wildlife, binoculars are great to have. If you plan on spending much time on the coast, bring your own snorkeling gear. A lightweight sleeping sack makes rustic sleeping conditions more comfortable.


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


Casual attire is fine at most restaurants, theaters, and religious venues. Restaurants in Bogotá and Cartagena may expect more effort. In large cities, you’ll want to dress to impress in bars and clubs. Shorts are generally frowned on in interior cities.
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MAKE IT A GREENER TRIP
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Experience all Colombia has to offer while minimizing your environmental impact. Colombia is a country with valuable and unique ecosystems, and ambitious sustainability initiatives have been implemented to protect them. As a leader in ecotourism, Colombia’s efforts around sustainable travel and environmental protection are part of its new national plan. With advance planning and appropriate packing, you’ll find it’s easy to travel sustainably around the country.


[image: Image] Packing Checklist


Reusable water bottle and shopping bag


Reusable utensils


Reef-friendly sunscreen


[image: Image] Sustainable Transportation


Colombia has invested heavily in public transportation and low-emission alternatives to driving.


Bogotá’s award-winning bicycle infrastructure and new public bike system makes getting around the capital on two wheels easy and effective.


Medellín’s Metro rail system is a model for South American cities.


[image: Image] Reducing Your Impact


By being conscious of the impact of tourism in a given area, you can make sure your presence helps and doesn’t harm locals and their environments.


Shop local: Spend your money with locally owned businesses. This ensures that locals benefit directly from the tourism economy.


Slow travel: When planning where to stay, consider staying more than one night at each destination to reduce your impact on the local infrastructure as well as making a more relaxing trip.


Go green: Seek out accommodations that practice natural building, energy efficiency, and water conservation.


[image: Image] Eco-Tourism


In a country like Colombia, home to precarious ecosystems like the Amazon rainforest and the Andean páramo, eco-tourism is key to the country’s plan for development.


Support community tourism projects: A number of local communities in Colombia have launched ecotourism projects as a way to create a regional economy and also protect their ecological resources.


Eat regionally: Dining at the top chef-run restaurants—which use local producers and ingredients—is a great way to support regional economies and treat yourself.


Get involved: Colombia offers plenty of volunteer and educational opportunities to get involved in ecological projects and use your time here to fortify its resilience.
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a giant hammock in Minca
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TRIP IDEAS & ITINERARIES Colombia



BEST OF COLOMBIA



There’s not one clear-cut common way to visit uncommon Colombia. But with two full weeks you can squeeze in many of the country’s top sights and attractions, including majestic colonial Cartagena, the offshore Caribbean paradise of the Islas del Rosario, modern Medellín, and a couple of picture-perfect coffee region pueblos like Jardín and Salento, and still have time for a couple of days in Bogotá, the country’s fast-pasted, mile-high, über-hip cosmopolitan capital.


Day 1: Cartagena


Start your trip in Cartagena. Walk the Old City streets, getting lost and found again as you amble from the Torre del Reloj to the divine Parque de Bolívar and the San Diego neighborhood, stopping to admire La Catedral de Santa Catalina de Alejandría on the way. Don’t miss a sunset stroll along Las Murallas, the ancient city walls, stopping to enjoy a cocktail and the Caribbean Sea breeze at Café del Mar.


For dinner, dive into some Peruvian Caribbean fusion at Mar y Zielo. An after-dinner cocktail at elegant El Coro and a turn or a gaze at the salsa floor of Donde Fidel caps off the night. Great hotels abound, but the Sofitel Legend Santa Clara, housed in an ancient Monastery, is the cream of the crop.


Day 2: Cartagena


Check out the real-life horror show at the Palacio de la Inquisición and then find some human inspiration at the Iglesia and Claustro de San Pedro Claver. In the afternoon, head over to the Castillo de San Felipe to learn the real story of the pirates of the Caribbean.


At night, head over to Getsemaní for a live dance show on Plaza de la Trinidad and then grab some tapas at Lunático. Afterward, catch the champeta class at the Bazurto Social Club and stick around for the live band later.


Days 3-4: Islas del Rosario


From the Muelle Turístico in town, take the 45-minute boat ride to the beaches of Islas del Rosario, the area’s finest beaches, and spend a night at an island hotel. It’s worth splurging for the beachfront Gente de Mar, located on Isla Grande.


Get in some quality beach time, do some snorkeling, rent a kayak, and enjoy the fresh seafood. The next day, take the boat back to Cartagena. Have dinner at Lobo de Mar later that night.


Day 5: Medellín


Take an early-morning hour-long domestic flight from Cartagena to the Aeropuerto Olaya Herrera in Medellín. Check into La Playa Hotel, then make your way to the finest art museum in the country, the Museo de Antioquia. If you have time, also visit the heart-wrenching Museo Casa de la Memoria, the country’s first museum dedicated to the memory of victims of Colombia’s decades-long armed conflict.


For dinner, enjoy the creative fusion plates at one of the city’s up-and-coming gastronomical stars, Salón Centro. After dinner, check out the hip nightlife along Calle de Cervantes and catch a live music show at La Pascasia or some live theater at the Pequeño Teatro de Medellín.


Day 6: Medellín


Take a ride on the world-class Metro to the Metrocable gondola network and visit the Biblioteca España, a boldly designed public library built on the side of a mountain. Grab a local lunch here in the barrio Santo Domingo. From there, transfer to another Metrocable line to Parque Arví, a huge recreational area in a lush forest setting.


At night, head to El Poblado for dinner at critically acclaimed Carmen or get your ramen fix on at the Tamagotchi Ramen Bar. Stroll the El Poblado streets, stopping at El Social Tienda Mixta for a drink.


Day 7: Guatapé


Take a day trip to the lakeside village of Guatapé, about two hours from Medellín. Catch an early morning bus and, when you arrive, enjoy a hearty brunch at Montano. After, stroll along the picturesque lakefront.


Grab a mototaxi to La Piedra Peñol and climb the 700 steps to the top to enjoy the incredible views. Back in the village of Guatapé, refuel with a freshly caught trout at one of the waterfront restaurants before taking the bus back to Medellín.




BEST HIKES


CARTAGENA AND THE CARIBBEAN COAST


Ciudad Perdida Trek


52 km (32 mi); 4-6 days; strenuous


One of the most epic treks on the South American continent, this guided excursion takes you through dense coastal rainforest to ruins of the ancient Tayrona civilization.


BOGOTÁ


Cerro de Monserrate


5 km (3 mi); 2 hours; moderate-strenuous


Colombia’s most famous urban hike, this strenuous but short jaunt follows stone steps up from the center of Bogotá to the gleaming white Santuario de Monserrate.


BOYACÁ AND SANTANDER


Púlpito del Diablo


17 km (11 mi); 8 hours; strenuous


The most iconic of the three hikes up the glimmering glacier-covered peaks of Parque Nacional Natural El Cocuy, this vigorous trek ends at a striking rock formation that juts up through the snow and ice.




[image: image]


Parque Nacional Natural El Cocuy





Camino Real


10.6 km (6.6 mi); 3 hours; easy


Follow the stone-paved path once used by the Spanish empire and ancient civilizations before them through the gorgeous countryside from Barichara to the pueblo of Guane.


MEDELLÍN AND THE COFFEE REGION


Valle de Cocora


15 km (9 mi); 5 hours; moderate


Explore a majestic valley filled with wax palms, the tallest palm trees in the world, in the lower reaches of Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados.






Days 8-9: Jardín



Take the three-hour bus ride through the southern Antioquia countryside to the picture-perfect Paisa coffee town of Jardín. Hang out with the locals in the sublime Parque Principal, a park bursting with flowers, where you can enjoy a beer or sip a locally produced coffee. Check out the in-town Reserva Natural Jardín de Rocas for an up-close look at the scarlet Andean cock-of-the-rock, an emblematic bird.


The next day take the Cable Aéreo up to the lookout at Cristo Rey. From here you can hike about an hour to get to the Cascada Escalera waterfall. Stop at La Truchería on the way back into town to pick your own meal out of the large tanks and have it cooked to order. Back in town, enjoy an aperitif at Café Macanas.


Day 10


Wake up early to take an all-day bus (or rented car) through the majestically verdant coffee region to brightly painted Salento, an 8.5-hour trip-from Jardín, and longer if you stop to visit local coffee farms. Alternatively, head back to Medellín to take a one-hour domestic flight from Aeropuerto Olaya Herrera to Aeropuerto Internacional El Edén in Armenia, 30 minutes by bus or taxi from Salento.


Stay at the bright orange Tralala hostel and have dinner at wonderful Casa La Eliana, followed by dessert and coffee at Café Jesús Martín.


Day 11


In the morning, book a Jeep Willy at the main plaza to the awe-inspiring Valle de Cocora, where 60-m-tall (200-ft) palm trees fill a verdant valley. In the afternoon, do the Finca Don Eduardo coffee tour on the outskirts of town.


Refuel with a steak and wine at Juan Esteban Parrilla y Vinos, on the main plaza. Before retiring for the night, stroll the atmospheric Calle Real.


Day 12


Take a flight from the Aeropuerto Internacional El Edén in Armenia (30 minutes from Salento by bus or taxi) to Bogotá, the nation’s mile-high Andean capital. Spend the day exploring the ancient mural-covered colonial streets of La Candelaria, stopping to check out the massive Catedral Primada in Plaza de Bolívar and the street life at the Chorro de Quevado. Give yourself a couple of hours for the Museo del Oro, which holds artifacts from Colombia’s many pre-Columbian civilizations.


At night, have dinner at Chamanico before heading over to Casa Quiebracanto for live salsa. Stay at Casa Deco to be close to everything.


Day 13


In the morning, hike or take the funicular to the top of Cerro de Monserrate for spectacular views over the city and the altiplano. Refuel with lunch at Recetas de Abuela in La Concordia market.


In the afternoon, grab a public bike or take a bike tour and explore the city’s excellent system of ciclorutas (bike paths). At night, head to Zona G for a five-star fusion meal at Restaurante Leo before dancing off all those calories at Theatrón in the Chapinero area.


Day 14


In the morning, visit the Jardín Botánico for an exploration of the many ecosystems of Colombia all in one place. In the afternoon, head over to the Teusaquillo area for an Amazonian lunch at Copoazú and some exotic fruit-based ice cream at Selva Nevada. Before your flight home, do some last-minute shopping on La Séptima, where several arcades full of artisan and souvenir vendors are located.



Excursions and Side Trips



SAN ANDRÉS AND PROVIDENCIA


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


Fly to San Andrés from any major Colombian city. Take a boat to the idyllic white-sand beach of Johnny Cay, and check out the local reggae music scene down in San Luis.


The pristine island of Providencia is a one-hour flight from here. Once in Providencia, check into a room with Miss Elma and then head over to Felipe’s Place, where dive experts can take you to the lively reefs of the Seaflower Biosphere Reserve for a few underwater adventures.


THE AMAZON


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





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


Alternatively, you can head straight to the ecolodges along the Río Javari, in Brazil, where you can take day and nighttime safaris, discovering the abundant life of the Amazonian rainforest and river.
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Basílica Menor de la Inmaculada Concepción in Jardín







MUSIC AND DANCE FESTIVALS


Colombia feels like a celebration year-round, but especially during these colorful music and dance festivals.


• Carnaval de Barranquilla: The Caribbean coast’s favorite party is held each year in February. Cumbia, an intriguing mix of Indigenous, African, and Spanish musical styles, takes center stage at this multiday event of parades, concerts, and revelry.
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procession in the Carnaval de Barranquilla





• Festivales al Parque: Bogotá doesn’t have just one music celebration. July-November the action takes place in the city’s largest park, Parque Simón Bolívar, during the Festivales al Parque series.


• Feria de las Flores: Medellín’s biggest festival takes place in early May and fills the streets with colorful processions and beauty pageants that last all week.


• Festival Petronio Álvarez: A major Cali festival worth checking out is the Festival Petronio Álvarez, an August celebration of Pacific coast music and culture.


• Feria de Cali: The last week of the year is Feria de Cali, a weeklong event of open-air salsa concerts, parties, and pageantry that takes all over the city.


• Carnaval de Negros y Blancos: A week of processions, concerts, and dancing in the streets takes over the Andean city of Pasto as festivalgoers paint their faces black and then white and join in the fun.






SPOTLIGHT ON Bird-Watching in Colombia



Colombia is a global hot spot of biodiversity, home to more species of birds than anywhere else on the planet. The latest count found more than 2,000 species, with 80 of them endemic, meaning they are only found in Colombia. To put this in perspective, there are only 900 species of birds in all of North America and 540 in all of Europe. Nearly 20 percent of all bird species around the world are present in Colombia.
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shining sunbeam hummingbird





This means that for bird-watchers, Colombia is simply unparalleled. While bird-watching can be practiced almost anywhere in the country, including in major cities, where botanical gardens are always prime, there are several areas that are simply outstanding—hot spots within a hot spot.


• Minca: The Sierra Nevada, the highest coastal mountain range in the world, is a great place to catch a glimpse of Colombia’s amazing bird diversity, especially on the lower forest-covered slopes near Minca. Be on the lookout for members of the emerald family of hummingbirds, which shimmer like living jewels.


• The coffee region: These lush mountain valleys are prime bird-watching areas. Right in the town of Jardín is a reserve for the bright-red Andean cock-of-the-rock, while the wax palm-covered valleys outside Salento are home to yellow-eared parrots and Andean condors.


• Pacific coast: The rainforests of Colombia’s Pacific coast are also home to many interesting exotic bird species, including the sword-billed hummingbird—the only bird in the world with a beak longer than its body! Stop by the 163-ha (403-acre) Jardín Botánico de Pacífico in Bahía Solano for a truly stunning living showcase.


• Parque Nacional Natural Farallones de Cali: The rainforest-covered mountains between Cali and the Pacific coast have the highest count of bird species in the entire world—nearly 30 percent of the country’s mega-diversity of birds have been spotted here. Key species include the multicolored tanager and the crested eagle.


• Amazon Rainforest: The world’s most biodiverse ecosystem is home to an extraordinary number of bird species, including the spectacular scarlet macaw and the majestic white-throated toucan. You will see bright green parrots roosting in the center of Leticia, but to really see the splendor, visit Parque Nacional Natural Amacayacu or stay at a rainforest lodge along the Río Javari.


BIRD-WATCHING TOURS


Bird-watching tours are available all over Colombia and can be organized by local experts, tour agencies, and hotels. Bird-watching tours include 1-2-hour urban excursions in cities to multiday adventures that require off-road exploring in pristine wilderness areas. Prices range from COP$50,000 for a day tour to over COP$5,000,000 for an all-inclusive guided journey.


In many Colombian regions bird-watching is being heavily invested in as a form of sustainable tourism, and local youth are being trained to be expert guides. Ask at a local tourism office to be connected to a local guide or outfit.
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blue-winged mountain tanager





Avistando Aves Andinos


Run by professional bird guide and Salento native Néstor Jaime Sabaria, Avistando Aves Andinos (tel. 322/381-8777; https://avistandoavesandinas.com) does group and private bird-watching tours all over the coffee region, including into Valle de Cocora and Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados. An expert wilderness guide, Sabaria also offers an 18-day bird-watching journey through several ecosystems, including the Farallones de Cali mountain range, the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, and the Putumayo region of the Amazon rainforest. This is a rare and special opportunity to get off the beaten path and into Colombia’s most gorgeous scenery.


Nature Colombia


Nature Colombia (tel. 321/373-2882; https://naturecolombia.com) is a quality locally run ecotourism outfit that offers a variety of 4-, 6-, and 10-day birding adventures around the country. Every year they offer a weeklong all-women birding adventure to top hot spots in the south of the country.


BIRD-WATCHING RESERVES


A government-funded conservation agency, ProAves (tel. 604/406-9776; https://proaves.org [URL inactive]) runs 27 bird reserves in 14 departments of Colombia, from the Caribbean coast to the Amazon rainforest. All of these reserves are open to the public for bird-watching experiences, which must be booked ahead and include a professional guide (COP$120,000 pp). Eleven of the reserves offer lodging in basic but comfortable shared rooms (USD$50 pp, food included).
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buffy helmetcrest







BEST BEACHES


With both a Caribbean and a Pacific coastline plus many offshore islands, Colombia is a beach lover’s dream. Here are some of the most picturesque:


• Isla Grande, Islas del Rosario: Just an hour offshore from Cartagena, Isla Grande beckons beach bums with powdered-sugar sand and crystal-clear water.


• Cabo San Juan, Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona: Giant boulders and lush rainforest frame this spectacular Caribbean beach, located in the heart of the national park.


• Playa El Almejal, Chocó: At this rainforest-backed wilderness beach on Colombia’s Pacific coast, giant blue whales frolic just offshore.


• Johnny Cay, San Andrés: This picture-perfect white sand-ringed Caribbean island is just 20 minutes off the coast of San Andrés.
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Johnny Cay, San Andrés





• Almond Bay, Providencia: Gently lapping waves caress the white sand of this idyllic Caribbean beach on the island of Providencia.






THE MOST MAGICAL PUEBLOS IN COLOMBIA



With all the spectacular nature and exciting urban nightlife, it’s easy to overlook one of Colombia’s most enchanting treasures: the country’s magical historical pueblos. But not only are Colombia’s pueblos living museums of colonial architecture and traditional living, many have also attracted sizable former city-dwelling populations and overflow with creative gourmet restaurants, relaxing cafés, and energetic art scenes. For many visitors, a trip to a historic pueblo is the most memorable part of their trip.


Villa de Leyva


Just three hours from Bogotá in Boyacá is the romantic pueblo of Villa de Leyva, built in the 16th century and known for its wide central plaza, ancient cobblestone streets, walled gardens, and perfectly preserved churches. It’s also a bastion of the arts, with a vibrant local music scene, tons of galleries, and even its own annual film festival.
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Villa de Leyva





Monguí


Still off the radar for many travelers, the tiny high Andean village of Monguí in Boyacá feels like it is lost in simpler times. It has gorgeous colonial architecture and hikes into the mountains, including to the pristine Páramo de Ocetá.
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Monguí





Barichara


With whitewashed and terra-cotta tile-roofed houses that line cobblestone streets in a spectacular valley in the Santander region, it’s no wonder that Barichara is frequently cited as the most beautiful town in Colombia. Besides a fantastic dining scene, epic country walks on the Camino Real, and some world-class day spas, the majestic 16th-century village is also home to an ecologically minded set of locals working to restore the surrounding landscape.
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Barichara





Jardín


With flowers blooming in spacious public plazas and lush hills surrounding it, 18th-century Jardín is quite possibly the most relaxing place in the country. Besides leisurely day hikes to waterfalls and verdant coffee farms, it’s also a prime bird-watching destination. It’s in southern Antioquia, just two hours from Medellín.
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Jardín






Salento



Brightly painted 18th-century buildings, a bustling main plaza, and dozens of incredible cafés make this coffee region pueblo one of Colombia’s tourism hot spots. The fact that it’s the jumping-off point for visiting coffee farms, the magnificent Valle de Cocora, and Parque Nacional Natural Los Nevados just add to the appeal.
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Salento





San Agustín


In the southern department of Huila, murals of local birds adorn the walls of this charming colonial farming village that dates to the 16th century. Local shops and cafés sell handmade organic products, and vegetarian restaurants abound. Known for the incredible pre-Colombian statues that dot the countryside, and designated a UNESCO World Heritage Site, San Agustín is also located above the spectacular Río Magdalena canyon and offers endless hiking opportunities.
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San Agustín
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Cartagena







S Highlights


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


S Las Murallas: Enjoy a cerveza with the Caribbean sunset from the bars that top the ancient walls of Cartagena’s historic city center (click here).


S Palacio de la Inquisición: Discover the horrors behind the colonization of the New World at this morbid museum (click here).


S Islas del Rosario: White-sand beaches await on the Rosario Islands, just a 45-minute boat ride from Cartagena (click here).


S Ciudad Perdida Trek: Make this epic five-day trek to the ruins of an ancient pre-Colombian metropolis (click here).


S Minca (upper left): Hike to waterfalls, visit a coffee farm, and bird-watch to your heart’s content in this mountain town (click here).


S Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona: Pitch a tent or rent a cabaña on the wilderness coastline of Colombia’s most popular natural area (click here).


S Cabo de la Vela (upper right): Catch the winds over the Caribbean backed by a magical desert landscape full of rich Indigenous traditions (click here).





Magical Cartagena wastes no time in seducing its visitors. Sitting pretty on the edge of the glimmering Caribbean Sea, the majestic walled city is full of magnificent churches and palaces, picturesque balcony-lined streets, and lush plazas. This romantic combo of a historic city and a tropical beach paradise makes Cartagena unrivaled in South America, and it frequently tops lists of the continent’s most beautiful and coveted holiday destinations.


Cartagena is also a mecca of cultural heritage, with its roots as a major port during the transatlantic slave trade nurturing a strong musical tradition that allowed for resistance and joy even under the most horrific circumstances. From the drum-driven palenquero dancers to the urban grinding of champeta, Cartagena ranks among other African diaspora hot spots (think New Orleans and Rio de Janeiro) in terms of soul and flow.


Just a stone’s throw offshore, the Islas del Rosario are a string of picture-perfect Caribbean islands easily visited by boat on day trips or epic overnight beach getaways. Moving up the coast, the rugged coastline around Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona, the country’s most visited natural area, draws those looking for wilderness beaches and offers travelers the chance to chill in the laid-back backpacker meccas of Taganga, Minca, and Palomino.


Farther east, the dramatic desert coastline of La Guajira is home to wilderness beaches and Indigenous Wayúu communities.


Orientation


CARTAGENA


The focus for visitors is on two primary areas: the Old City, the original Spanish settlement that was once completely enclosed by massive stone walls, and Bocagrande, the beach area that stretches to the west of it. The Old City is divided into the Centro, with its magnificent walls, narrow streets, colorful bougainvillea dangling from balconies, activity-packed plazas, and myriad churches and palaces; and Getsemaní, the mural-lined former servants quarters that offers a more relaxed counterpart to the Centro, with more bohemian-style lodgings, restaurants, and nightlife options.
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Cartagena’s Old City





Centro and San Diego


The Centro, from centro histórico, also called the Old City or the Walled City, is the historic core of Cartagena and is surrounded by the most impressive sections of the city walls. Most of Cartagena’s sights are here, including its most famous churches and museums. Today the Centro is where many upscale hotels, restaurants, shops, and nightclubs are found.


The northeastern half of the Centro is known as San Diego. The former home of the middle-class inhabitants of Cartagena, the architecture is more modest but still bursting with style and color. There are a few attractions in San Diego, but the charm of the area lies in its quieter streets and leafy plazas, including Plaza de San Diego, and its high-end restaurants and bars, many tucked into former colonial houses.
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The Centro is generally organized in a grid with numerous plazas. Even many residents don’t know or use the official street names as they change from block to block. Orient yourself by identifying the main squares—Torre de los Coches, Plaza de la Aduana, Plaza de Santo Domingo, Parque de Bolívar, and Plaza Fernández de Madrid—and make your way from one to the other. Walking these charming streets, and even getting lost on occasion, is a pleasure.


Getsemaní


The neighborhood of Getsemaní lies southeast of the Centro, just outside the main walls. Also walled and just as old as the Centro, it’s a bohemian alternative to the Old City, with hip cafés and independent hostels tucked down narrow, winding, mural-lined passageways. The street art here is amazing. The epicenter of the neighborhood is the Plaza de la Trinidad, in front of Iglesia de la Santísima Trinidad, where Cartagena’s independence was first declared. Backpackers, street artists, palenquero dancers, and locals mingle in the open air over cold beers on a nightly basis.


Between Getsemaní and the Old City are the docks of the Muelle de los Pegasos and the Muelle Turístico de la Bodeguita, the departure point for boats headed to the Islas del Rosario.


Manga


Southeast of Getsemaní, across the Puente Roman (Roman Bridge), is the island of Manga, a historic residential district dotted with gorgeous 19th-century mansions. A handful of hostels have popped up here recently, and it’s also home to the landmark Club de Pesca restaurant, housed in the well-preserved Fuerte de San Sebastián del Pastelillo, one of many forts that once protected the bay. The boardwalk along Calle 24, with its magnificent views across the bay, is a pleasant place to walk at sunset.


Bocagrande


South of the Old City is Bocagrande, a skinny peninsula with high-rise hotels, malls, and residential buildings fronting a wide swath of golden sand and the milky-blue Caribbean Sea. The main attraction is the beaches, which get packed on weekends with vacationing Colombian families, vendors, and masseuses. The beaches in no way compare to those of the Islas del Rosario and Barú, but they’re close to the city center and easy to enjoy for an afternoon. At the southern end of the Bocagrande peninsula is the Laguito neighborhood, home to more laid-back beaches that are popular with kitesurfers and other water sports enthusiasts. This is also where boats depart for the island of Tierrabomba and its much nicer white-sand beaches.


AROUND CARTAGENA


The Islas del Rosario are just off the coast of Cartagena, and the Barú peninsula, home to Playa Blanca, is just to the south. Santa Marta, the oldest city on the continent, lies three hours east along the coast. From Santa Marta, it’s possible to explore the wilderness beaches of Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona, the backpacker hangouts of Taganga, Minca, and Palomino, and the magical desert landscape of La Guajira.


Planning Your Time


Cartagena is so full of sights that it feels like one big sensory indulgence. While a weekend will suffice to wander the streets of the Old City and soak up the history, beauty, and atmosphere, 3-4 days is ideal, especially if you want to hit the beaches at Playa Blanca or the Islas del Rosario—both require at least a full day and also offer several enticing options for staying the night right at the sand.


Exploring the area of Santa Marta and Parque Nacional Natural Tayrona requires a little more time, unless you book a tour just to the park from Cartagena. Taganga, Minca, and Palomino each offer enough natural beauty and cool vibes to enchant you into spending multiple nights. Visiting La Guajira means downshifting into slow travel mode, but the red-sand beaches and authentic Wayúu communities are well worth it. Give this area at least 4-5 days.


Weather in Cartagena is hot and humid year-round, with a distinct rainy season May-October that gets progressively wetter—September-October see constant downpours with possible hurricane warnings.


Safety


The historic Old City and Getsemaní areas of Cartagena are safe to visit and walk around, even relatively late into the night. This is because they are an island separated from the rest of the sprawling city by a couple of bridges and are well policed. Because the old streets of the center are often packed, however, keep your valuables close to your body. Also stay mindful while walking on the walls after dark, and be careful when leaving this secured area—the rest of Cartagena is one of the most insecure urban landscapes in the country due to high levels of inequality.


By far the greatest annoyances in Cartagena are persistent street vendors, who have even been known to latch on to walking tours. Some try to annoy you into buying something to make them go away, probably because that has worked in the past. Saying “No, gracias,” and making eye contact instead of ignoring them usually helps ward off these nuisances. Don’t allow them to get under your skin.


Most taxi drivers, bartenders, and vendors are honest, but there are always a few who will try to take advantage of visitors by overcharging or not returning the proper amount of change to foreign visitors who may not hold a strong grasp of the language or be confused by the currency. Always try to pay street vendors with small notes or coins when possible—keep those COP$50,000 notes only for emergencies, or break them. Request to see the menu (la carta) at bars and restaurants before ordering. Before getting into a cab, have an idea of what you’ll be paying, and confirm the amount with the driver up front.



Itinerary Ideas



Three days is enough for a whirlwind tour of Cartagena. Pack in as much sightseeing, beach time, dining, and nightlife as you can. The San Diego neighborhood makes for a great base for this itinerary.
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DAY 1


1 Start the day with a historic walking tour of the Old City to get your bearings. Begin at the clocktower and then make your way plaza by plaza, leisurely exploring the enchanting streets, to the San Diego neighborhood.


2 After working up an appetite, grab a taxi to Playa Hollywood for lunch at Kiosco El Bony and then spend the rest of the afternoon relaxing on the golden sand.


3 At night, enjoy a Peruvian-Caribbean fusion meal under the lighted spire of the cathedral at Mar y Zielo.


4 Afterward, hit up the Bazurto Social Club to groove out to champeta with a live band.
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DAY 2


1 Book a day tour to Isla Grande, where you will enjoy a freshly caught lunch, sunbathe on the powdered-sugar sand, and snorkel in the crystal-clear Caribbean.


2 Back in the city that evening, head over to the Plaza de la Trinidad in Getsemaní to mingle and watch live Afro-Colombian dancers in the plaza.


3 Grab some tasty tapas based on freshly caught fish and other seafood for dinner at Lunático.


4 Later, join the fun on the salsa floor at Donde Fidel.
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DAY 3


1 Spend the morning checking out the Palacio de la Inquisición and the Claustro de San Pedro Claver.


2 Grab some street ceviche for lunch, and then do some last-minute souvenir shopping in Las Bóvedas, tucked into the city walls, before talking a seafront walk on Las Murallas.


3 Try to time it so that you arrive at Café del Mar just before sunset to toast out the end of another glorious day in Caribbean paradise.


4 Feast on creative fusion based on locally caught fare at Lobo de Mar.


5 If you still have more energy, head to the rooftop party at Alquímico to sweat it out.



Sights



[image: image] TOP EXPERIENCE



S Las Murallas



GOOGLE MAP


One of the most salient features of the city, Cartagena’s murallas (walls) provide epic views over Cartagena and the Caribbean Sea. A walk on the walls is a quintessential Cartagena experience, enjoyed by international visitors, Colombian honeymooners, and local high school students alike. The best time for this is in the early evening hours around sunset, when the sky casts its fiery spell over the turquoise water. Vendors sell cold beers along the wall at this time, and couples cuddle up to witness the impressive natural spectacle.


This is the largest series of fortifications in South America. The walls were built by the Spaniards after Sir Francis Drake sacked the city in 1568 in an effort to guard the gold and other goods they’d stolen from Indigenous people in Colombia. The project took almost two centuries to complete. The walls that can be seen today are mostly from the 17th-18th centuries.


The most impressive section is the stretch that runs along the Old City parallel to the sea. This includes three baluartes (bulwarks or ramparts) where Spaniards stood ready to defend the city from attack. The massive Baluartes de San Lucas y de Santa Catalina, built in the very north of the city to repel attacks from land, are known as Las Tenazas because they’re shaped like pincers. About midway along the seafront wall is the equally impressive Baluarte Santo Domingo, now home to swank Café del Mar, where you can take it all in over a cocktail. At the southern tip of the segment facing the sea, next to the Plaza de Santa Teresa, are the Baluartes de San Ignacio y de San Francisco Javier, home to several other bars and lounges. [image: image]


Centro and San Diego


LA CATEDRAL DE SANTA CATALINA DE ALEJANDRÍA


Calle de los Santos de Piedra, Carrera 4; no phone; mass 6am, noon, and 6:15pm Mon.-Fri., 6:30pm Sat., 8am, 10am, 6pm, and 7pm Sun.


Cartagena’s most magnificent church, La Catedral de Santa Catalina de Alejandría can be seen from just about anywhere in the city thanks to its ornate domed tower, lit up with tropical colors at night. Built in 1577, it lies kitty-corner from Parque de Bolívar and contains an 18th-century gilded altar and a marble pulpit.
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CLAUSTRO DE SAN PEDRO CLAVER


Plaza de San Pedro Claver No. 30-01; tel. 5/664-4991; www.sanpedroclaver.co; 8am-6pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-5pm Sat.-Sun.; COP$14,000


An outstanding example of colonial architectural majesty, the Claustro de San Pedro Claver is a massive former Jesuit monastery turned three-story museum. Saint Pedro Claver served here as a priest. The first person to be canonized as a saint in the New World, he fought for the rights of newly arrived enslaved Africans in Cartagena, calling himself the “slave of the slaves.” Claver is said to have baptized hundreds of thousands of enslaved people as well as personally attended to their medical needs. In addition to encompassing a spacious lush courtyard brimming with flowers and trees, the museum holds relics and art from the colonial era on the 1st floor, memorials to Saint Claver on the 2nd, including the Spartan little room where he lived and prayed, and an impressive collection of African and Afro-Colombian art on the 3rd.
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clocktower and entrance to the walled Old City
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monkey in Parque del Centenario





Adjacent to the monastery is the towering Iglesia de San Pedro Claver (Plaza de San Pedro Claver No. 30-01; tel. 5/664-4991; mass 6:45am and 6pm Mon.-Sat., 7am, 10am, noon, and 6pm Sun.). Its majestic dome is one of the most prominent features of the ancient Cartagena skyline. Inside lies a beautiful marble altar, the final resting place for Saint Pedro Claver.


MUSEO DE ARTE MODERNO DE CARTAGENA DE INDIAS


Calle 30 No. 4-08, Plaza de San Pedro Claver; tel. 5/664-5815; www.mamcartagena.org; 9am-noon and 3pm-7pm Tues.-Fri., 11am-5pm Sat.-Sun.; COP$25,000


Cartagena’s main art museum, the Museo de Arte Moderno de Cartagena de Indias, is on the square in front of Plaza de San Pedro Claver, which contains several metallic sculptures by Cartagenero Edgardo Carmona that depict quotidian scenes of Cartagena life. The museum has a small permanent collection of works from 20th-century Colombian artists, including native sons Alejandro Obregón and Enrique Grau. The museum is in the old Customs House.



S PALACIO DE LA INQUISICIÓN



Parque de Bolívar; tel. 5/664-4570; www.muhca.gov.co; 9am-6pm Mon.-Sat., 10am-4pm Sun.; COP$21,000


On the south side of Parque de Bolívar is the Palacio de la Inquisición. This remarkable 18th-century structure, one of the grandest examples of colonial architecture in the city, was the headquarters of the Spanish Inquisition in Cartagena. The building housed the Tribunal del Santo Oficio, whose purpose was to exert control over Indigenous people, mestizos, and enslaved Africans not only in Nueva Granada but also in New World colonies in Central America, the Caribbean, and Venezuela. One of just three Palaces of Inquisition in the Americas (the others were in Lima and Mexico City), the tribunal was active from 1610 until the late 17th century.
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view from Palacio de la Inquisición





The building’s 1st floor is a museum displaying the weapons of torture employed by authorities as part of the Inquisition. In Cartagena as elsewhere, the most common punishable crime was “witchcraft,” which could mean anything from practicing African religious rites to owning the wrong books, including science books that didn’t align with church doctrine. Hundreds of supposed heretics were condemned here and dozens put to death. On the 2nd floor are exhibition spaces dedicated to the restoration of the building and to the history of Cartagena. Most explanations are written in Spanish; you may hire an English-speaking guide (COP$55,000 for a group up to 5). On your way out, take a right and then another right onto Calle de la Inquisición and look for a small window on the palace wall. This was a secret spot where citizens of colonial Cartagena could anonymously report others for various and sundry heresies.



MUSEO DEL ORO ZENÚ



Carrera 4 No. 33-26, Parque de Bolívar; tel. 5/660-0778; 9am-5pm Tues.-Sat., 9am-1pm Sun.; free


The Museo del Oro Zenú, on the east side of Parque de Bolívar, exhibits gold jewelry and funerary objects from the Indigenous Zenú people, who were the original inhabitants of the Río Magdalena area and Río Sinú valley, southwest of Cartagena. It has excellent explanations in both English and Spanish. A smaller version of the Museo del Oro in Bogotá, this museum has a regional focus and is one of the few tributes to Indigenous culture in Cartagena.


Getsemaní


IGLESIA DE LA SANTÍSIMA TRINIDAD


Plaza de la Trinidad; tel. 5/664-2050; mass 6pm Mon.-Sat., 9am and 6pm Sun.


The Iglesia de la Santísima Trinidad, completed in the mid-17th century, consists of three naves and is modeled on the city’s cathedral. The church is often open during the day, and visitors are welcome to sit on a pew in front of a massive fan and cool off. In the evenings the colorful Plaza de la Trinidad is a hub of activity.
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statue of San Pedro Claver by Enrique Grau





PASEO DE LOS MÁRTIRES AND PARQUE DEL CENTENARIO


Paseo de los Mártires was once the main corridor that led from the Walled City to Getsemaní and today features nine marble statues of important historical figures. Adjacent to the corridor is Parque del Centenario, opened in 1911 in commemoration of Colombia’s first century of independence. It’s a pleasant place for a stroll, and you just might spot enormous iguanas, small monkeys, or even a sloth up in the trees. On the northern edge of the park is a series of stalls where vendors sell used books.


Greater Cartagena


CASTILLO DE SAN FELIPE


Cerro de San Lázaro, east of the Old City; tel. 5/656-6803; www.patrimoniodecartagena.com; 8am-6pm daily; COP$33,000


The largest Spanish fort on the continent, the magnificent Castillo de San Felipe must have given pirates pause as they contemplated an attack on the city. While the walls around the city fended off maritime attacks, this fort was built atop the Cerro de San Lázaro to repel attacks by land at the Media Luna gate. Construction was begun in 1639 and completed more than a century later. Tunnels enabled soldiers to quickly move around without being noticed, and cells housed the occasional unlucky prisoner.
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Castillo de San Felipe





Today, visitors ramble through 890 m (0.6 mi) of tunnels and secret passages (a flashlight will come in handy). Views from the highest points of the fort are magnificent. The best time to visit is late afternoon, when the intense sun abates. Audio tours (COP$10,000) are available. For some, the view of the fort from a distance suffices, especially at nighttime when it’s lit up. To get here, take a taxi (COP$20,000) from in front of the Torre de Reloj just outside the Old City.


LA POPA


La Popa is a 150-m-high (500-ft) hill east of Castillo de San Felipe, so named because of its resemblance to a ship’s popa (stern). Panoramic views await of Cartagena below and the Caribbean stretching to the horizon. You can take a taxi here from the Old City for COP$60,000-80,000 round-trip. Arrange the fare in advance and make sure the driver will wait for you. Many visitors combine a visit to La Popa with the Castillo de San Felipe, which is relatively nearby, although not within walking distance.



Convento Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria



Carrera 20A 29D-16; tel. 5/666-0976; 9am-5:30pm daily; COP$12,000


La Popa is home to the Convento Nuestra Señora de la Candelaria, built by Augustinian monks, reportedly on a site of pagan worship. The monastery has a courtyard abloom with flowers, a small chapel where the faithful pray to the Virgen de la Candelaria, and memorabilia from Pope John Paul II’s visit to the monastery in 1986. Cruise ship passengers arrive by the busload at La Popa, so be prepared for crowds.


MERCADO DE BAZURTO


Av. Pedro Heredia; 5am-4pm daily


Not for the faint of heart, a visit to the sprawling Mercado de Bazurto is the best way to connect with workaday Cartagena. Be sure to peruse the seafood area on the waterfront periphery of this covered market, where women sell the catch of the day to restaurateurs. You’ll also be amazed at all the different kinds of fruit on offer. Don’t be afraid to barter a little, and don’t be shy: The hundreds of vendors generally enjoy interacting with foreign visitors. The market is at its liveliest in the morning, but it’s also a great place to grab lunch; expect to spend a few hours here. Dress down and keep an eye on your valuables.


The market is in the Pie de la Popa neighborhood southeast of the Old City. The best way to get here is by taxi (COP$20,000). It’s possible to take a bus (COP$2,200) from Avenida Santander, and there is also a TransCaribe rapid bus station here. Beyond Colombia (tel. 322/898-8557; https://beyondcolombia.com) offers a tour of the market (4 hours; 10am daily; COP$195,000) that includes transportation from your hotel and an in-depth look at the local fruits, vegetables, and cuisine of the Caribbean region.



S Islas del Rosario



Part of Parque Nacional Natural Corales del Rosario y San Bernardo, the 25-plus small coral islands of the Islas del Rosario, about 25 km (16 mi) southwest of Cartagena and just off the shore of Playa Blanca, are a marine wonderland. The islands encompass spectacular white-sand beaches and crystalline Caribbean water and feel remote, even though they’re just an hour’s boat ride from the city. Many of the smaller islands are private, home to Colombian celebrities like Shakira and Carlos Vives, who each own their own islands, but much of this paradise is public and by far makes the best day trip or overnight escape from Cartagena.


Hotels and small resorts offer day passes and lodging options on several of the islands. The standard cost of a day trip is around COP$250,000 and includes round-trip boat transportation, lunch, and use of all hotel or resort facilities. Day trips typically depart at 8am and return by 5pm. These trips are available from any tour agency in town or at the port of Muelle Turístico de la Bodeguita. Many of the hotels rent out kayaks, snorkeling equipment, and Jet Skis, and most have on-site bars. Spending the night on the islands is also highly recommended, but this should be worked out with your lodging ahead of time so that transportation can be arranged outside the standard day tours.


Isla Grande is the largest of the islands and has the most options for visitation, whether you’re day-tripping or overnighting. Some tours island-hop, but it’s better to spend the day lounging in one beautiful spot rather than bouncing around among the islands. Most day-trippers have lunch included in their tours, and most overnight visitors have food included in their accommodations. There are also some very informal local eateries on the island.


Sightseeing Tours


Beyond Colombia


tel. 312/441-3171; www.beyondcolombia.com; tips


Beyond Colombia offers free walking tours of the Old City (10am and 4pm daily) and Getsemaní (10am daily) as well as food tours (4pm daily) that meet at the Noli Me Tángere statue in the middle of the Camellón de los Mártires plaza, just outside the Torre del Reloj and the Old City, in front of the Muelle de los Pegasos. They’re easy to find; look for their red umbrellas. Tours last about two hours and are led by locals, who request a COP$50,000 donation at the end. Feel free to give what you think is appropriate.


Cartagena Insider


Calle del Quero No. 9-64; tel. 5/643-4185; www.insider.com.co; from COP$120,000


A fundraising project for the nonprofit FEM (www.femcolombia.org), Cartagena Insider takes visitors beyond the boutique hotels and fancy restaurants of the Old City to experience the “real” Cartagena and its people. Tour options include a night of salsa, a day trip to La Boquilla fishing community, a walking tour of the Mercado de Bazurto, and a tour focusing on the champeta music culture unique to Cartagena. Proceeds go directly to the nonprofit’s social programs in and around the city. Tours can also be arranged to communities such as Tuchín, Córdoba, Leticia on Barú, Palmarito, and San Basilio de Palenque.



Recreation



Beaches


Cartagena boasts a seaside location with wide swaths of city beaches.


The Bocagrande peninsula runs west from the Old City and is lined with gray-sand beaches packed with Colombian families and plied by vendors and masseuses. Umbrella and chair rentals (around COP$23,000 pp) are required for using the beaches along Bocagrande.


Playa Hollywood


At the far southwestern end of Bocagrande is a gay-friendly section called Playa Hollywood, which also attracts those still partying from the night before. Beyond this point, the beach hangs a sharp left to the south and merges into the beaches of the Laguito neighborhood, where there are some waterfront restaurants as well as kitesurfing and windsurfing rentals.


Punta Arena


From Laguito you can get to the beaches on the nearby island of Tierrabomba, including Punta Arena, which has panoramic views over the modern high-rises of Cartagena; colectivo boats (COP$12,000) depart from in front of the Nuevo Hospital de Bocagrande. The water is clearer here than on the mainland and the crowds are much thinner than at either Bocagrande or Playa Blanca, making this an excellent option for a quality beach break. Punta Arena is also home to several resorts that offer day passes (COP$40,000) that include use of beach chairs and restrooms.
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Punta Arena on Tierrabomba





Playa Blanca


Lapped by bright blue turquoise water, Playa Blanca is on the Barú peninsula about an hour southwest of Cartagena. It’s popular with Colombian travelers and gets very crowded; vendors are a constant presence. Be careful of masseuses who begin massaging you without permission: If you don’t ask them to stop right away, they’ll ask for money.
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Playa Blanca on the Barú peninsula





Playa Blanca is lined with simply styled accommodations with on-site restaurants, most charging about COP$80,000-150,000 d in high season. Most of these hotels double as beachfront restaurants serving the day crowds. The food offered on Playa Blanca is mostly freshly caught fish and is overpriced but delicious. Most visitors will have lunch included in the price of the day tour. If it’s not included, expect to pay around COP$45,000 for lunch. Try negotiating for the use of the beach facilities for the rest of the day if you eat at a venue.


At the southern end of Playa Blanca is slightly more laid-back Playa Tranquilo. You can walk there in about 30 minutes or take a mototaxi (COP$7,000) from Playa Blanca.


The most common way to get to Playa Blanca is by bus on a day tour (8am daily; COP$100,000). These tours pick you up at your hotel in Cartagena and have you back by 5pm-6pm. Tours usually include a basic lunch on the beach. Some tour companies combine visits to Playa Blanca with some of the closer Islas del Rosario, especially Cholón, where semi-submerged bars serve overpriced cocktails and yachts pull up and blast music. A taxi from Cartagena costs COP$80,000-100,000 one-way, making joining a tour more attractive.



Bird-Watching



Aviario Nacional de Colombia


Km 14.5, Vía Barú; tel. 322/552-9134; www.aviarionacional.co; 9am-5pm daily; COP$80,000


If you are visiting Playa Blanca, consider stopping by the Aviario Nacional de Colombia, also on the Barú peninsula. The aviary is a mecca to see up close Colombia’s incredible birds, the greatest diversity in the world. The aviary is home to nearly 200 endemic species, including the scarlet ibis and harpy eagle, and its 22 exhibits cover ecosystems that include mangrove forests, tropical rainforests, and desert.


Diving


Diving Planet


Calle Estanco del Aguardiente No. 5-09; tel. 5/660-0450; www.divingplanet.org; 8am-7pm Mon.-Sat.


Diving Planet offers classes and diving excursions to 25 locations throughout Parque Nacional Natural Corales del Rosario y San Bernardo. A two-day basic course costs USD$695 and the PADI training costs COP$1,200,000. Snorkeling and fun dives for certified divers are also available (from COP$150,000).


Sailing


Veleros Colombia


Carrera 23 No. 24-32; tel. 316/528-2413; www.veleroscolombia.com; 8 hours from COP$1,500,000


It doesn’t get much better than renting a 13-m (43-ft) catamaran with a captain and crew and sailing around Cartagena and its nearby islands. Veleros Colombia can make that happen. It also rents out a variety of other sailboats for those who know the ropes. In addition they offer sailing courses along the Caribbean coast as well as diving excursions in the Islas del Rosario and the Islas de San Bernardo.


Biking


The best time to explore Cartagena by bike is early on Sunday morning or Sunday-Monday evening, when there is little activity and light traffic in the Old City. Many hostels and some hotels have bicycles for rent.


Bicitour Getsemaní


Calle Don Sancho, Ed. Aqua Marina; tel. 300/357-1825; COP$5,000 per hour


Bicitour Getsemaní rents out bikes and offers guided tours of the Old City, Manga, and Bocagrande.


Kitesurfing


Pure Kitesurf


Manzanillo; tel. 321/521-5110; www.purekitesurf.com


About half an hour’s drive northeast of Cartagena, along the beaches of the Manzanillo neighborhood, the Swiss-run Pure Kitesurf offers kitesurfing classes with instruction available in Spanish, English, and German. Private instruction costs USD$60 per hour. A six-day all-inclusive Kite Safari tour of the Caribbean coast to La Guajira costs USD$999.


Cartagena Kitesurf School


Carrera 1B No. 1-52, Laguito; tel. 300/461-9947; https://kitesurfcartagena.odoo.com


Cartagena Kitesurf School offers a basic 10-hour course (COP$1,200,000) and a two-hour course (COP$280,000). If wind conditions are not adequate, the school will transport students up the coast to Puerto Velero, where there’s always a good breeze. While the school is located in the Laguito section of Bocagrande, most classes take place on the beaches of Hotel Las Américas.




OVERNIGHTING ON A CARIBBEAN ISLAND


The white-sand beaches and turquoise waters of Barú, Tierrabomba, and the Islas del Rosario can all easily be visited by day trip from the city, but spending a night or two right on the edge of the shimmering Caribbean Sea is truly divine.


ISLAS DEL ROSARIO


Most of the accommodation options in the Islas del Rosario are located on Isla Grande, but you may also find houses on smaller private islands available for rent through agencies in Cartagena.


• S Gente de Mar (Isla Grande; Cartagena office: Calle Gastelbondo, No. 103; tel. 5/674-2553; www.gentedemar.co; COP$880,000 d): This tropical paradise is near several picture-perfect coves with beaches. The 21 rooms open onto an outdoor seating area next to the on-site restaurant and bar. Food is included.
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Gente de Mar





• Hotel San Pedro de Majagua (Isla Grande; Cartagena office: Calle del Torno No. 39-114; tel. 5/650-4464; www.hotelmajagua.com; COP$1,064,000 d): This hotel offers deluxe rooms and full and junior suites with private hammock-strung patios. Food is included.


• EcoHotel Las Palmeras (Isla Grande; tel. 314/584-7358; COP$45,000 dorm, COP$89,000 d): Run by the native islander community, this ecohotel is an economical and culturally fascinating option, but it requires a bit more independent exploration. Located inland, it’s a few minutes from the beaches on foot or bicycle. Local-style meals (about COP$35,000) are available.


BARÚ


Many of the local-style restaurants that lined the beach at Playa Blanca double as hotels, but several options farther down the beach tend to be more tranquilo:
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Playa Blanca





• Media Luna Hostel (Playa Bobo; tel. 313/536-3146; www.medialunahostel.com; COP$50,000 dorm, COP$120,000 d): Best known for its location in Cartagena, Media Luna Hostel also owns a chill beachside hostel at the southern tip of Barú. It consists of five two-story thatched-roof cabañas fronting the beach. The hostel takes care of round-trip transportation (COP$60,000) from its Getsemaní location, or you can opt for a backpacker-friendly all-inclusive deal that comes with meals (COP$150,000).


• Aura Hotel Barú (Ensenada del Cholón, Km. 26; tel. 314/506-6520; www.aurahotelbaru.com; COP$800,000 d): Aura Hotel Barú is nestled among the mangroves on the quiet side of the Cholón lagoon. There are three cabins with multiple rooms each for rent; all 16 or so of them are comfortable. A visit here usually includes lounging on the beach in front of the hotel or at Playa Azul, a small uninhabited island that’s just a quick boat ride away.


TIERRABOMBA


Recently, a cluster of hotels have popped up on the island of Tierrabomba, many of them right on the sands of Punta Arena.


• Namaste Beach Club (Punta Arena; tel. 300/678-0848; www.namastebeachclub.com; COP$380,000 d): The upscale, holistically themed Namaste Beach Club is where you can lounge around on couch beds, drink smoothies on the sand, and even catch a yoga class. The onsite restaurant offers both vegetarian and freshly caught seafood items.






Entertainment and Events



Dance Classes


Crazy Salsa


Carrera 8 No. 8-85, Ed. Banco Santander, Ofc. 302; https://crazysalsa.net


With daily morning and evening classes in bachata, champeta, and several styles of salsa, Crazy Salsa is your one-stop shop to learn to dance to Caribbean rhythms. Located just two blocks from the clocktower, they also throw parties most nights and host live bands on the weekends.


Festivals and Events


Cartagena feels like a celebration all the time, but it’s especially true November-February, when an array of cultural events are featured. Pick up a copy of Donde, a free monthly newspaper with Cartagena event listings. You can find it at the airport and in big hotels.


Hay Festival


www.hayfestival.com; Jan.-Feb.; prices vary


The international Hay Festival began in Wales in the 1980s. It celebrates literature, music, environmental awareness, and community and is held in various cities across the world, including in Cartagena. Bill Clinton called it the “Woodstock of the mind.” In addition to talks and concerts, the festival holds educational programs for youth in the city’s neighborhoods, and provides free or discounted tickets to students. Most events take place in the Teatro Heredia (Calle de la Chichería No. 38-10; tel. 5/664-6023 or 5/664-9631). While the festival’s name is pronounced as the English hay, in Colombia it’s often pronounced as the Spanish hay (“ai”). Hay Festival is thus a double entendre: hay festival in Spanish means “Yes, there is a festival!”


Festival Internacional de Cine de Cartagena de Indias


tel. 5/664-2345; www.ficcifestival.com; Feb.; free-COP$20,000


If you’re in town during late February, the Festival Internacional de Cine de Cartagena de Indias is an excuse to escape the heat. A tradition since the 1960s, this weeklong film festival has a program of documentaries, international and Colombian films, and shorts. A series of roundtable discussions with prominent actors and directors along with educational activities take place in neighborhoods throughout the city, including historic buildings and plazas.


Carnaval of Independencia


Nov.; free


While the massive Carnaval two hours east in Barranquilla gets lots of write-ups, Cartagena was the original site of Colombia’s Caribbean Carnaval celebrations. When the upstart Barranquilla took over as the coast’s primary port and economic engine, the festival went with it. But Cartagena still throws the happening Carnaval of Independencia in the weeks leading up to November 11, the day the city declared its independence from Spain in 1811, eight years before the rest of the country did the same. During the day, dancers in bright colors accompany huge floats featuring live musical acts down Avenida Santander, which fronts the Caribbean Sea. At night the streets are full of raucous parties, especially around the Plaza de los Coches in Centro and Calle Media Luna in Getsemaní. The festival ends with a beauty contest that crowns the Queen of Cartagena.



Shopping



Cartagena is made for walking around and sometimes feels like you’re on a movie set. The Centro is full of boutiques, many from Colombia’s top designers, ready to dress you for the part.


Centro and San Diego


CRAFTS


Las Bóvedas


San Diego, northeastern corner of Las Murallas; 9am-6pm daily


The most historic place to pick up some Colombian handicrafts is Las Bóvedas. Once a military storehouse, today it’s the place to buy multicolored hammocks and all kinds of Colombian artesanías (handicrafts) of varying quality.


Artesanías de Colombia


La Serrezuela, Local L-312; tel. 5/642-1785; 11am-9pm Sun.-Thurs., 11am-10pm Fri.-Sat.


Artesanías de Colombia is a government-run shop that only stocks the highest-quality handmade crafts from across the country. Intricately woven palm-frond furniture and hats are available as well as colorful home decorations.


CLOTHING


Ego


Calle Sargento Mayor 38 No. 6-107; tel. 5/668-6016; 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri.


For men, nothing says Cartagena chic like a crisp linen shirt or a Cuban-style guayabera. The typical guayabera has two vertical embroidered stripes and four pockets and can be worn to a wedding or special event, or even out to dinner at one of the elegant restaurants of the Old City. Tailor Edgar Gómez of Ego purportedly once made guayaberas for Bill Gates and the king of Spain.


Bettina Spitz


Calle de la Mantilla No. 3-37; tel. 5/660-2160; www.bettinaspitz.com; 11am-1pm and 2pm-8pm daily


Along Calle Santo Domingo are several boutiques of top Colombian designers focused on women’s fashion. Bogotana Bettina Spitz sells casual, beach, and formal clothes for women as well as an array of accessories, shoes, and some men’s items.


St. Dom


Calle de Santo Domingo No. 33-70; tel. 5/664-0197; 10am-8pm Mon.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.


St. Dom is a boutique that brings together Colombian designers of accessories, clothing, handbags, and jewelry. It also has a beachfront location in Bocagrande (Calle 2 No. 15-63; tel. 5/655-2542; 10am-6pm daily).


BOOKSTORES


Abaco Libros


Calle de la Mantilla; tel. 5/664-8290; 9am-9pm Mon.-Sat., 3pm-9pm Sun.


Abaco Libros is a cozy bookshop and café with a variety of books on Cartagena, top Colombian novels, and a selection of magazines, classics, and bestsellers in English.


SHOPPING CENTERS


La Serrezuela


Carrera 11 No. 39-21; www.plazalaserrezuela.com [URL inactive]; 9am-11pm daily


Once a bullfighting ring, La Serrezuela is an architectural masterpiece of a shopping mall, with high-end boutiques circling the historic arena and cafés and restaurants opening onto several levels of terraces overlooking the city and seascapes. It’s a great place to escape the afternoon heat and enjoy a Colombian coffee at local chains like Juan Valdez and Café Quindío in an elegant atmosphere with spectacular views.


Food


Street food is varied in Cartagena and quite inexpensive. There’s no better refreshment than a cold agua de coco (coconut water), straight from the fruit itself. Street snacks, popular in the late morning, late afternoon, or late at night, are called fritos (COP$5,000-7,000). They include items like arepa de huevo (fried eggs in a corn arepa), carimañola (fried yuca-flour pastry with cheese and meat), and seafood empanadas. For a sweet bite, head to the Portal de las Dulces, a traditional sweets market near the Torre del Reloj, and try a cocada, made from coconut and raw sugar.


This Is Cartagena (www.ticartagena.com) offers a reservation service for many of the city’s top restaurants.
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hats for sale in Cartagena






Centro and San Diego



COLOMBIAN


La Mulata


Calle Quero No. 9-58; tel. 5/664-6222; noon-10pm Mon.-Sat.; COP$22,000-58,000


La Mulata specializes in Cartagena cuisine. Seafood dishes feature a perfect mound of coconut rice topped with a thin crispy slice of fried plantain to add some height to the presentation. Decorated with names of regional dishes, the restaurant walls provide a vocabulary lesson on Caribbean cuisine. Try the coconut lemonade.


La Cevichería


Calle Stuart No. 7-14; tel. 5/660-1492; 1pm-10:30pm daily; COP$32,000-60,000


Some of the freshest ceviche in town is served at La Cevichería. The restaurant has a creative menu featuring options with mango and coconut. It’s located on a quiet street with pleasant outdoor seating. Get a little taste of everything by ordering the Miss-Cellanea ceviche sampler. You can also pick up a T-shirt at its little shop.



S La Comunión



Calle de las Bóvedas No. 39-116; tel. 5/645-5301; noon-10:30pm daily; COP$36,000-60,000


The Pacific and Caribbean coasts of Colombia unite at La Comunión, housed in a cheerfully decorated space. Chef Charlie Otero spent years researching the coastlines to come up with this unique menu that features items like black tamales filled with octopus and squid and a salad made from chontaduro, a savory palm fruit said to have aphrodisiac powers.


Juan del Mar


Plaza de San Diego No. 8-12; tel. 5/664-2782; www.juandelmar.com; 12:30pm-1am daily; COP$38,000-85,000


Juan del Mar is run by a former Colombian actor and model turned chef. His namesake restaurant does fresh Caribbean-style ceviche and traditional dishes like the mofongo Caribeño, a stewed meat and plantain dish that’s popular from Cuba to Puerto Rico as well as on the Colombian Caribbean coast. Right next door he also has a pizzeria, and across the plaza is his Peruvian fusion joint. Since they all have outside seating, Plaza de San Diego might have to rename itself after him at some point.



S El Santísimo



Calle del Torno No. 39-62; tel. 5/660-1531; www.elsantisimo.com [URL inactive]; noon-11pm daily; COP$55,000-90,000


Open since 1998, El Santísimo is one of Cartagena’s original fine-dining restaurants and has elevated Caribbean cuisine to an art form. It remains popular and is a great place to indulge in thoughtful takes on Cartagena standards like cazuela de mariscos (seafood stew) in coconut milk. The decor has a religious theme, with candles and an austere interior design.


CARIBBEAN FUSION



S Lobo de Mar



Calle del Santísimo No. 8-15; tel. 318/615-0434; 12:30pm-3pm and 7pm-11pm daily; COP$45,000-60,000


Lobo de Mar is a stylish Mediterranean-Caribbean restaurant owned by the same local team behind discos La Movida and La Jugada Club House. Well-prepared plates include mixed seafood paella and slow-cooked pork ribs, while the trendy bar up front attracts a crowd for cocktails and light bites. If you dine here, ask for a pass to one of the clubs.



S Mar y Zielo



Carrera 5 34-63; tel. 317/391-1393; www.maryzielo.com; noon-4pm and 7pm-11pm Sun.-Thurs., noon-4pm and 7pm-midnight Fri.-Sat.; COP$45,000-110,000


Seafood meets the Andes at Mar y Zielo, a fusion restaurant owned and managed by Peruvian chef Mariano Cerna. One of the most visually stunning restaurants in the city, it’s located in the Casa de la Escribana, a historic mansion. The elegantly decked-out dining room hosts live Latin music nightly as well as a rooftop terrace fantastically perched right under La Catedral de Santa Catalina de Alejandría, which is lit up at night. The food is as good as the ambience, with plates like the Caribbean tiradito (Peruvian-style sashimi) smothered in leche de tigre (the lime-and-fish juice left over from ceviche) and pumpkin puree, securing the restaurant’s reputation as one of the best Colombian-Peruvian marriages on the continent.


Carmen


Calle de Santísimo, Calle 38 No. 8-19; tel. 5/664-5116; www.carmencartagena.com; noon-3pm and 6pm-11pm Mon.-Tues., noon-11pm Wed.-Sun.; à la carte COP$65,000-85,000


Fabulous Carmen blends Caribbean with Asian and Middle Eastern cuisine, offering a five-course tasting menu (COP$189,000) that includes wine hand-selected by a Cordon Bleu-certified chef trained in San Francisco, California. An à la carte menu is also available. Impeccable service and an unforgettable meal await. Seating is indoors or out on the patio. Reservations are required.


INTERNATIONAL



S Marzola Parrilla Argentina



Carrera 7 No. 38; tel. 5/660-2403; noon-midnight daily; COP$55,000-88,000


The mischievous smiles of tango crooners like Carlos Gardel watch over diners at Marzola Parrilla Argentina. A small menu lists only the essentials: a trio of thick juicy steaks done Buenos Aires-style and two high-quality bottles of wine from the Mendoza region of Argentina. The house-made chimichurri sauce comes in both classic green and paprika-infused red; be sure to ask for both.


CAFÉS, BAKERIES, AND QUICK BITES


Folklore Colombian Cafe


Calle 32 No. 4-17; tel. 5/668-5057; www.folklorecolombiancafe.com [URL inactive]; 7:30am-8:30pm daily; COP$8,000


Beans from top coffee regions in Colombia are freshly ground and brewed at Folklore Colombian Cafe. A quiet oasis just off Plaza de la Aduana, it also serves an impressive house-made triple-layer ganache chocolate cake.



S Gelateria Tramonti



Calle 35 No. 480; tel. 5/664-9354; 9am-1am daily; COP$10,000


Run by two Italian brothers, one of whom actually graduated from a gelato-making university, Gelateria Tramonti offers sensual treats that you won’t soon forget. Flavors include fruit juice-sweetened local delights like maracuya (passionfruit) and zapote, a creamy deep-orange fruit that’s much like a sweet avocado, as well as a dark chocolate (80 percent cacao) that will leave you buzzing.




SEAFOOD IN CARTAGENA


Seafood reigns supreme in Cartagenan cuisine. Popular fish are pargo rojo (red snapper), corvina (sea bass), dorado (mahimahi), and sierra (swordfish). Shellfish include langosta (lobster), langostinos (prawns), and chipi chipis (tiny clams). These main dishes are often accompanied by delicious coconut rice and patacones (fried plantains). You will find these on the menu at most beachside restaurants in Bocagrande, Tierrabomba, and Barú, and in most cases, they will serve you right at your beach chair.


Cartagena also is known for its fresh seafood ceviches, which are more like what we think of as a “cocktail” than a Peruvian- or Mexican-style ceviche. Vendors hawk ceviche up and down the beach at Bocagrande, and it is a deliciously refreshing light meal on a hot afternoon. You will find better prices and high quality at the row of street cevicherías (Av. Venezuela and Calle 34; 10am-6pm daily; COP$12,000-25,000) just across the street from the Torre del Reloj outside of the city walls. Freshly mixed shrimp, oyster, crab, conch, and octopus ceviche await, with sidewalk seating under ancient trees.
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mixed seafood ceviche









Getsemaní



COLOMBIAN


Restaurante Coroncoro


Carrera 10 No. 39-22; tel. 314/541-0393; 7:30am-10pm daily; COP$16,000


Restaurante Coroncoro has been serving freshly caught mojarra (local whitefish), posta negra (a beef dish featuring a molasses-based marinade), and other Cartagena classics to locals since the 1970s. It has the best budget lunch special (COP$16,000) in town. Everything has the homemade taste of grandma’s kitchen.


CARIBBEAN FUSION



S Lunático



Av. Pedregal No. 29-225, 2nd Fl.; tel. 310/238-5804; https://lunaticoexperience.com; 11am-10pm Mon.-Sat.; COP$30,000-75,000


At brightly lit Lunático, freshly caught local Caribbean seafood is masterfully utilized in classic Spanish tapas and Mediterranean fusion plates. Giant paella and fideuà (Spanish noodles) bursting with shellfish are meant to be shared and make an excellent and decently priced gourmet dinner. The restaurant’s bottomless mimosa brunch special (COP$58,000) includes a three-course meal and is available daily.
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grilled octopus at Lunático





SEAFOOD


Marea Barra & Comida


Centro de Convenciones, Calle 24 No. 8A-344; tel. 5/654-4205; www.mareacartagena.com; noon-3pm and 7pm-10pm Tues.-Sat., 4pm-10pm Sun.; COP$75,000-120,000


Marea Barra & Comida is an ultra-chic seafood restaurant that is the brainchild of the Rausches, two brother chefs from Bogotá. Specialties include tuna tartare and prawns in a coconut and saffron sauce. This restaurant has excellent views of the bay and the Torre del Reloj.


BAKERIES AND CAFÉS



S Cafe del Mural



Calle San Juan No. 25-60; tel. 321/288-9323; 8am-8pm daily


For a real Colombian coffee-tasting experience, hit up Cafe del Mural. With outside garden seating under a street mural and an artsy indoor area, this bohemian Getsemaní institution also offers a wide variety of brewing methods and hosts regular coffee tastings and classes.


Manga


SEAFOOD


Club de Pesca


Fuerte de San Sebastián del Pastelillo; tel. 5/660-4594; noon-11pm daily; COP$49,000-80,000


The Club de Pesca is a Cartagena classic in the old San Sebastián del Pastelillo fort, with magnificent views of the bay that are best enjoyed in the evening. It’s a favorite spot for wedding banquets, and some guests arrive in yachts. Freshly caught pargo, served whole with coconut rice, is a favorite, but other seafood dishes like the jaiba gratinada (crab au gratin) often steal the show. They have an extensive wine list.


INTERNATIONAL



S Restaurante Shwarma Khala



Calle 26 No. 18; tel. 5/660-5382; 10am-9pm daily; COP$18,000-33,000


Authentic Middle Eastern specialties await at Restaurante Shwarma Khala, a true hidden gem that is both inexpensive and top quality. From falafel and shawarma wraps to full plates featuring Middle Eastern delights, this is the place to get your hummus fix without breaking the budget.


Bocagrande


COLOMBIAN



S Kiosco el Bony



Playa Hollywood, Carrera 1; no phone; 8am-10pm daily; COP$28,000-55,000


A Cartagena institution since the 1980s, right on the beach at Playa Hollywood, Kiosco el Bony serves freshly caught fish in a variety of styles as well as classic ceviches and cocteles. Run by ex-boxing champ Bonifacio Ávila Berrío (El Bony), the restaurant does a house special cazuela de mariscos (seafood stew) that’s packed with shellfish and secret spices to recharge body and soul. Bony’s has both indoor and outdoor dining rooms with views over the packed beach.



Bars and Nightlife



Cartagena’s nightlife rages seven nights a week thanks to the steady river of visitors who pour into town. Bars tend to close at 2am-3am weekdays, and some stay open until 5am on weekends. Expect to pay a cover charge for larger discos and places with live music; those in groups can ask for a discount. The two most concentrated nightlife areas are around Plaza de los Coches in the Old City and Calle Media Luna in Getsemaní. The city’s favorite music styles are Latin crossover rhythms, such as reggaetón and salsa, along with the Afrobeats of homegrown champeta. More upscale places tend to play electronic music and Top 40 hits mixed in with Latin beats.
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