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At first glance, Nicaragua is brilliant green trees and brightly colored flowers, birdcalls and rich coffee, colonial architecture, and monkeys swinging from branches. Spend some time here, and you’ll hear the rhythmic pounding of hands forming wet cornmeal into tortillas and notice the scent of plantains frying in hot oil. Take a closer look, and you’ll find community. Families sit in front of their houses after a hard day’s work, chatting with their neighbors while children play in the street. Strangers look out for each other on public buses. Folks organize to change problems in their neighborhoods.


For travelers, Nicaragua is a gem hidden in the rough. Tropical rainforests and soaring volcanoes offer endless opportunities for hiking and exploring. Sandy beaches with shimmering waters allow for languid beachcombing and swimming, while surfers flock to the shores for some of the best waves in the region. Charming cities have thriving dining and nightlife scenes and flourishing café cultures set amidst grand cathedrals and centuries-old Spanish colonial architecture.


A culture of collectivism has emerged in response to centuries of injustice. Nicaragua has a tumultuous and battered past, but the Nicaraguan people have learned to depend on their own resourcefulness to get by. Today, you will see this spirit of self-reliance in agricultural cooperatives, artisan collectives, and community organizations—including a burgeoning industry of community tourism—across the country.
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swimmers in Gigante Bay





Nicaragua is a place to slow down and step into a more relaxed rhythm. Pack a little flexibility, good humor, and, ideally, some basic Spanish. Whether soaking up some sun while sipping rum on the beach, sharing coffee with a rural family, or speeding down a river on a motorboat, you’ll find Nicaragua to be just as its Ministry of Tourism describes it: “unspoiled, uncommon, and unforgettable.”
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building in Granada
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blooming tree in San Juan del Sur.
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hand-rolled cigars









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Managua


Although you won’t find the capital at the top of any tourist destination lists, the city is full of history. Managua is also the country’s transportation hub. If you find yourself passing through on a weekend, make sure to check out the vibrant nightlife.


Granada and Masaya


Less than an hour south of Managua are the colonial cities of Granada and Masaya. Granada is the country’s tourist hub, while smaller Masaya offers a more laid-back vibe. Both have developed international café cultures and nightlife. Between the two lies the Laguna de Apoyo, the perfect spot for a relaxing respite of swimming, kayaking, and sharing a beer with fellow travelers. Outside Masaya is one of the country’s many active volcanoes, Volcán Masaya. Volcán Mombacho, a coffee farm and cloud forest, appeals to hikers and coffee enthusiasts.


La Isla de Ometepe and San Juan del Sur


One of Nicaragua’s most sought-after destinations, Ometepe Island offers a little bit of everything, with options for every kind of traveler. Its twin volcanoes offer hiking treks full of howler monkeys, tropical plants, and waterfalls. There are beaches and lagoons for swimming, and plenty of restaurants that cater to tourists. San Juan del Sur on the Pacific coast is popular with foreigners. In addition to jaw-dropping sunsets, it offers a raging nightlife. Tola is generally calmer and less full of tourists. Try surfing, fishing, or sailing on one of the region’s many beaches.
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La Catedral de León
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León and the Volcanic Cordillera


León and Chinandega are historical colonial cities with vibrant urban life. Lots of bars and restaurants offer international food and serve clientele from all over the world. This is also the hottest region of the country. Escape the heat on the nearby Pacific coast where you can surf and observe sea turtles. This is the region that made volcano boarding a sport (on Cerro Negro). There are many remote protected areas throughout the Cosigüina peninsula.


Estelí and the Segovias


This mountainous northern region boasts an impressive landscape. Try locally grown coffee, tobacco, and corn products. Take a dip in the Estanzuela waterfall in the Tisey Nature Reserve. Meet other travelers and shop for mementos in the historical city of Estelí. From there you can head north towards the Honduran border and rock climb in the Somoto Canyon, or take a guided swimming tour.



The Matagalpa and Jinotega Highlands



This heavily forested region is full of small coffee farming communities that open their homes to visitors. The hilly, laid-back city of Matagalpa has impressive views of the surrounding mountains, and makes a great base for traveling through the area. It’s easy to find popular woven products from the nearby women’s cooperative in El Chile. Head north to Peñas Blancas, the mouth of the enormous biological reserve, Bosawás, where you can hike and swim in a tropical paradise.


Chontales and Cattle Country


Cattle ranches and farms populate this rural area. You can sample delicious cheese in Boaco, known for its dairy products. Most tourists pass right through on their way to El Rama, so there are few foreign travelers in this region. However, hot springs, horseback riding, and hiking await the more curious traveler.


Solentiname and the Río San Juan


This river along the Costa Rican border starts at the Atlantic coast, emptying into Lake Cocibolca. It’s not easy to move around this remote area. The beautiful Solentiname archipelago in Lake Cocibolca is worth the trip for impressive landscapes and an up-close look at a thriving artist colony. Along the river, you’ll come across biological reserves, lagoons, and the four-centuries-old fort at El Castillo.


Bluefields and the Corn Islands


The Autonomous Region of the South Caribbean Coast (RACCS) might as well be a different country. You’ll hear English and a variety of native languages spoken here. Experience Creole culture and cuisine in Bluefields before checking out the nearby Pearl Cays or Greenfields reserve. The Corn Islands offer diving and, of course, clear blue Caribbean water. There’s no highway connecting the Pacific side of the country to the Atlantic. You can take a plane straight to Bluefields or Corn Island from Managua, or take a 10-hour bus and boat trip from the capital.


Puerto Cabezas and the Río Coco


This area is not for the casual traveler. The Autonomous Region of the North Caribbean Coast (RACCN) is heavily marginalized by the central government in Managua. Inhabitants are mostly Miskito and not accustomed to foreigners. However, Bilwi (also known as Puerto Cabezas) has basic oceanfront services where you hire tour guides to take you to nearby rivers and beaches. Adventurers can wander to their hearts content among the riverside communities of the Río Coco. There is no road directly connecting the RACCN to the Pacific nor to the RACCS to the south. From Managua, the region is accessed by plane or by a very arduous bus journey.


Know Before You Go


When to Go


December-February is generally the coolest, least rainy time to visit. August-October is cool as well, but it’s more likely to rain. You’ll also find more Europeans and fewer North Americans during these months. During March-May, the hottest, driest months, dust is inescapable. June and July are hot and rainy, followed by hurricane season September-November, when you’re likely to encounter torrential downpours most afternoons.


Invierno (winter) refers to Nicaragua’s rainy season (May-November). Verano (summer) refers to the dry season (December-April). Due to global warming, it’s now unlikely to encounter rain that lasts for days on the Pacific side of the country, but it still may rain heavily for hours (or just briefly shower) every afternoon.
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Public transportation is frequent and consistent.
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Monkeys populate the forests of Nicaragua.








There are some events worth planning your time around. Anywhere you go during Semana Santa (the week leading up to Easter), expect big crowds and higher prices. Spanish-speakers (and learners) should make a point to attend Granada’s Poetry Festival at the end of February. If you’re looking for a party, San Juan del Sur’s Earthship Pitaya Festival in early March is a must. Catch the Palo de Mayo festival on the Atlantic coast throughout May, and the Crab Soup Festival on the Corn Islands August 27-28. Masaya’s Agüisotes festival on the penultimate Friday in October draws large crowds. In early December, Nicaragua celebrates La Purísima.


Passports and Visas


Every traveler to Nicaragua must have a passport valid for at least six months following the date of entry. A visa is required only for citizens of the following countries: Afghanistan, Albania, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Colombia, Cuba, Haiti, India, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Nepal, Pakistan, People’s Republic of China, People’s Republic of Korea, Somalia, Sri Lanka, Vietnam, and Yugoslavia. Everyone else is automatically given a tourist visa good for three months.


Vaccinations


A certificate of vaccination against yellow fever is required for all travelers over one year of age and arriving from affected areas.


Be sure your tetanus, diphtheria, measles, mumps, rubella, and polio vaccines are up-to-date. Protection against hepatitis A and typhoid fever is also recommended for all travelers.



The Best of Nicaragua



Nicaragua has a popular, carved-out tourist route based on its principal, most developed attractions. The beaten path is made up of the Granada-Ometepe-San Juan del Sur circuit, which can be done in about a week. Save another week for volcano-boarding near León, wildlife-viewing in Estelí, and relaxing on remote Big Corn Island. Wherever you head, Granada is a good place to ease into things, with colorful surroundings, wonderful cuisine, and a central location.


Day 1


Arrive in Managua in the early afternoon, and settle into your hotel. Visit La Loma de Tiscapa and have dinner in the city. Spend the evening listening to live music at a local bar or concert venue.


Day 2


In the morning, hop a bus to Granada. Choose a day trip to Volcán Masaya, Mombacho, or the Laguna de Apoyo, then head back to your hotel in Granada.


Day 3


Head south for San Jorge and catch a late morning ferry to La Isla de Ometepe. Spend the afternoon lounging on Playa Santo Domingo, or hiking trails in Charco Verde. Sleep on La Isla de Ometepe.


Day 4


Get up early for an all-day climb up a volcano, or visit Finca Magdalena for a coffee tour before heading south for a tour of the Río Istián or a shorter hike up to the Cascada San Ramón. Spend another night on La Isla de Ometepe.
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Granada’s cathedral
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Catedral de León








Day 5


Catch a morning ferry to the mainland and make your way to the Pacific coast. Head for San Juan del Sur for an international ambience, or if you prefer peace and quiet, choose a Tola beach. Spend your afternoon surfing or sunbathing. If the turtles are nesting, plan a trip for the next day. Sleep in a hotel in San Juan del Sur or one of the Tola beaches.


Day 6


Keep on enjoying the sun and surf, or make your way north to León. Spend the afternoon exploring the city and the evening enjoying the nightlife. Check into a hotel in León for the night.


Day 7


Try out volcano boarding on Cerro Negro or hike Volcán Telica. If you still have energy in the afternoon, catch a bus to Estelí and stay the night in the city.


Days 8-9


In the morning, head to La Garnacha or Miraflor Nature Reserve. Take a wildlife tour and get to know your hosts who will house you for the next couple of days. Visit a nearby waterfall.


Day 10


Catch a bus back to Managua for your afternoon flight to Big Corn Island. Spend the evening relaxing under the stars.
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panga fishing boats, Brig Bay, Big Corn Island





Days 11-14


Spend languid days beachcombing, diving, or snorkeling on either Big Corn or Little Corn.




Hiking the Ring of Fire


No trip to Nicaragua is complete without visiting at least one volcano. Dormant and active peaks are scattered up and down the Pacific half of the country. The Léon region is the easiest base for volcano enthusiasts who want to hike. With a couple exceptions, most of these hikes are long and challenging, requiring an experienced guide. Using local guides is a great way to contribute to the local economy. From north to south:


• Cosigüina: The southern shore of the Fonseca Gulf, Cosigüina’s vegetation-carpeted crater lip boasts crazy views. Rest at the edge of the crater, or continue on, descending to the crater lake within (click here).


• San Cristóbal: As the highest peak in the country (1,745 m), this is the granddaddy of volcano hikes. It’s long but the grade is moderate (click here).


• Telica: Rising out of a beautiful valley, this volcano makes for a moderate hike with impressive views. If you’re lucky, or the light is low, you may get a glimpse of lava simmering within the smoking crater (click here).


• Cerro Negro: The climb up is short, but the hot, rugged descent is even shorter careening down black sands on a modified snowboard (click here).


• Momotombo: This peak rises up from the shores of Lago Xolotlán. It’s climbable, but not easy, especially when you hit the loose volcanic gravel that comprises the upper half of the cone (click here).


• Masaya: This is one of the most visibly active volcanoes in the country. From one of its craters, you may glimpse incandescent rock and magma. The park contains several short hiking trails through lava formations and scrubby vegetation (click here).


• Mombacho: Every bit of cool, misty, cloud forest higher than 850 meters above sea level is officially protected as a nature reserve comprising a rich, concentrated island of flora and fauna. The longest trail (3 hours) is a loop with several difficult climbs that lead to a breathtaking viewpoint (click here).


• Concepción: Large parts of the hike are treeless, rocky scrambles. As you reach the volcanic cone, the wind buffets you until you reach the crater lip, where the volcano’s hot, sulphurous gas pours out—a stark contrast to its dormant neighbor on Ometepe (click here).
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Volcán Concepción





• Maderas: Ometepe’s more accessible option is still no easy feat. You’ll be rewarded at the top with a forested lagoon within the crater (click here).






The Great Green North



Nicaragua north of Managua is offbeat and less visited, giving the creative traveler lots of opportunities. If you’re into hiking and mountains, you have a plethora of options in the northern part of the country. Pueblo-hopping through the Segovia mountains and Jinotega highlands, and visiting sites along the Ruta de Café will immerse you in an authentic and sublime world you won’t soon forget. Each town has a swimming hole, local hike, or archaeological site that will beckon you farther. Alternate legs include passing through San Juan de Limay and the back roads to León; or from Ocotal, going east to Jalapa. This sample itinerary will give you a taste for what to expect.


Day 1


Arrive in Managua and head straight to Matagalpa. Enjoy your evening in the city.


Days 2-3


Relocate to a coffee farm. Choose from a chalet-style property at Selva Negra, a rustic retreat at La Fundadora, or a homestay near San Ramón.


Days 4-5


Make your way east to El Macizo de Peñas Blancas and explore the forest and waterfalls in the nature reserve. Book a room and meals through the local co-op GARBO (Guardianes del Bosque) or the Centro de Entendimiento con la Naturaleza (CEN) to spend these two nights at the base of the massif.


Day 6


Go west to the misty mountain city of Jinotega or a nearby farm. Hike to La Peña de la Cruz or take a wildlife tour. Spend the night in Jinotega or at a nearby eco-lodge.
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horses grazing in Somoto Canyon





Day 7


Head back to Managua from Jinotega.


Extend Your Stay


If you have more time to explore, hop a bus to Estelí instead of returning to Managua on Day 7. Spend your afternoon exploring the city’s murals and spend the night in town.


DAY 8


Day trip north to Somoto where you’ll tour the canyon from the water. Catch the last bus back to Estelí, where you’ll spend the night.
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river in Somoto Canyon





DAY 9


Get on a bus bound for El Tisey. Swim all afternoon in the Estanzuela waterfall and visit Don Alberto’s rock carving museum. Stay in La Garnacha.


DAYS 10-11


Back to Estelí, where you’ll transfer to the cloud-covered Miraflor Nature Reserve for the next couple of nights. Or, head north to check into a hotel in Ocotal for some easy day trips to coffee farms and communities known for their crafts.


DAY 12


Back to the Managua heat.



Down the Río San Juan



The watery “Golden Route” through southern Lake Cocibolca and down the Río San Juan is unquestionably worth a visit, especially the photogenic fort and river town at El Castillo. Once you reach San Carlos, public boat transportation is regular and cheap. To explore this region, plan on spending about a week, though choosing just one of these places for a three-day trip is feasible.


Day 1


Fly from Managua to San Carlos. Catch a boat taxi to Solentiname, where you can find a place to sleep for the next few nights. If you go by bus, stay the night in San Carlos and leave the next morning.


Days 2-3


This archipelago is best explored by kayak. Don’t miss San Fernando’s sunset or the artist colony on Mancarrón. Sleep in Solentiname.


Day 4


Charter a boat direct to Papaturro, or get an early panga back to San Carlos, and another to Los Guatuzos. Settle in to your lodgings in Los Guatuzos and pull on some boots for a night tour.


Day 5


Explore Los Guatuzos in the daylight, or get up early and make your way back to San Carlos to get a boat upstream to Boca de Sábalos, where you can find a bed for the night.


Day 6


Take a chocolate tour at Buena Vista in the morning and catch an afternoon boat east to El Castillo, where you’ll spend the next two nights.


Day 7 and Beyond


Visit the old Spanish fort and Mariposario El Castillo, a nearby butterfly reserve.


The next day, get a boat back to San Carlos for a flight to Managua, or with an extra couple of days, head out to the historic Creole, indigenous, and mestizo settlement of San Juan de Nicaragua, then fly back to Managua from there.
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Spanish defensive fort in El Castillo
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sunset in Solentiname









Adrenaline Rush



Athletes and extreme sports fanatics can easily meet their needs in Nicaragua.


Biking


Rent a bike in Granada or Masaya and take a back road to the Laguna de Apoyo (1.5-2 hours). The dirt roads are steady uphill treks that become steep towards the top of the dormant volcano. Once you’re over the rounded crater lip, coast all the way down to the lake where you can jump in and cool off.


Kayaking


Kayaking through the sometimes smooth, sometimes choppy water to Las Isletas, off the coast of Granada, can be as languid or as vigorous as you like. Rent directly from the boat owners at the Marina Cocibolca, or set up a kayak tour. The enormous Laguna de Apoyo, just outside Masaya, is another excellent spot for kayaking. Kayaks are included for guest use in most hotels and hostels.


Scuba Diving, Snorkeling, and Paddle Boarding


Scuba dive and snorkel on the Corn Islands, and don’t miss Blowing Rock, a reef formation home to a stunning variety of underwater life. Try a guided paddleboarding trip to Blowing Rock for snorkeling.


Rock Climbing


Spend a day rock climbing, rappelling, swimming, and hiking in the Somoto Canyon. The climbing route established by Namancambre Tours is accessible for all skill levels.


Volcano Boarding


Near the northern city of León, get your afternoon adrenaline rush volcano boarding over the black ash of Cerro Negro.




[image: image]

rock climbing in the Somoto Canynon
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kayaks at Laguna de Apoyo








White-Water Rafting


Enjoy northern Nicaragua’s natural beauty between paddling through class III rapids on the Río Tuma with Matagalpa Tours.




Surf’s Up


The secret is out: Nicaragua is the new frontier for world-class waves. Swells from South Pacific storms pound Central America from June through September. The shape of Nicaragua’s long, isolated shoreline helps form these pushes of water into perfect overhead barrels. Most surfers head straight to San Juan del Sur, where lake-generated offshore breezes blow year-round, and many surf shops offer shuttles to nearby beaches, as well as lessons for beginners. There are plenty of breaks to explore up and down the Pacific coastline. Do your research at Nicaragua Surf Report (www.nicaraguasurfreport.com) and NicaSurfing (www.nicasurfing.com).


BEST SURF SPOTS


• Popoyo: You can’t come to Nicaragua without hitting the Popoyo break on Playa Sardinas. It’s great for all skill levels but can get crowded. Near Popoyo is the Outer Reef break, which has huge waves dependent on the swell coming in. Base yourself in Guasacate for easy access (click here).
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surfer near Popoyo





• Santana: Find consistent but crowded waves at Playa Santana. Stay in Jiquilite (click here).


• Colorado: Get barreled at this private beach near San Juan del Sur. Be warned: it gets crowded. The Panga Drops break is at the north end of the beach. Stay at Hacienda Iguana (click here).


• San Diego: This surf spot is in front of the Gran Pacifica Resort complex, one hour from Managua. You can park in the community outside of the resort, and walk five minutes to the beach (click here).


• El Astillero: The beach in this small fishing village isn’t frequently visited. Stay in El Astillero or drive up from Guasacate and park your 4WD right in front of the wave (click here).


• Hermosa: This mile-long beach south of San Juan del Sur doesn’t get too crowded. Rent a boat to access the best waves (click here).


SURF CAMPS


If you’re looking to explore the north coast, Rise Up Surf (www.riseupsurf.com) in Chinandega offers fully guided surf tour packages to Nicaragua’s central and northwest Pacific coast. Women surfers check out ChicaBrava (www.chicabrava.com) based in San Juan del Sur, the first all-girls surf camp in the country. The second is pro-surfer Holly Beck’s Surf With Amigas (www.surfwithamigas.com) on the northern coast.







Go Global, Spend Local


The best way to get to know Nicaragua is to spend time with Nicaraguans, and small farming communities across the country have created local tourism options for foreigners who want a deeper experience. You’ll feel right at home sharing hot tortillas and beans over freshly roasted coffee. Supporting these tourism cooperatives keeps money in the local economy and promotes sustainable socio-economic growth, allowing communities to maintain their identities and allowing people to stay with their families instead of migrating to a city or to another country for jobs. Here are a few top-notch co-ops that have mastered the tourism trade:


• Finca Magdalena: This coffee farm on Volcán Maderas on Ometepe Island was once a wealthy hacienda. Now it’s shared between a couple dozen families who offer lodging in the century-old plantation house and surrounding cabins. Learn about coffee and hike to the lagoon at the volcano’s peak (click here).


• La Fundadora: The Eco Albergue is nestled in the mountains between Matagalpa and Jinotega on the edge of the Datanlí el Diablo Nature Reserve. Hike to the nearby reserve and take a tour of the co-op’s coffee crop. At night, snuggle around a bonfire under the stars (click here).


• La Garnacha: This small rural community is located in Reserva El Tisey in the mountains of Estelí. Barring rain, you’ll have some of the most impressive mountain views in the country, and may even get a good, long look at the Milky Way. Sleep in rustic wood cabins. Tour the agricultural cooperative, visit local artisans, and consult a natural medicine specialist. It’s well worth the trip for the fantastic sunsets, cool air, and smell of pine (click here).


• Telica-Rota Tourism Cooperative: Spend the night at the base of the smoldering Volcán Telica near León. Take a tour by foot or on horseback to the impressive crater where you can sometimes catch a glimpse of lava. Hike to the surrounding nature reserve and tour a bat cave (click here).
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coffee ready for roasting at a cooperative





• UCA-San Ramón: How better to learn about coffee than from the folks who grow it? Families in participating cooperatives offer lodging in their homes and tours of the coffee process. The nature in these highlands makes for beautiful hikes (click here).





Zip Lining


Take in jaw-dropping views of the Pacific coast and La Isla de Ometepe while zip lining through the trees outside of San Juan del Sur. On Ometepe, try a canopy tour through the trees between the island’s two volcanoes at Reserva Charco Verde. In Managua, zip line over open water at Laguna de Tiscapa.
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view from La Loma de Tiscapa





Managua


HIGHLIGHTS


PLANNING YOUR TIME


ORIENTATION


SAFETY


Sights


EL MALECÓN AND AVENIDA BOLÍVAR


CATEDRAL METROPOLITANA DE LA INMACULADA CONCEPCIÓN DE MARÍA


LAS HUELLAS DE ACAHUALINCA


Entertainment and Events


NIGHTLIFE


THE ARTS


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Shopping


ARTS AND CRAFTS


BOOKS


MARKETS


Accommodations


CARRETERA MASAYA AND VICINITY


BOLONIA


NEAR THE AIRPORT


LONG-TERM ACCOMMODATIONS


Food


CARRETERA MASAYA AND VICINITY


BOLONIA


CARRETERA SUR


Information and Services


BANKS


EMERGENCY SERVICES


LAUNDRY


TRAVEL AGENTS AND TOUR OPERATORS


OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDY


Transportation


GETTING THERE AND AWAY


GETTING AROUND


Near Managua


S CHOCOYERO-EL BRUJO NATURE RESERVE


MONTIBELLI WILDLIFE RESERVE


THE LAGUNA OF XILOÁ


PACIFIC BEACHES
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bus at the Huembes terminal.







Highlights


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


S Puerto Salvador Allende: This port on Lake Xolotlán’s waterfront is a popular gathering spot for locals and tourists alike (click here).


S Plaza de la Revolución: Most of Managua’s historical sights are clustered in this four-block area, which is still the cultural heart of Nicaragua’s capital (click here).
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S La Loma de Tiscapa: Zip line over one of the area’s many volcanic lakes—or just enjoy the spectacular view (click here).


S Mercado Roberto Huembes: This popular market is a great place to try Nicaraguan food while you shop for artisan souvenirs (click here).


S Chocoyero-El Brujo Nature Reserve: Located just south of Managua in a gorgeous patch of protected hillsides and ravines, this community-based tourism venture offers some wonderful day hikes (click here).





By the late 1960s, Managua had earned the nickname “the Paris of Central America” as the most modern capital in the region, but the city has seen more than its fair share of ups and downs since then.


Home to a third of the country’s population, Managua is not a favorite for most visitors. However, if you can see past what looks like chaos, you’ll be surprised with glimpses of beautiful Lake Xolotlán and its dormant volcanoes, the most varied selection of restaurants in the nation, and a raging nightlife and music scene. This is the place to get your gear repaired and dance ’til you drop.


The stories of Managua and Nicaragua are largely parallel, from earthquake to revolution to economic revival and onward. An earthquake in 1972 laid waste to the city, killing 10,000 people and destroying the city’s infrastructure. The last Somoza dictator ignored the tragedy, using the relief aid to swell his bank accounts. Seven years later, Managua bore the brunt of the final battles of the Sandinista Revolution. Fighting the Contras in the 1980s left no money to rebuild, but Managuans shoveled themselves out of the rubble, and the city began to grow organically, forming the twisting neighborhoods that make it so difficult to navigate today.


Since the end of the Contra War in 1990, Managua has grown quickly. Fear of another big earthquake has kept most developers from building structures taller than a few floors and from rebuilding in the seismic zone near the lake. Instead, new, upscale establishments stretch south through the city in the direction of Masaya.


You likely won’t plan your trip around a visit to Managua, but neither should you necessarily avoid it. The city’s charm will become apparent once you’ve spent a little time here. Managuans are full of stories (and opinions) about their history; the best way to learn is to strike up a conversation. The better you understand this city, the better you will understand Nicaragua itself.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME


You can easily visit all of Managua’s main attractions, which are scattered along the Avenida Bolívar, in half a day. The city’s biggest attraction is its nightlife, which brings folks together from all walks of life. Just outside the city, a few usually overlooked outdoor activities can provide a respite from the chaos of the capital. If you’re just passing through, consider a stop at La Loma de Tiscapa for an amazing view.


Managua was not made for walking. Organize your day into trips to different regions of interest, and plan to get around by taxi, as the buses are slow and confusing. If you’d rather not walk between sights, negotiate a rate with a taxi driver to take you around (2 hours is enough and should cost you about $12). Any middle or upper range hotel can organize a guide and/or taxi to help you tour Managua. A taxi will cost around $25 per half day and a guide a similar amount.


ORIENTATION


Staying oriented in Managua is a challenge. The 1972 earthquake flattened the city, and it was never rebuilt with any kind of attention to city planning. There is no downtown, and its unnamed streets follow no grid pattern and are anything but pedestrian friendly. The city sprawls in every direction from Lake Xolotlán, its northernmost point. Focus on the following specific zones of interest: Near the Malecón and along Avenida Bolívar you’ll find most of the city’s tourist attractions, as well as a few restaurants and bars at Puerto Salvador Allende, but few options for lodging. The various neighborhoods that flank the length of Carretera Masaya south of Metrocentro are where you’ll find most of the bars, clubs, and restaurants that make Managua fun for visitors, as well as an increasing number of charming guesthouses and boutique hotels. Lastly, Barrio Martha Quezada in Bolonia has historically been a backpacker and budget traveler center, and still houses international bus companies for those making overland connections.




Following Directions in Managua


Addresses in Managua are unlike any system you’ve ever seen, but with a few tips, some basic vocabulary, and a couple of examples, you’ll master Managua in no time. Street names and house numbers are few and far between, and where they do exist, they are universally ignored. Addresses begin with a landmark (either existing or historical), which is followed by the number of cuadras (blocks) and a direction. Remember this: North is al lago (toward the lake); east is arriba (up, referring to the sunrise); south is al sur (to the south); and west is abajo (down, where the sun sets).


Some other key phrases to know are contiguo a (next door to), frente a (across from), casa esquinera (corner house), and a mano derecha/izquierda (on the right-/left-hand side). Also note that varas are often used to measure distances of less than one block; this is an old colonial measurement just shy of a meter.


Directions throughout this chapter are given in English for consistency’s sake, but always begin with the landmark exactly as it is referred to in Spanish. By studying the following examples, you should be able to find your way around with few hassles:


De la Plaza España, tres cuadras abajo, tres c. al lago, casa esquinera.


From Plaza España, three blocks west, three blocks north, corner house.


De los Semáforos El Dorado, dos cuadras al sur, una c. arriba, casa lila.


From the El Dorado traffic light, two blocks south, one block east, purple house.


Reparto San Juan, de la UNIVAL, 50 varitas al lago, edificio de cinco pisos.


In the San Juan neighborhood, just 50 meters north of the UNIVAL, five-story building.





SAFETY


Managua gets a bad rap, but compared to other Central American capitals (and even some U.S. cities) it’s relatively safe. Exercise caution to avoid minor crimes like pickpocketing and purse snatching. Don’t carry more than you have to. Keep valuables (like cell phones and cameras) stowed until you get to your destination. The best way to stay out of trouble is to avoid areas where you’ll find it. The safest neighborhoods are Los Robles, Altamira along Carretera Masaya, plus Reparto San Juan (near the University of Central America), Las Colinas, and Villa Fontana, all of which offer more upscale accommodations and bed-and-breakfasts.


Dangerous neighborhoods include Reparto Schick, Dimitrov, La Fuente, San Judas, Las Américas, Bello Amanecer, Vida Nueva, Los Pescadores, Domitila Lugo, Santana, Hilaleah, and Barrio 3-80. You should be safe enough in and around the major shopping centers and the restaurants and clubs along Carretera Masaya, but in general you’re better off staying in groups, especially when traveling by a taxi hailed from the street. Pay attention to your surroundings. Don’t get into an unmarked taxi or a taxi where the driver is keeping his face obscured by a baseball cap (this is actually against the law) or where the driver is traveling with a “friend” in the passenger seat.
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Sights



It’s easiest to move around by taxi, though most of these sights are close together, and you could easily walk between them. The area along Avenida Bolívar is more patrolled by police than it used to be, but it’s still a good idea to take some basic precautions and be alert for thieves.


EL MALECÓN AND AVENIDA BOLÍVAR


The backsides of Simón Bolívar, hero of the Latin American liberation movement, and his horse greet you upon arrival (he’s peering northward for impending Yanqui invasions, probably). It’s an inauspicious welcome to one of Managua’s more interesting quarters. The government has been investing money lately in this area, making it safer and more attractive to tourists. There’s no shade here, but the breeze off the lake provides a nice respite from the stifling heat of the city. Since the demolishing of the large amphitheater in the Plaza de la Fé (now solely occupied by a small monument to Pope John Paul II, who the amphitheater was built for) the breeze can travel farther up the Avenida Bolívar.


S Puerto Salvador Allende


It was a loudly decried pity that rather than capitalizing on Lake Xolotlán’s windswept lakefront, Managuan mayors had instead chosen for decades to defile it. However, the Malecón benefitted from a facelift in 2007 and Puerto Salvador Allende (at the end of Avenida Bolívar, tel. 505/2222-2745, $0.20, parking $1.15) opened for business not long after. Currently it offers plenty of dining and snacking options. There are several sit-down restaurants and bars, and even more small kiosks and stands offering everything from local food like raspados and quesillos to seafood and steak to coffee. (For strong northern coffee, visit La Diosa del Café, in a kiosk across from the park.) There’s also a recreation area for kids. You could easily spend a lazy few hours here.
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Enjoy the breeze and the view of the lake at Puerto Salvador Allende.
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The port offers tourist cruises (tel. 505/2222-3543 or 505/2222-2756, 1 hour round-trip) into the lake and around the Isla de Amor, an islet at Managua’s western side once used by the dictator for trysts. The lake is still polluted, but conditions have improved, and the pleasant cruise is certainly one of the better ways to spend a late afternoon in the capital. The Novia de Xolotlán (adults $4.60 upper deck, $3 lower deck with a/c) was the first to start running tours on the lake. Enjoy the view while a guide tells you about the history of the lake. Cruises on the newer Meyer’s Momotobito (tel. 505/2276-2864, Tues.-Sun. noon-8pm, adults $4.60) depart five times a day and offer meals and drinks from their on-board kitchen. Both run a 7pm weekend night tour, where you can see the city lights from the water while enjoying the bar service.



Paseo de Xolotlán



Follow the yellow árboles de la vida (trees of life) along the lake and you’ll find the newest addition to the Malecón, Paseo de Xolotlán (Mon.-Fri. 2pm-9pm, Sat.-Sun. 9am-10pm, $0.20, parking $0.75). It mostly holds playground equipment for children, but you’ll also find a replica of old Managua before the 1972 earthquake.


Parque Rubén Darío


Dominated by a stark, white marble statue, the park is adjacent to the Parque Central and honors Nicaragua’s most-beloved poet. Built in 1933, it was restored in 1998 with the help of the Texaco Corporation. Between the park and the Paseo de Xolotlán is the marble and brass El Teatro Nacional Rubén Darío (tel. 505/2228-4021 x113, www.tnrubendario.gob.ni), designed by the same architects that created New York’s Metropolitan Opera House. It was one of a few surviving buildings in the 1972 earthquake and remains to this day a classy place to enjoy dance, theater, or musical presentations. Check the newspaper for performances or call for upcoming events.


S Plaza de la Revolución


The Plaza de la Revolución, ostensibly just an open area, has become a living monument to the incessant bickering of Nicaragua’s political elite. Under Somoza, it was known as Plaza de la República. The rebel Sandinista movement assembled huge crowds there to manifest their outrage against the dictator, and upon overthrowing him, the Sandinista government renamed it Plaza de la Revolución. Renowned Sandinista-hater President Alemán, upon taking power, was thus thrilled to punch a hole in the symbolic Sandinista chakra by building an audiovisual fountain in its center. So naturally when President Ortega returned to power in 2006 he wasted no time in demolishing Alemán’s fountain and holding political rallies and celebrations here. Visit in the morning, when the breeze off the lake is cool, the trees are full of birds, and the traffic is momentarily silent.


On the north side of the plaza, in the direction of the lake, is the brightly painted Casa Presidencial (not open to visitors). It was built in 1999 by Alemán, despite popular outrage over the unjustifiable expense in Hurricane Mitch’s aftermath. The list of countries on the facade recognizes those governments that financially contributed to its construction. President Ortega doesn’t live there but has instead turned it into “the people’s house.”


CATEDRAL SANTIAGO DE LOS CABALLEROS


Managua’s most iconic and evocative landmark, the Catedral Santiago de los Caballeros dominates the Plaza. It had barely been completed when the earthquake of 1931 struck. It survived relatively unscathed that time, but was all but destroyed by the 1972 earthquake that leveled Managua. During one of the aftershocks, the clock on the right tower stopped and hasn’t been altered since. Still standing but structurally unsound, the Ruinas de la Catedral Vieja (as it is now known) are a poignant testimonial to the destruction caused by the quake. Until the late 1990s, the ruins of the cathedral were open to visitors, but due to continued structural degradation, it is no longer safe. You can still peer in, however, to appreciate its ravaged, sunlit interior.
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Catedral Santiago de los Caballeros







The Sandinista Tree of Life
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the Sandinista tree of life





As part of its attempt at rebranding, the Sandinista party has been moving away from the black and red of the revolution in favor of bold, bright blues, pinks, purples, yellows, and greens. As part of this effort, they’ve adopted the yellow árbol de la vida (tree of life) as a new party symbol. These metallic structures popped up all over Managua in 2013 and 2014. Made of solid steel and covered in dozens of small yellow light bulbs, it’s estimated that each tree costs upwards of $20,000. Most folks credit First Lady Rosario Murillo (often referred to as la chayo) with this massive project. They’ve been installed in rotundas throughout the city as well as along the Avenida Bolívar, the Malecón, and Carretera Norte around the airport. Every Managuan has an opinion about these, good or bad, so it’s a great conversation topic with city folks.





PALACIO NACIONAL DE CULTURA


On the south side of the plaza, the Palacio Nacional de Cultura houses El Museo Nacional de Nicaragua (tel. 505/2222-2905, Tues.- Fri. 8am-5pm, Sat.-Sun. 9am-4pm, foreigners $3, nationals $0.75) but at various times has also housed the Ministry of Housing, the treasury, the comptroller-general, and the National Congress. Sandinista commandos raided the building in 1978 and held the entire Congress hostage, winning international recognition and the liberation of several political prisoners. In addition to the national library, several murals and the Institute of Culture can be found here.


Once the prestigious Gran Hotel (severely damaged by the quake in 1972), the first two floors are now Managua’s official cultural museum—look for the murals around the outside. The building hosts art exhibits, concerts, puppet shows, and dances. The second floor holds studios of prominent Nicaraguan artists. The hallways are lined with striking black-and-white photographs of old Managua, pre- and post-earthquake. Sneak up to the roof to see how the upper floors of the old hotel were never replaced, yet another monument to the earthquake.


PARQUE CENTRAL


Set in the small green space of the Parque Central (Avenida Bolívar, west of the Plaza de la Revolución) are several monuments of historical significance. An eternal flame guards the Tomb of Comandante Carlos Fonseca, father of the Sandinista Revolution. Also buried here is another father of the Revolution, Tomás Borge (one of the political prisoners liberated as a result the 1978 raid of Congress). Across from the Fonseca tomb is Santos López, a member of General Sandino’s “crazy little army” in the 1930s, who helped train latter-day Sandinistas in the general’s ideology and the art of guerrilla warfare. The historical frieze that circles the Templo de la Música, a brightly painted gazebo, highlights the arrival of Columbus, Rafael Herrera fighting pirates, independence from Spain, Andrés Castro fighting William Walker, and more, but it’s just as interesting for the antics of the sparrows in its arches.




Revolutionary Driving Tour


Historical trivia buffs, take note! A lot of Managua’s most historically salient points are close to invisible, in stark contrast to the role they played in the lead-up to the 1979 revolution. None of these destinations have gotten the granite monument they deserve, but their importance is no less diminished, even as life goes on around them. If you have a rainy afternoon in Managua, hop in a taxi and revisit history on this 30-minute driving tour. From your hotel go first to the Plaza de la Revolución.


One block south of the Guerrillero sin Nombre, the southwest corner with a lone wooden telephone pole marks the site of journalist Pedro Joaquin Chamorro’s assassination as he drove to his office on January 10, 1978. Whether the drive-by was paid for by Tachito or his business partner in the infamous blood-bank business was never determined, but Chamorro’s death helped spark the Revolution. Look for a concrete monument directly behind the telephone pole.


Turn south onto Avenida Bolívar. You’ll pass some government buildings and Parque Luis Alfonso Velásquez Flores before coming to the National Arboretum (tel. 505/2222-2558, Mon.-Fri. 8am-5pm, free) on your left, home to more than 200 species of trees found in Nicaragua. It is practically unvisited except by local school groups but is especially attractive in March, when the fragrant sacuanjoche (Nicaragua’s national flower) blooms brightly. The scarlet flowers of the malinche tree blossom May-August. The trees are planted atop the remnants of Somoza’s Hormiguero (Anthill), a military base belonging to the National Guard and destroyed in 1972 by the earthquake. Popular legend has it that this was the site where, on February 21, 1934, General Sandino was ambushed and assassinated after meeting with President Sacasa at his home on the Loma de Tiscapa.


Turn left at Plaza Inter and head in the direction of the El Dorado neighborhood. The monument to Bill Stewart is one block west and two blocks south of the Semáforo El Dorado. Bill Stewart was a U.S. journalist for ABC in the 1970s. While reporting on the early days of the Sandinista insurrection he was brutally attacked and killed by members of Somoza’s National Guard. Stewart’s cameraman filmed and published the whole thing, forcing the U.S. government to stop turning a blind eye to the excesses of Nicaragua’s dictator.


Finally, and in the opposite direction, just west of the petroleum refinery on the road leading west out of town is La Cuesta del Plomo, the ravine where Somoza was allegedly fond of making folks “disappear.” Families whose loved ones didn’t come home after a few days would go to this hillside to search for their bodies.





Monumento de la Paz


Hugely representative of the peacemaking initiatives of former president Violeta Chamorro, the Monumento de la Paz (in the Parque de la Paz, north of Parque Luis Alfonso) celebrated a new era of peace. Beneath the concrete are buried the destroyed remains of thousands and thousands of weapons from the Contra War, many of which—including a tank—can be seen protruding through the cement. Almost directly across the street (just a bit west) is the unmistakable statue of the Guerrillero sin Nombre. There’s continuous police presence now, but even so, play it safe and visit only during daylight hours.



El Guerrillero sin Nombre



You can’t miss this guy. The Nameless Guerrilla Soldier grasps a pickax in one hand and an AK-47 in the disproportionately muscular other. This hulkish symbol of the Revolution’s aspirations is inscribed with one of Sandino’s most treasured quotations: “Only the laborers and farmers will go to the end.” Arnoldo Alemán’s administration countered with a different statue just across the road, honoring the working class with two cowed and undernourished looking figures, one representing a construction worker and the other a domestic servant, both representative of Nicaragua’s growing laborer community in neighboring Costa Rica.


Earthquake Monument


Across from the cancillería (foreign affairs) building, where the old Iglesia de San Antonio used to stand, is the monument to victims of the earthquake of 1972. This touching statue, constructed in 1994, was the initiative of journalist Aldo Palacios and portrays a man standing amidst the wreckage of his home. It is inscribed with the poem, “Requiem a una Ciudad Muerta,” by Pedro Rafael Gutierrez.


Parque Luis Alfonso Velásquez Flores


Parque Luis Alfonso (as it’s commonly referred to) holds the remains of its namesake, a 10-year-old child killed nearby by Somoza’s National Guard before the Revolution in 1979. In 2012, 146 families were relocated to allow for the park’s expansion. It now holds a baseball stadium, multiple soccer fields and basketball courts, and several children’s recreational parks. There are several refreshment stands dispersed throughout the park. It’s a great space for an evening walk, attracting many Managuan families and youth.


S La Loma de Tiscapa


If you only have time to make one tourist stop in Managua, this is it. The Parque Histórica ($4.60 for vehicles, $2 for foreigners on foot), which sits on the Loma de Tiscapa, offers the best views of Managua. It holds the city’s most recognized landmark, an enormous silhouette of Sandino, which now stands next to a Sandinista tree of life. To reach the park, follow the road south of the Crown Plaza Hotel up to the entrance. From far above, Managua’s chaotic, unorganized streets seem almost tranquil. Here you can observe the stark contrast between the historical former downtown along Lake Xolotlán and the more developed southern half of the city. You can see everything from the city dump (now a brown patch along the lake) to the north to the new National Cathedral (the roof looks like many domes stacked next to each other) in the south.


After entering the park, the twin-towered monument halfway up the road is the Monumento Roosevelt, which was the southernmost point of the city pre-earthquake. Twenty meters farther up the hill is the statue of justice, sardonically decapitated ages ago. The park sits on the site of the former Presidential Palace and National Guard headquarters, which were destroyed in the 1972 earthquake. In Tiscapa’s prisons (at the top of the hill, but closed to the public), Somoza tortured many resistance leaders, including current President Daniel Ortega. Revolutionary martyr Augusto C. Sandino ate his last meal here, lured under the pretense of a peace treaty. Follow the blue sign that says “Exposición” down the stairs to a historical revolutionary museum located in what remains of the palace. In theory there’s always an attendant, who’ll give you a brief tour in exchange for a tip ($1.50-4, depending on the number of people).


La Loma de Tiscapa sits above a lagoon of the same name, which fills in a dormant volcano. Once a popular swimming hole, the lagoon is now being cleaned up after decades of contamination. If you’re feeling adventurous, zip line over it with Tiscapa Canopy Tours (tel. 505/8872-2555 or 505/8471-5516, Tues.-Sun. 9am-5:30pm, foreigners $17.25, Nicas $13.80). Wear your sunscreen, there’s not a lot of shade!
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Zip line over la Laguna de Tiscapa with Tiscapa Canopy Tours.






CATEDRAL METROPOLITANA DE LA INMACULADA CONCEPCIÓN DE MARÍA



A short walk from the Metrocentro mall, at the center of an immense field of young coconut trees along the Carretera Masaya, is the new cathedral (mass: Tues.-Sat. noon and 6pm, Sun. 11am and 6pm), as it’s commonly called. Constructed just two years after the conclusion of the civil war, it was commissioned by Thomas Monahan (founder of Domino’s Pizza) and designed by Mexican architect Ricardo Legorreta. This dynamic and open cathedral houses the Dutch bells of the old cathedral. Its design plays on the soaring forms of Spanish colonial architecture, and its exterior roof has given rise to some interesting nicknames. It was once the pulpit of Nicaragua’s famous and controversial Cardinal Miguel Obando Bravo. Cardinal Leopoldo Brene now presides over mass.


LAS HUELLAS DE ACAHUALINCA


Modest but intriguing, the site is a simple museum (tel. 505/2266-5774, Mon.-Fri. 8am-4pm, Sat. 8:30am-1:30pm, foreigners $4, $2 with student ID, Nicas $1, $1 charge for photos) built over the fossilized footprints of Managua’s earliest known inhabitants who fished Lake Managua in 4,000 BC. The prehistoric footprints were found in the last century, four meters below the ground surface. Once thought to be the prints of people fleeing a volcanic eruption, forensic analysis now shows the walkers were unhurried. The women’s prints are deeper, as they were carrying a heavier load, perhaps the children. The museum’s exhibits on Nahuatl life and the volcanoes of Central America make clear that living in the shadow of imminent volcanic destruction is nothing new in town. The musem is a bit out of the way at the northwest end of the city, so call before going, and find a taxi to take you there and back ($5 an hour; 1 hour should be enough), as the surrounding neighborhood isn’t safe for walking. The taxi will inevitably drive you through some of Managua’s marginalized lakefront neighborhoods populated with folks who lived off of the nearby municipal dump until a recent investment by the Spanish government converted it into a private enterprise.



Entertainment and Events



NIGHTLIFE


Nightlife is a central part of the Managua experience. Many Managuans are from other parts of the country, but come to the city to work or study. So, when the weekend rolls around they’re ready to cut loose. The club scene trends more towards the hip-hop-influenced reggaeton, but there’s plenty of salsa, merengue, bachata, and cumbia as well. Managua also has a couple of places to learn salsa and merengue if you are in town for a longer period of time.


If you prefer something more low-key, there are lots of bars and clubs with atmospheres that range from sultry to suspect, but they change on an annual basis, as Managuans flock inexorably to the newest scene. For classical music, dance, and theater, there is usually something happening at the Rubén Darío theater. For party and event listing, check www.hechomagazine.com or clickmanagua.com.


Bars


Zona Hippos, west of Carretera Masaya on the edge of Los Robles, is an area of tightly clustered fun spots where the bars serve food and the restaurants have a good bar scene. Their names change a lot, but regardless, you’re sure to find something interesting. Ron Kon Rolas (2 blocks south of Piratas, tel. 505/8847-0842) provides a venue for local rock musicians. There’s a concert happening in the back almost every weekend, otherwise rock music is always blaring (in English and Spanish).


Nearby is a popular karaoke bar, Claps (in Los Robles from Farma Descuento, half a block west, tel. 505/8448-5894), which invites the timid singer with its dim lighting and sofas you can sink into. Karaoke is an important part of the Managua experience. Often there is no stage, instead the DJ will bring the microphone to your table, so you don’t even have to stand up.


El Panal (from the entrance of la UNI, 50 meters west, no tel.) serves good Nica food along with its liters of beer. This attracts a university crowd, but there’re always at least a couple of plastic tables filled by the after-work crowd. Santera Bar (east side of the Pellas building, tel. 505/2278-8585) is similar but slightly more intentional in creating its laid-back atmosphere.


Near Plaza España in Boloña is La Otra Embajada (from the Rotonda el Güegüense, half a block west, tel. 505/2268-0732, Tues.-Wed. 4pm-midnight, Thurs.-Sat. 4pm-2am), a lively little bar that often has karaoke as well as movie nights.


If you’re not pinching pennies and are looking for a chic scene, head down Carretera Masaya to Galerías Santo Domingo Mall. Altabar (tel. 505/2276-5276) in the mall’s Zona Viva cultivates an intentionally trendy ambiance (complete with discotheque music and decorative lights). Sip a beer while you smoke a hookah.


Clubs and Dancing


BB Lounge (in Bolonia from the Óptica Pereira de Plaza España, 1 block west, 2 north, and 1 west, tel. 505/2266-8515 or 505/2268-2443) is a quality option for travelers staying nearby. The building is divided into three areas: a sports bar, a karaoke bar, and a club upstairs ($4 cover for men) playing a variety of popular music from salsa, merengue, and bachata to reggaeton. If you’re with a group, ask about buying a promo package of drinks and food.


If you’re looking to dance salsa (or just watch the pros), Fandango (from TipTop Chicken on Carretera Masaya, 400 meters south, tel. 505/8984-0494, Wed.-Sat. 7:30pm-2am) or Fusión (from Pool 8, 50 meters west, tel. 505/2252-4232 or 8529-7008, fusionnicaragua@gmail.com, Mon.-Sat. from 3pm) are more your speed. Fandango offers a free class before the party gets started on Wednesdays at 10pm. Fusión has classes throughout the week; email or call for walk-in information.


Tabú (east side of the Hotel Mansión Teodolinda, tel. 505/8420-2141) is Managua’s most popular gay bar. They often host big parties and events that keep the dance floor full. All are welcome, and it’s conveniently just around the corner from gay-friendly Caramanchel.


El Caramanchel (2 blocks south and 15 meters west of the Crowne Plaza Hotel, tel. 505/8931-4199, Wed.-Sat. from 7pm) often hosts live bands and attracts Managua’s late-night crowd for after hours dancing (they normally close around 4am). It’s a favorite bohemian haunt, with an inviting, casual atmosphere and a soundtrack that includes reggae and cumbia. The cozy, open-air dance floor doubles as a stage and has hosted some fantastic bands from as far away as Brazil. This is a relaxed and comfortable atmosphere in which to dance or enjoy live music.


Aché Bar (in east Altamira, tel. 505/2277-3644, Mon.-Fri. 1pm-3am, Sat. noon-3pm) brings a variety of crowds together on the dance floor with merengue, salsa, reggaeton, and more, but don’t plan on having a conversation amongst the din. Aché Bar is located donde fue La Vicky (where la Vicky used to be). Across the street and one block west is Havana Vieja (no tel.), which has a small covered patio out front for salsa dancing, sometimes with live music. They attract an older, more mellow crowd that knows how to dance.


Mirador Tiscapa (on Paseo Tiscapa next to Radio Sandino, tel. 505/8209-3575, Fri.-Sun. from 8pm, no cover), an open-air venue on a balcony overlooking the crater, is an old Managua favorite, with a somewhat older crowd. It is largely spurned by the trendy crowd, making it unpretentious, inexpensive, and still a great place to dance.


Managua’s costeño crowd still loves Queen’s (in the Rotunda Bello Horizonte, no tel., $2 cover), somewhat far from the rest of town and a bit run down these days, but well-loved (and packed!). Dancehall, soca, and reggae are what’s playing. Go on a Thursday, when there’s more elbowroom. Next door, and along the same lines is Dancehall House (tel. 505/2293-6267).


Live Music


Managua’s music scene, both intimate and refined, shows a lot of local talent and energy. Without a doubt, the single best show in town is Casa de los Mejía Godoy (in front of the Hotel Crowne Plaza, in Plaza Inter, tel. 505/2222-6110 or 505/2254-5168, fmejiago@cablenet.com.ni, restaurant Mon.-Fri., shows Wed.-Fri. and some Sat., $5-20). The Mejía Godoy family has been a powerhouse of Nicaraguan songwriters and musicians for generations. Brothers Carlos and Luis Enrique essentially composed the soundtrack of the Revolution in the 1970s. They are born showmen and present a theatrical mix of stories, bawdy jokes, and famous songs. Both perform here, though less often now than in previous years. The restaurant features other Nicaraguan and international performers, including their nephew, popular salsero Luis Enrique. The club is expensive by Nica standards, but well worth it. Buy tickets the afternoon of the performance.


The breezy, open-air patio of La Ruta Maya (150 meters east of the Estatua de Montoya, tel. 505/2268-0698, www.rutamaya.com.ni, Sat.-Sun. only, $4-6) is a pleasant place to appreciate a wide variety of performers from singer-songwriters to reggae, jazz, and everything in between. This restaurant generally attracts a more mature, sit-down crowd (depending on the artist), though they sometimes make room for a small dance floor.


Cultura Quilombo (from the Busto of José Martí, 50 meters east, $2-5 cover) is an open outdoor space with trees and recycled tables, chairs, and light fixtures. They often hold workshops and community events (everything from drum circles and capoeira classes to discussion panels and poetry readings) but are most noteworthy for their ability to bring together musicians and a variety of other artists. It’s a great place to discover a new local band. Check their Facebook page for upcoming concerts and events.



THE ARTS



Performing Arts


Managua’s finest theater, El Teatro Nacional Rubén Darío (at the Malecón, tel. 505/2228-4021 x113, www.tnrubendario.gob.ni) hosts top-name international acts. Call or check the newspaper for performances. La Escuela Nacional de Teatro (Palacio Nacional de Cultura, tel. 505/2222-4100, office hours Mon.-Fri. 8am-noon) is primarily a teaching facility that presents performances on weekends by students and small professional troupes from all over Latin America; call for a list of events, as they’re not always published. The Sala de Teatro Justo Rufino Garay (from Montoya, 3 blocks west, 20 meters north, next to Parque Las Palmas, tel. 505/2266-3714, www.rufinos.org) is better frequented and offers similar fare on weekends only. A calendar of events is often available at supermarkets and Texaco stations as well as in the arts magazine Patadeperro if you’re lucky enough to find a copy. Their Facebook page is your best bet.


Located across from the UCA, La Academia de Danza (Avenida Universitaria, in front of the UNI, tel. 505/2277-5557) has frequent dance performances and concerts. The students deliver professional and talented renditions of traditional, folk, modern jazz, Brazilian, and ballet; call or drop by for a schedule of events, or if you’re in town for the long haul, consider taking one of their dance classes to prepare you for the club scene.


Galleries


Managua’s art galleries showcase Nicaragua’s creative artists. The Galería de Los Tres Mundos (Los Robles, 2 blocks north of the French restaurant La Marseillaise, tel. 505/2267-0304, Mon.-Fri. 9am-4pm) was Ernesto Cardenal’s home base and showcases a variety of Solentiname artwork, from paintings to balsa work. More a cultural center than a museum, Códice (in Los Robles, from the Hotel Colón, 1 block south, 2.5 blocks east, tel. 505/2267-2635 or 505/2270-0740, www.galeriacodice.com, Mon.-Sat. 9am-7pm, sometimes open later) displays changing exhibitions of sculpture, paintings, and ceramics, all set around a lovely courtyard. There are frequent evening musical performances here set in a lovely outdoor patio. Alianza Francesa (Planes de Altamira, from the Embajada de México half a block north, tel. 505/2267-2811, www.alianzafrancesa.org.ni) and the Centro Cultural de España (from the first entrance of Las Colinas, 7 blocks east, tel. 505/2276-0733, www.ccenicaragua.org) have art showings, as well as frequent events including movie screenings, theater presentations, and concerts.
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gordita figures for sale






FESTIVALS AND EVENTS



Las Fiestas Patronales (Aug.) are when Managua celebrates its patron saint Santo Domingo and are the highlight of the calendar year. On the first of the month, the saint (a diminutive little figure under a glass dome) is brought down from a small church in the hilly neighborhood of Santo Domingo and on August 10 he is returned. On both those dates, and for much of the time in between, Managua celebrates. Expect parades, horse shows, unlimited quantities of beer and rum, and a lot of fun and colors. INTUR sponsors a series of events during this time, like Las Noches Agostinas, featuring cultural presentations and live music throughout the capital.


Every July 19th since 1979, Nicaraguans have celebrated the final victory against Somoza during the Sandinista Revolution. July 19th celebrations bring out the Sandinista party faithful, many of whom are bused in by the government from all over the country. There’s a rally and presentations in Plaza de la Fé and a show choreographed by the First Lady Rosario Murillo. The truly devout even stay through Ortega’s predictable and lengthy speech at the end. The celebration can get crazy and a little sketchy as the sun goes down, so if you are planning to go, it’s not a bad idea to leave early.


If you are in Managua in December, be sure to stroll down Avenida Bolívar and see the enormous altars to the Virgin Mary set up for the Purísima, a Nicaraguan tradition.


Shopping


In Los Robles the Fábrica de Chocolate Momotombo (from Pastelería Sampson 1 block south, tel. 505/2278-4918, www.chocolatemomotombo.com) has a mouth-watering array of locally made cacao products. Find unique souvenir tees at Jincho (second entrance to Las Colinas, Centro Comercial Plaza Mayor, 2nd Fl., tel. 505/2276-1285, www.soyjincho.com, Mon.-Fri. 10am-6pm, Sat. 1:30pm-6pm), a Nicaraguan brand that creates modern urban designs with a local Nica flare.


ARTS AND CRAFTS


Esperanza en Acción (from Km 8 on Carretera Sur, 4 blocks east, inside the Centro Kairos, tel. 505/2265-2634, www.esperanzaenaccion.org, Mon.-Fri. 9am-5pm) sells fair trade crafts from all over the country including jewelry, clay pottery, woven bags, and coffee, among other items. The nonprofit teaches artisans (most are women) how to determine a fair price for their work and provides a venue for its sale. The small store located off Carretera Sur is worth the trip for the guaranteed great finds. They have regular hours, but it doesn’t hurt to call ahead before you go to make sure someone’s in the store.


BOOKS


The best bilingual selection of local and international books is Frontera Books (200 meters north of the Enitel Villa Fontana intersection, tel. 550/2270-2345). They’ve got a great children’s section, plus the latest maps and magazines. Hispamer (Reparto Tiscapa, just east of the UCA, tel. 505/2278-1210) is the largest and oldest bookstore in the city. Read your new book in the attached air-conditioned coffee shop.


In the Centro Comercial de Managua, several small but interesting bookstores compete for your attention, including Librería Rigoberto López Pérez (tel. 505/2277-2240), named for the poet who, for love of his country, assassinated Anastasio Somoza García. (There’s a monument in his honor in one of the rotundas.) It has a wide selection and a friendly atmosphere.


MARKETS


S Mercado Roberto Huembes


Mercado Roberto Huembes (daily 7:30am-5pm, some vendors close on Sun.) is the best place to find local arts and crafts. It’s a fun market full of the exuberance, color, and life that so typifies Nicaragua, and is tourist friendly and easily accessible. That’s what makes it such a pleasant way to spend an afternoon in Managua. You will be perfectly safe while you shop. Although Managuans rely on Huembes for lots of day-to-day stuff (chicken cutlets, toothpaste, socks), the market also has a splendid selection of pottery, paintings, hammocks, leatherwork, and other Nicaraguan artisan specialties. Only Masaya is a better place to shop. Be sure to specify to your taxi driver that you’re going to the section of artesenía, not the bus terminal.
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Shop for artesanía at Mercado Roberto Huembes.





Mercado Oriental


The largest market in Central America, Mercado Oriental, is huge, with winding passages full of shoppers and shouting vendors, and can be overwhelming for a newcomer. It’s worth checking out, but only with someone who knows their way around, as it’s easy to get lost and is notorious for pickpockets.



Accommodations



Where to spend the night in Managua depends a lot on your reason for spending the night here. If all you need is the cheapest possible bed before boarding an international bus to a neighboring country, the hospedaje scene in Bolonia is probably your best bet. If you’re overnighting in order to make an early morning flight, there are nicer options elsewhere, especially if you’re willing to spend a few extra dollars. You can catch an early-morning taxi to the airport from anywhere in the city, or you can roll out of bed at the Best Western La Mercedes and walk across the street to check in. If you are planning to be in Managua more than one night, the most central location in the city (and most convenient for those traveling south) is anywhere along Carretera Masaya. You have to spend more in Managua to get comfort, safety, and peace of mind, and travelers are increasingly willing to do so. You can expect rooms over $40 to have air-conditioning and hot water, but it doesn’t hurt to confirm before you check in.


CARRETERA MASAYA AND VICINITY


Carretera Masaya is a straight shot south from the Laguna de Tiscapa out of Managua towards Masaya and Granada. As a main highway, there are bus terminals located close by at the UCA and Mercado Roberto Huembes. Neighborhoods Los Robles and Altamira are relatively secure and well-serviced middle-class neighborhoods along Carretera Masaya. They’re located along the highway in the heart of the city, reducing taxi fares significantly. Villa Fontana and Las Colinas are a bit farther south towards the quieter, more exclusive edge of town.


Los Robles and Altamira


Under $25


Located in the shadow of the grand Hotel Intercontinental in central Managua, S Managua Backpacker’s Inn (Monte los Olivos, 1 block north, 1 block west, 1 block north, #56, tel. 505/2267-0006, www.managuahostel.com, $10 shared dorm, $24 private room) offers clean rooms, a laid-back friendly atmosphere, a pool, and small café. It’s a great value in a safe neighborhood within walking distance to Metrocentro and Zona Hippos. It is very popular, so reserve (and even prepay) online.


S Hotel Maracuyá (Reparto San Juan, from La Marseillaise, half a block north and 2.5 blocks west, tel. 505/2277-3336, www.maracuyahotels.com, $12 dorm, $35 private) opened its Managua location in August 2014 (the other location is in San Juan del Sur). Rooms are comfortable and clean and communal areas are cozy (especially if you make friends with the house pets). Its relaxed vibe and family atmosphere sets it apart. Ask about planning a BBQ night.


$25-50


Hotel Dulce Hogar (from the Banco BDF 50 meters south, tel. 505/2277-0865, www.hotelenmanagua.com, from $40, includes breakfast) is lauded for its great value. Its central location places it near to shopping and food, but the area remains quiet at night. The comfortable and clean rooms have hot water and air-conditioning.


$50-100


Casa San Juan (Reparto San Juan Calle Esperanza 560, tel. 505/2278-3220, www.casasanjuan.net, from $50) is quiet and centrally located. It offers wireless Internet throughout the hotel, air-conditioning, and hot-water showers.


S Hotel Pyramide (Reparto San Juan, from Gimnasio Hercules 1 block south, 1 east, 2.5 blocks south, tel. 505/2278-0687, www.lapyramidehotel.com, from $57) is known for the attentiveness of the owner, who will make sure you are comfortable as soon as you arrive. It is a good value for the money, but plan on a five-block walk to get to nearby restaurants. The owner will help you get taxis if you prefer. In the same neighborhood, Hotel Brandt (Reparto San Juan, from Zona Hippos, 1 block south, 1 west, tel. 505/2270-2114, $65 s, $75 d) is clean, safe, and pretty, and has been in business a long time.
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Family-run Hotel Colonnade (Planes de Altamira, next to Doña Haydeé Restaurant, tel. 505/2277-4838, hotelcolonnadenicaragua.com, $90 s, $100 d) is known for its excellent service and convenient location. Rooms are clean and comfortable, and there is a small pool.


Hotel El Almendro (from the Metrocentro rotunda, 1 block south, 3 blocks west, tel. 505/2270-1260, www.hotelelalmendro.com, $80 s, includes breakfast) is accessible to Carretera Masaya and an easy walk to Metrocentro Mall. The rooms are great, though somewhat geared towards business travelers and long-stay guests (with suites and kitchenettes). Guarded parking is available for your rental car. There’s a little pool for dipping.


OVER $100


Managua’s premium chain hotels cater to business travelers with expense accounts (and travelers who want to splurge at the end of their trip). Your best bet in this category is S Intercontinental Metrocentro (next to the Plaza Metrocentro and Carretera Masaya, tel. 505/2276-8989, www.ihg.com, from $99 on weekends), with its convenient location and good service. It’s one of the tallest buildings in the city, offering views of the lake and rush hour traffic. It has standard rooms (club level are the nicest), a pool, event center, and an overpriced bar and steakhouse restaurant. Stop in at Nao Lounge (on the first floor) on a Monday evening (6pm-8pm) for all-you-can-eat sushi rolls.


Towards the southern end of Zona Hippos, Hotel Los Robles (30 meters south of Restaurante La Marseillaise, tel. 505/2267-3008, www.hotellosrobles.com, $95) blends colonial charm with business-minded amenities (including some basic gym equipment), in addition to a beautiful pool area. Their breakfast buffet is splendid. S Casa Naranja (from Tip Top Chicken on Carretera Masaya, 1 block west, tel. 505/2277-3403, www.hotelcasanaranja.com, $100) stands out for its understated colonial style and green backyard patio with dipping pool.
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Chill out in a hammock at Hotel Maracuyá.





A short stroll from a dozen excellent restaurants, the Hotel Seminole Plaza (from Bancentro on Carretera Masaya 1 block west, 1 south, tel. 505/2270-0061, www.seminoleplaza.com, Mon.-Fri. $120, Sat.-Sun. $65 s, $75 d) is owned by the Seminole Indian tribe of Florida; the hotel is typically a bit less expensive than the competition.


Villa Fontana and Las Colinas


$50-100


In Las Colinas, Boutique Hotel Villa Maya (Las Colinas, second entrance, on Calle Los Laureles, House #105, tel. 505/2276-2175, $60 d) has pretty grounds and uses solar panels for energy, and rainwater irrigation for its garden. In Villa Fontana, a bit farther into the city, off of Carretera Masaya, Boutique Hotel Angel Azúl (from Club Terraza 1 block east, 75 meters north, #17, tel. 505/2270-5520, www.simedianet.com/hotelangelazul, $70) has great service and a calm atmosphere.


OVER $100


Down Carretera Masaya, past Las Colinas, is Hotel Contempo (Km 11 on Carretera Masaya, 400 meters west, Residencial Las Praderas, tel. 505/2264-9160, www.hotelcontempo.com, $120 d). This beautiful (but far away) boutique hotel is for folks who are looking to be pampered and do not need to be in the city proper.


BOLONIA


The Barrio Maria Quezada is a small neighborhood in Bolonia that has hosted international budget travelers since the sandalistas (referring to foreigners who came to support the Revolution) poured south to support the Revolution. It’s especially convenient to overnighters bound for an international bus line (Tica Bus is in walking distance to most of these listings). However, since the Hotel Tica Bus (tel. 505/2298-5500, www.ticabus.com, $14 s, $23 d with fan, $29 s, $39 d with a/c) opened at their Bolonia station business has declined for local businesses, as many travelers with early morning departures prefer to roll directly out of bed and onto the bus. Neighbors advise not to walk east of the Tica Bus station due to increased robberies in that area. Outside of this neighborhood in the Bolonia area, there are plenty of pleasant, upscale options.


Under $25


The family-run Hostal Dulce Sueño (50 meters east of Tica Bus, tel. 505/2228-4125 or 505/8424-0272, www.hostaldulcesueno.com, $10 s) is clean and safe, with private bathrooms, Wi-Fi, and laundry service. Guesthouse Santos (from Tica Bus, 1 block north, 1.5 blocks west, tel. 505/2222-3713, $7) has been around since 1979, and may not have changed a thing since. It remains quirky, gaudy, and well-liked by an ever-revolving international crowd.


Hotel Santa María (1.5 blocks west of Tica Bus, tel. 505/2222-7050, $15 s with fan, $30 with a/c) offers Internet, parking, a pool, a shady patio area under a thatched roof, laundry service, and private baths. Hotel Cisneros (from Tica Bus, 1 block north, 1.5 blocks west, tel. 505/2222-7273 or 8768 5183, hotelloscisneros.com, $21 with fan, $36 with a/c) offers similar comforts but is not quite as pretty.


$25-50


Posadita de Bolonia (3 blocks west of Canal 2, then 75 meters south, tel. 505/2268-6692, www.posaditadebolonia.com, $35 s, $47 d, includes breakfast) is a comfortable and quiet place offering cable TV, Internet, hot water, and private showers. Lunch and dinner can be provided by arrangement. The hotel offers a full range of tour and guide services.


$50-100


In a quiet Bolonia neighborhood, Hotel Europeo (75 meters west of Canal 2, tel. 505/2268-2130, www.hoteleuropeo.com.ni, $60 s) has a nice pool in an attractive garden patio. Hotel Mozonte (from the entrance to PriceSmart, 1.5 blocks north, across from the old French Embassy, tel. 505/2266-0686 or 505/8965-0855, www.hotelmozonte.com, info@hotelmozonte.com, $60) has attractive, clean rooms, pleasant common and sitting areas, and a gorgeous pool. Have them pick you up at the airport.



Over $100



Another option is the old pyramidal Hotel Inter at the base of the Tiscapa Crater, now the S Hotel Crowne Plaza (located in Plaza Inter, tel. 800/226-0109 or 505/2228-3530, from $102), a landmark since the Somoza days. Its rooms afford supreme views of the lake.


NEAR THE AIRPORT


A convenient place to stay if you have an early flight is the Best Western Las Mercedes (directly across from the airport, tel. 505/2255-9900, lasmercedes.com.ni, $85). The Camino Real (Km 9.5 on Carretera Norte, tel. 505/2255-5888, caminoreal.com.ni, $105 d) is very close to the airport (they have a free shuttle), just minutes away on Carretera Norte.


LONG-TERM ACCOMMODATIONS


Visiting students tend to gravitate to Hospedaje Familia Horbaty (Barrio Los Robles, tel. 505/2278-0905, thorbaty@hotmail.com, $9/night), also known as Arcoiris. It’s a clean, comfortable, family-run guesthouse in a safe neighborhood. Internet is available, and laundry and other meals can be arranged. Hostal Dulce Sueño (50 meters east of Tica Bus, tel. 505/2228-4125 or 505/8424-0272, www.hostaldulcesueno.com, $280/month s, $400/month d) offers similar services. Belinda’s House (Canal 2, 2 blocks north and 75 meters west, tel. 505/2266-3856, $300/month) is a cozy, family-run, long-term guesthouse. Next to Las Cazuelas restaurant and across from Guesthouse Santos, Hotel/Apartamentos Los Cisneros (from Tica Bus, 1 block north, 1.5 blocks west, tel. 505/2222-3535, $30 d) rents small, fully furnished apartments that include refrigerator, private phone, and parking facilities.


At the higher end, several boutique hotels can accommodate long-stay visitors in luxury with full cable TV, Internet, and laundry service. Hotel El Almendro (from the Metrocentro rotunda, 2 blocks west, half a block south, tel. 505/2270-1260, www.hotelelalmendro.com, $40/night) specializes in long-term accommodations, offering studio suites with kitchenettes and parking; pricing depends on the length of your stay. Being able to cook your own meals is a huge advantage.


Food


Keeping up with restaurants is a challenge in a city where most restaurants thrive for a year or two and then vanish. Dining out is the mainstay of Managua’s elite and they tend to abandon a place as soon as something newer and trendier comes along. But a few classics help hold the whole scene together. ¡Buen provecho!


La Colonia and La Unión are your go-to supermarkets, with produce and products varying based on the neighborhood. The many branches of La Colonia and La Unión not only stock their modern aisles with national and imported foodstuffs, they also sell clothing, sandals, books, CDs, cosmetics, and more. The easiest to reach from Barrio Martha Quezada is just up the road at Plaza España. If you’re in the Carretera Masaya area, you’re closest to the Unión that is caddy corner to the Hilton Princess, or one of the Colonias in Metrocentro or Galerías. There are several other supermarkets around the city, but most travelers will find what they need at one of the many smaller “mini-supers” and pulperías (corner stores) that populate the neighborhoods.


Managua’s coffee shop chain, Casa de Café, features a selection of pastries, smoothies, and Nicaraguan coffee. In the Los Robles location, food is served on an airy second-story open terrace overlooking the street. There are branches around the city and in many commercial centers as well. At most locations, solid breakfasts are served in addition to other meals, including delicious salads.


CARRETERA MASAYA AND VICINITY


Los Robles and Altamira


For home-cooked Nicaraguan cuisine in an upscale atmosphere, La Cocina de Doña Haydee (Carretera a Masaya Km 4.5, from Optica Matamoros 1 block west, No. 71, tel. 505/2270-6100, www.lacocina.com.ni, daily 7:30am-10:30pm, $3-7) has been around for ages and is popular among locals and foreigners alike. S La Trenza (in Altamira, next to Claro Altamira, tel. 505/2277-4001, daily 7am-8pm, $3-6) is a new option for local fare. This is a great place to give quesillo a try, as it’s usually a street food not found in restaurants. Their fresh cheese comes straight from Boaco. They serve a different soup every day, and have great typical Nica breakfasts and fritanga (Nicaraguan fried food) at night. They have another location on Carretera Sur. Café Margarita (del Hotel Colón, 1 block south, half a block west, tel. 505/2277-1723 or 505/2278-1167, daily 8am-10pm, $2-5) is known for its cakes, but serves quality crepes and coffee as well.


La Terraza Cevichera (from Monte de los Olivos, 1 block north, 1 block west, tel. 505/2252-4240, Wed.-Sat. noon-10pm, Sun. noon-8 pm, $3-15) is a great place to have a cold beer (or margarita) and sample ceviche at a reasonable price. It’s a popular place for the after-work crowd. Mojitos (from Monte de los Olivos, 1 block north, Mon.-Sat. from 3pm, $5-12) serves both Cuban and Nicaraguan food on a grill set up inside the front end of an old car. Don’t skip one of their fruit-infused mojitos!


Specializing in seafood, Taska Kiko (100 yards east of Monte de los Olivos, tel. 505/2270-1569, Mon.-Sat. noon-10:30pm, Sun. noon-9pm, $10) is a popular restaurant serving traditional Spanish food. Plates offer small portions, but you can get your money’s worth by splitting a large platter or paella dish. There are no menus, instead food is listed on hard-to-read chalkboards, leaving waiters to promote pricey (but delicious) specials. This is relaxed fine dining.


Don Pan (2 blocks east of Lacmiel, across from Pizza Valenti) serves sandwiches, smoothies, coffee, and baked goods.


For tasty Peruvian-Asian fusion, S La Terraza Peruana (de Pastelería Sampson, 1 block north, Casa #14, Planes de Altamira, tel. 505/2278-0031, $5-10) has exquisite ceviches and other seafood dishes, and also a huge array of appetizers, chicken, and beef entrées served under romantically dim lighting. El Muelle (1 block east of the Hotel Intercontinental Metrocentro, $6-8) offers excellent seafood cocktails and main courses.


La Muralla China (from the stoplight at Plaza el Sol, 3.5 blocks south, in front of Telerepuestos, $7-10) is the best bang for your buck for Chinese food in Managua. Large portions of lo mein and fried rice with chicken, seafood, or pork are popular items.


Zona Hippos


Zona Hippos lies just off the Carretera Masaya and is thickly clustered with competing restaurants and lively sports bars with open-air seating. El Garabato (2 blocks south of the Hotel Seminole Plaza, tel. 505/2278-3156, daily noon-11pm, $2-12) is a great choice for their variety of Nicaraguan classic foods and internationally inspired chicken and beef dishes. The ambiance is pleasant, but it gets noisy later at night. Portions are small, but good quality.


Half a block south, you’ll find S Coche Café (tel. 505/7734-5843, daily). Keep an eye out for their faded purple sign. This is a quiet place to grab panini and sip some of the best coffee in town (while enjoying the free Wi-Fi). For every pound of coffee they buy, 35 percent of the retail price goes straight to the local producer.


One of Managua’s fanciest and oldest dining options, La Marseillaise (Calle Principal Los Robles, tel. 505/2277-0224, Mon.-Sat. noon-3pm and 6pm-11pm, $20-30) is a city classic since before the Revolution, serving traditional French cuisine and stunning desserts, all in a classy building adorned with works of art. It’s also one of the city’s most expensive, so be prepared.


One of the best seafood places in town, with an ample patio for outdoor seating, and air-conditioning indoors, is Marea Alta (across from La Marseillaise, tel. 505/2270-7959, $6-12).


Villa Fontana and Las Colinas


In this expat-populated area, there are plenty of pricey but delicious restaurants. S Ola Verde (Carretera Masaya, Km 8, first entrance to Las Colinas 1 block east, tel. 505/2276-2652, Mon.-Sat. 7am-11pm, Sun. 8am-9pm, breakfast from $5, lunch and dinner $7-12) features fresh juices, salads, soups, hummus, and baba ghanoush on a fresh menu of changing vegetarian and chicken dishes. Ola Verde has a small shop of natural products and is a popular meeting spot for foreigners.


On your way to Granada, Sushi Itto (tel. 505/2278-4886, Mon.-Thurs. 11:30am-11pm, Fri.-Sat. 11:30am-midnight, Sun. 11:30am-10pm, from $8), a Mesoamerican chain of good-quality sushi restaurants, has three branches in Managua, one in the Galerías Santo Domingo, with reasonably-priced rolls and meals. They get creative, mixing local fare with traditional Japanese cuisine (the Nica Roll features gallo pinto and fried chicken). S Café Las Flores (Km 6.5 Carretera Masaya, tel. 505/2252-6083, Mon.-Thurs. 7am-9pm, Fri. 7am-10pm, Sat. 8am-10pm, Sun. 8am-8pm) sells delicious coffee from the farm of the same name on Volcán Mombacho. This contemporary café showcases their Rainforest Alliance-certified coffee in addition to offering a delicious food menu and a selection of coffee-related gifts. It’s often full around mealtimes, creating a lively atmosphere.


In the Zona Rosa, Chick Chak (in Camino del Oriente complex on Carretera Masaya, tel. 505/2277-0167, daily, $5-10) is an Italian restaurant serving freshly made pizzas, calzones and pastas. This location offers both indoor and patio seating. (There’s another location at Km 9 on Carretera Sur.) Come for their daily two-for-one happy hour, 5pm-7:30pm. This is one of the few places in the country that serves red wine at room temperature. G-HOP (Camino del Oriente complex on Carretera Masaya, Mon.-Sat. 7am-9pm, Sun. 8am-2pm, $3-10), which stands for George’s House of Pancakes, has superb pancakes and French toast. They also serve hamburgers and fried ice cream, and have a respectable number of vegetarian options.


BOLONIA


The budget backpacker stronghold specializes in low-cost eating as well: it’s nothing fancy, but the price is right. If you prefer a pastry for breakfast, try Cafetín Tonalli (from Tica Bus, 3 blocks east, half a block south, tel. 505/2222-2675, $2-5), a unique women’s cooperative that produces extraordinarily good breads and cakes, and sells juices, cheese, coffee, and more (Swiss training!). Take out or eat in their enclosed outdoor patio.


The neighborhood’s favorite fritanga has satisfied decades of backpack travelers and remains a great option for low-cost dining. Fritanga Doña Pilar (1 block west, half a block north of Tica Bus, daily 6pm-9pm) only serves dinner: chicken, gallo pinto, tostones, fried cheese, and an icy glass of fruit juice. The food will fill you up for a price that can’t be beat, if you’re comfortable eating at a plastic table, roadside. For a similar atmosphere, but higher quality eats, head to S Comida’s Sara (from Tica Bus, 1 block north, 1.5 blocks west, across from Hospedaje Santos, Mon.-Sat. 4pm-11pm, $4), where you’ll find a surprising variety, including fried eggplant, grilled beef, pasta, and even curry. It’s a rare treat for vegetarians.


S Restaurante Palace of Korea (from the entrance of the Hospital Militar 1 block west, next to Western Union, tel. 505/2266-8968, $10-15), owned by a Korean family, serves tasty, high-quality authentic Korean and Japanese dishes listed on a long menu. The waiters are happy to explain dishes (and how to eat them). These are big portions, which make them great for sharing.


CARRETERA SUR


On your way out Carretera Sur towards the Pacific coast, you’ll find a cluster of restaurants that expats flock to, and for good reason—they’re some of the best in Managua.


S ImBiss (Km 8.5 Carretera Sur, Plaza La Liga, tel. 505/2265-3613 daily noon-8pm, $4-6) is one of the few places in town for genuine gyros and falafel. Sip a cold German beer on the covered patio while you wait for your sandwich or salad. The Diner (Km 8.5 Carretera Sur, Plaza La Liga, tel. 505/2265-1837, Wed.-Mon., $4-10) has the best burger in town (made from quality Nicaraguan beef). Wash it down with one of their delicious milkshakes. On Sundays (from 8am), they serve North American breakfast food (pancakes, waffles, French toast).


The thin-crust brick-oven pizza at Casa Mia (Km 12.7 Carretera Sur, tel. 505/2271-7054 or 505/7809-2880, daily noon-11pm, $7-20) is worth the schlep to the southern edge of the city (or a stop on your way out of town). The dim lighting along with Italian music in the background creates a romantic atmosphere. If you’re not up for going out, call to order delivery service.


At S La Cueva del Buzo (Km 13 Carretera Sur, 100 meters south, 100 meters east, tel. 505/2265-8336, Mon. and Wed. 6pm-11pm, Sat.-Sun. noon-11pm, $10-18) the passionate Italian chef-owner serves some of the classiest seafood in town, and makes each plate into a work of art. This is a truly culinary excellence, with delicate flavor combinations that take food to a whole other level.


La Casserole (Km 13.5, $6-15, open daily at noon) serves a sit-down meal of sushi, steak, duck, seafood, salad, or crepes on an open-air patio surrounded by plants and flowers.


If you’re on a budget, get in line for the buffet at S Comedor Xiomara Nuñez Hernandez (Km 7.5 Carretera Sur, from Tip-Top Nejapa 20 meters south, tel. 505/2265-3494, $3) at 12pm on the dot to beat the lunch rush and have your pick of some of the best home-cooked food in Managua. Buffets in Nicaragua are not all-you-can-eat, so the price will depend on how heavy your plate is. There’s no sign out front, but it’s easy to spot at lunchtime by the long line of people coming out the door and the cluster of parked cars on the highway.


Information and Services


BANKS


Banking hours in Managua are Monday-Friday 8am-4:30pm and Saturday 8am-noon. Along Carretera Masaya, you’ll find the Banco de América Central (BAC), Bancentro (in the LAFISE financial center), Banco de Finanzas (BDF), Banpro, and Citi Bank. HSBC is in the Discovery building in Villa Fontana. For travelers staying in Bolonia, the nearest bank is the Citi Bank or BAC in Plaza España. Most banks have branches in or near the main malls.


Bancentro will change euros directly to local currency without first changing them to U.S. dollars (and taking another commission). If you’re looking to avoid ATM fees, BAC will swipe your card for no charge (except the exchange rate if you want córdobas). You can also use the coyotes (money changers) on the streets or in the markets. Most offer reasonable rates, but to be sure, check the exchange rate before you go so you don’t get swindled.



EMERGENCY SERVICES



There are several hospitals in Managua. The most modern are the private Hospital Vivian Pellas (outside of Managua on the highway to Masaya, tel. 505/2255-6900, www.metropolitano.com.ni) and Salud Integral (from the Montoya statue, 1 block north, 1 west, tel. 505/2251-2030, www.hospitalsaludintegral.com.ni). For less serious ailments and stomach disorders, Hospital Bautista (Barrio Largaespada, near the main fire station, tel. 505/2264-9020) is accustomed to dealing with foreigners. Salud Integral attends less serious ailments as well, but expect to pay $100 deposit to be seen there. You’ll be seen for free at any public facility, but expect a long wait.


LAUNDRY


If you’re roughing it, you’ll have noticed most hospedajes have a lavandero (cement-ridged washboard). Buy a slug of bar soap ($0.30) at the local corner store, roll up your sleeves, and scrub away like everybody else. Most hospedajes have someone who will wash and iron for a reasonable fee as well. Otherwise, try one of the many Dryclean USA locations, such as behind the Tip-Top Chicken on Carretera Masaya. Another branch is located in La Colonia in Plaza España, but their prices will make you wish you’d bought the bar soap.


TRAVEL AGENTS AND TOUR OPERATORS


Many travel agents operate just southeast of the Plaza España and are a short cab ride from Barrio Martha Quezada. Viajes Atlántida (1 block east and half a block north of the Rotunda El Güegüense, tel. 505/266-8720) is a renowned agency and the official representative for American Express in Nicaragua. Close to Barrio Martha Quezada, Viajes MTOM (in Plaza Bolonia, tel. 505/2266-0017) is quite professional. For local tour operators based in the city, try Solentiname Tours (tel. 505/8852-3380, www.solentinametours.com) or Güegüense Tours (Km 5 Carretera Masaya, Plaza King Palace, tel. 505/2277-2280, www.gueguensetours.com).


OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDY


You can join classes in Latin dancing any time at La Academia Nicaragüense de Danza (50 meters north of the UCA gates, tel. 505/2277-5557), Cultura Salsera (next to hotel Holiday Inn in Plaza Eclipse, tel. 505/8990-9577), or Fusión (from Pool 8, 50 meters west, tel. 505/2252-4232 or 505/8529-7008).


Viva Spanish School (in Barrio La Luz, from the Banco Produzcamos Building, 2 blocks south, tel. 505/2270-2339) offers Spanish classes for all levels and even has homestay opportunities with Nicaraguan families.


Transportation


GETTING THERE AND AWAY


Air


The Augusto C. Sandino Airport (Carretera Norte, www.eaai.com.ni) receives direct flights from Miami, Houston, Atlanta, Fort Lauderdale, Mexico City, San José, Panama City, Tegucigalpa, and San Salvador. Airline La Costeña (lacostena.online.com.ni) operates nationally between the RAAN and the RAAS, Ometepe, and Río San Juan. They have one international flight to Tegucigalpa.


A taxi from the airport to Carretera Masaya generally costs $12-15. A cab ride to and from the airport might cost you as much as $25 if you don’t bargain well. If you’re on a budget and traveling light, you can catch a bus along the highway in front of the airport heading towards the Mercado Mayoreo. From the terminal, ask someone to point you in the direction of the bus stop. You can take ruta 110 or 120 to Carretera Masaya (get off at Metrocentro) or the 102 to Bolonia (get off at Panadera Norma). If you arrive after dark, it’s much safer to take a taxi.


Adelante Express (tel. 505/8850-6070 or 505/8325-9074, www.adelanteexpress.com, reservations@adelanteexpress.com) offers fast, direct ground transportation in private vehicles between the Managua airport and Peñas Blancas at the Costa Rican border for people looking to bypass Managua entirely. They stop in Granada, San Juan del Sur, and San Jorge. Prices vary, and you need to reserve ahead on their website. They don’t operate during off-season (Sept. 15-Oct. 31).


Bus


Four main bus terminals link Managua to the towns and cities of Nicaragua’s farthest corners.


TO POINTS NORTH AND EAST


Buses to and from Estelí, Matagalpa, Ocotal, Jinotega, Boaco, Juigalpa, El Rama, and San Carlos operate out of the Mercado Mayoreo bus terminal on the eastern edge of town. It’s far from everything, except the airport. To get from the market to the other end of Managua on public transport, ask someone to point you to the parada de buses (bus stop). You can take the 102 ruta bus to get to Bolonia (get off in front of the Panadera Norma) or the 110 or 120 to get to Metrocentro (near Los Robles), but plan up to an additional hour’s travel through Managua’s heart (more during rush hour); a taxi is quicker and should cost no more than $8 for a solo traveler. If you’re going with an unknown driver, it’s best to fill your cab with other travelers.
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unloading cargo in the Huembes bus terminal





TO POINTS WEST AND NORTHWEST


Buses to and from León, Chinandega, and the Pacific coast arrive and depart in the Israel Lewites market. The terminal is surrounded on all sides by a chaotic fruit market by the same name; watch your belongings and expect a slightly more aggressive crowd of buseros (bus drivers). Microbuses to León and Chinandega are slightly more expensive, but faster, and can be found in front of the UCA. Both Mercado Israel and the UCA are on the same road. Cross the street to take a 110, 114, 120, or 210 bus to Metrocentro. A taxi should charge you $2 to get to Los Robles. To get to Bolonia, cross the street and take the 118 from Israel to the Panadera Norma stop. Expect a taxi to charge $3.



TO POINTS SOUTH



Fast, express minibuses, known as interlocales, are the best option for Jinotepe, Diriamba, Masaya, and Granada, and depart from a lot across the street from the UCA. Service runs 6am-9pm.


The terminal for buses from Carazo, Masaya, Granada, Rivas, Ometepe, the border at Peñas Blancas, and San Juan del Sur is at Mercado Roberto Huembes in south-central Managua. The taxi ride between the market and Bolonia or Los Robles should cost no more than $2-3 per person. The 110 ruta will take you to Metrocentro from here. This is a busy terminal, serving thousands of commuters from points south. Expect taxi drivers to swarm you as you leave the bus.


GETTING AROUND


Given the lack of landmarks and the confusing public transportation, Managua is easiest to deal with by taxi. The addresses given in this book are written with that in mind. Watch your step walking around Managua. Thousands of uncovered, ankle-breaking manholes abound, sometimes up to three meters deep.


Taxi


If you even approach the edge of the street, Managua’s 14,000 taxis will circle you like vultures, beeping for your attention. Taxistas in the city work in weekly shifts, which change at 2pm daily (except Sundays when everyone’s free to work all day). All drivers have a small sign on their dashboard. If they’re on shift (de turno) the sign says “TAXI” and they have a tower on top of the car. Otherwise the sign will say, “Fuera de turno.”


Taxis will take you most places for $1-7. Managua taxis have no meters, so settle on a price before getting in! (Drivers are used to haggling.) Hotel and guesthouse owners can usually arrange a reliable taxi driver if you feel insecure about taking a cab on the street. This is generally the safest option.


Near Managua


S CHOCOYERO-EL BRUJO NATURE RESERVE


Less than 28 kilometers away from downtown Managua is a little pocket of wilderness so vibrant with wildlife you’ll forget the capital is literally just over the horizon. The Chocoyero-El Brujo Nature Reserve (tel. 505/2276-7810, foreigners $3.50) is a 41-square-kilometer protected hardwood forest that provides nearly 20 percent of Managua’s water supply. In the midst of moist hardwood forest and pineapple farms are two 25-meter waterfalls separated by a rocky knife-edge. El Brujo was named The Warlock because to the locals the fact that no river flows out from the waterfall meant it must be enchanted. The other fall, Chocoyero, was named for the incredible number of chocoyos (parakeets) that inhabit the adjacent cliff walls.


In fact, this protected area is a naturalist’s paradise, with five kinds of chocoyo and 113 other bird species (including several owls), plus 49 species of mammals, and 21 species of reptiles and amphibians. Sharp-eyed travelers may even spot small cat species, like tigrillos and gatos de monte, and you’ll likely hear both howler and capuchin monkeys in the treetops. In addition to having well-kept hiking trails, Chocoyero-El Brujo is one of the few places in Nicaragua that encourages tent camping, making it a great place to spend an evening in the wild. Conditions are simple: a rustic, wooden base camp where guides will meet you and walk you the remaining way to the falls. The two best times to see the chocoyos are at 5:30am, when they leave their nests, and at 4pm, when the flock returns. To catch the morning commute, you’ll obviously have to spend the previous night there.


Guides, available on weekends, charge a nominal fee ($5-10 for a group of 12). You can rent two-person tents on the premises for $11 each, or set up your own. This is a safe, pretty, and easily accessible area in which to camp for a night. If you call ahead and make a reservation, they’ll even cook simple, traditional Nica fare for you for about $3 per meal. The reserve is actively promoting low-ropes courses, enviro-camps, and more to local schools and church groups.


Unless you have rented a vehicle, you’ll need to charter a sturdy taxi from Managua with a group to take you all the way to the reserve. In a vehicle the trip takes 45 minutes. Otherwise, take any bus leaving Managua’s Huembes terminal bound for La Concepción (called La Concha for short); buses leave Managua every 15 minutes. Get off at Km 21.5, where you’ll see a wooden sign for the park entrance, then stretch out for a long walk. The dirt road that travels seven kilometers southwest to the reserve leads down a series of volcanic ridges and across a broad valley to the falls. It’s an easy two-hour walk, passing through fields of pineapples, bananas, and coffee. Halfway down the road, you’ll find a small community where you can rent bikes or horses to take you the rest of the way (horse $1 per hour, guide $1 per hour, bicycle $0.50 per hour). There also may be some buses from Ticuantepe that take you all the way in—ask around.


MONTIBELLI WILDLIFE RESERVE


This 162-hectare private reserve (tel. 505/2220-9801, info@montibelli.com) and award-winning sustainable tourism project is set within the biological corridor between Chocoyero-El Brujo and Volcán Masaya National Park. In the family’s eco-lodge Oropéndola (tel. 505/2220-9801), you’ll find comfortable accommodations with private bathrooms and an ample deck perched on the edge of a valley—great for armchair birding. There are three trails to hike, with views of the Volcán Masaya and surrounding forest. The restaurant features family recipes and Sunday barbecues. Over 155 bird species have been spotted here, including manakins, motmots, oropendolas, trogons, tanagers, toucans, woodpeckers, and hummingbirds. You’re also likely to spot howler monkeys. This is one of the most accessible wildlife reserves in the country, making it really easy to escape from the city.


To reach the reserve, drive south on Carretera Masaya, taking the turnoff through the town of Ticuantepe. Turn right at the only stoplight in town and drive until you reach the last street of Parque Juan Ramón Padilla, where you’ll turn right. Go a block and turn left onto pavestone. When you hit the dirt road turn right. When the road ends turn left. When you get to the Enacal water well you’ll find the entrance to Montibelli on your right-hand side. Go 700 meters until you arrive at the entrance. It should take you about a half hour. By bus, find a micro at Huembes, or stop one heading south on Carretera Masaya, going to La Concha and tell the busero to let you off at Parque Juan Ramón Padilla, where you can take a moto-taxi all the way to the reserve. Expect the trip to take 1.5 hours. Better yet, contact Ieana Hernández (tel. 505/2220-9801, info@montibelli.com) at the reserve to organize transport from Managua. Va Pues Tours (tel. 505/2315-4099, www.vapues.com) organizes transportation to and from your hotel in Managua and provides a guide for about $40 a person.


THE LAGUNA OF XILOÁ


Less than a half hour from the capital on the highway to León, the Peninsula de Chiltepe protrudes into the southwestern shore of Lake Xolotlán, cradling two ancient volcanic cones drowned in clean rainwater. Part of the Maribios chain, the twin crater lagoons of Xiloá and Apoyeque are a fun day trip if you find yourself in Managua for more than a weekend and eager for some greenery. Broader and more easily accessed, Xiloá has restaurants and a tourist center and is a nice area for swimming (you may see the occasional marine biologist scuba diving to study the lake’s endemic species). There are great views from the surrounding hills, but no hiking trails. You can find a guide to take you on a hike at one of the lagoon restaurants.


Buses leave Managua’s Mercado Israel Lewites infrequently and go directly to the water at Xiloá. It’s easier to take any León-bound bus from the same market, get off at the top of the road to Xiloá, and walk (30 minutes). Pay $0.50 per person ($1 per vehicle) to enter the park facilities at the water’s edge.


PACIFIC BEACHES


Roughly 65 kilometers due west of the capital are a handful of easy-to-reach beaches, with facilities ranging from low-key, grungy hospedajes to all-out, all-inclusive resorts. In fact, the diversity along the coastline couldn’t be greater. Pochomíl attracts the casual day-tripper and increasingly surfers, while Montelimar is a pricey but pleasurable all-inclusive resort. Los Cardones is an eco-friendly offbeat lodge popular with surfers and families that’s harder to get to but worth the effort. When you hear about all the foreign real estate investment in Nicaragua, much of it is happening right here, so watch for big changes.
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You can find fresh fish from the Pacific just a couple of hours from Managua.





Pochomíl and Masachapa


Pochomíl is a sleepy beach town in the midst of an economic revival, while wealthy investors build beachfront estates and hotel complexes around it. Hotel and restaurant rates fluctuate wildly according to the calendar. Semana Santa and Christmas are the most expensive (and most crowded) times of year to visit. In the wet season, prices become significantly more flexible, but at any month of the year, traveling with a group gives you significant leverage to bargain for a good deal. Travelers driving their own vehicles will pay a $1 entrance fee to enter the tourist area.
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Pochomíl is an easy day trip from Managua.





Competition among hotel and restaurant owners is particularly fierce. As you get off the bus expect to be assaulted by employees of a dozen restaurants all trying to drag you into their establishments. No one place is any better than another; you can expect beachfront palm-thatch huts, fried fish, and cold beer no matter where you go. One of the longest-established places on the beach, Hotel Vistamar (505/2265-8099, vistamarhotel.com) has 43 rooms, one suite, and a pleasant restaurant overlooking the water.


Hostal Real Masachapa (from Petronic 1 block west and 75 meters south, tel. 505/2269-6772, $55) boasts room views of the sea and a beachfront pool. Masachapa Escuela de Hotelería Hotel (150 meters toward the beach after entering Masachapa, tel. 505/8988-9098, www.mhotelmasachapa.com, $55 d) is a hotel school famed for its service, but it’s not right on the beach. The restaurant is closed on Mondays. Fifty-year-old Hotel Summer (next to the police station, tel. 505/2269-7754 or 505/8608-3283, hotelsummermasachapa.jimdo.com, $51) is right on the beach and popular with visiting Nicaraguans. They serve enormous fried fish, and if you’re just there for the day, buying food will give you access to their pool.


Buses leave Managua’s Israel Lewites for the two-hour trip to Pochomíl every 30 minutes all day until 5pm. The last bus from Pochomíl back to Managua departs at 5:30pm from the cul-de-sac.


Barceló Montelimar Beach


Somoza’s former personal summer palace was converted into a resort in the 1980s and since being purchased by Barceló Resorts is now Barceló Montelimar Beach (tel. 505/2264-9310, U.S. and Canada tel. 800/227-2356, www.barcelomontelimarbeach.com, $90-150 pp), an all-inclusive five-star resort. It offers 88 double guest rooms with queen-size beds and 205 bungalows with king-size beds, private bath, air-conditioning, TV, strongbox, and minibar (but no free Internet access). The price includes 24 hours of unlimited feasting, drinking, swimming, and playing. Often crowded during weekends with visitors from Managua, it is more peaceful on weekdays when you can swim in one of the largest pools in Central America by yourself. Any bus to Pochomíl will also get you to Montelimar. There are various tour operators that arrange for transfers from the Managua airport or hotels. Ask about deep off-season discounts.


San Diego


LOS CARDONES SURF LODGE


Farther north of Pochomíl and Masachapa, S Los Cardones (tel. 505/8618-7314 or 505/8364-5925, www.loscardones.com, loscardonesecolodge@gmail.com, $70 plus tax pp) is a unique, peaceful, highly recommended beach escape with direct access to consistent surf breaks nearly year-round. Set on five acres of organically managed land, Los Cardones rents half a dozen simple but elegant bungalows made from wood and thatch. All have soft beds, no electricity, and composting toilets; all are also waterfront. Their inspired and creative menu involves lots of fresh fish, and their commitment to both the local community and the ecosystem is admirable. The energy use is solar-powered, and they work to promote conservation of sea turtles. (You may even see some lounging on the beach.) Rent surf or boogie boards for the waves, take a surf lesson or yoga class, collect shells on the beach, or hike to nearby pre-Columbian petroglyphs. Rates are all-inclusive. The managers started Arte Acción, which promotes social change through art classes, in a neighboring community. Many guests often join in and help the class.


They’ll send a car to Managua for you, or you can take the bus to San Cayetano from Mercado Israel Lewites in Managua (leaves every 45 minutes 4am-9pm daily) and get off at “California.” Then walk, or hitch, 15 kilometers toward the ocean and follow the signs. You could also pay $4 for a moto taxi. To drive, take the Carretera Masachapa to Km 49, then drive 15 kilometers on the Playa San Diego Road until you hit the beach.



GRAN PACIFICA RESORT



Milagro del Mar (tel. 505/8850-3061 or from the U.S. 832/886-0004, www.milagrodelmar.com, non-inclusive rates from $140 pp) is the resort at Gran Pacifica, a gringo residential development project complete with country club. The all-inclusive resort boasts a golf course, horseback riding, a spa, yoga classes, and access to word-class surf breaks. They can also arrange a tour of a nearby coffee plantation. If you want to come just for the day, expect to pay $5 at the gate and $5 to use the pool. If you have a reservation, ask about arranging an airport shuttle. Gran Pacifica is close to Los Cardones. To get there, instead of turning into Los Cardones, go right and continue until you get to the beach.
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Catarina Mirador
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public art in Masaya.







Highlights


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


S Iglesia La Merced: Climb the bell tower for the best view in all of Granada (click here).


S Las Isletas: Spend a lazy day swimming, picnicking, and relaxing among hundreds of gorgeous islands (click here).
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S Zapatera Archipelago National Park: These islands are rich in wildlife and historic artifacts (click here).


S Volcán Mombacho: More than a gorgeous photo-op, Volcán Mombacho has a first-class set of hiking trails, an eco-lodge, and a canopy tour (click here).


S El Mercado Viejo Craft Market: Handmade pottery, leatherwork, and paintings are all handsomely displayed in a market designed to showcase Nicaragua’s finest crafts (click here).


S Volcán Masaya National Park: Peer into the gates of hell, wherein dwell demon parakeets, then visit the museum of this popular national park (click here).


S Laguna de Apoyo: Get away from it all in what might be the coolest swimming hole in the country: an enticing volcanic crater lake ringed with forest (click here).


S Catarina Mirador: This crater lip’s patio terrace, with one of the best panoramas in Nicaragua, often offers live marimba music to accompany your beverage (click here).


S San Juan de Oriente: Visit this town of potters’ workshops where you can observe ceramics being made and browse pre-Colombian style ceramic pieces (click here).


S Carazo Beaches: Lounge in natural pools found in huge rocks that line these beaches (click here).





All within an hour of the capital, Granada, Masaya, and Carazo contain a taste of Nicaragua’s must-sees. You’ll find quaint colonial towns, smoking volcanoes, lagoons, traditional artistry, coffee farms, and the crashing tide of the Pacific Ocean.


Granada’s polished colonial architecture, horse-drawn carriages, and abundance of cafés, hotels, and spas—plus its strategic location—make it one of the country’s most comfortable and popular spots for international visitors. Granada is a historical stronghold of conservatism. It is a striking juxtaposition of antique and modern, rich and poor, foreign and local. If you want to get a chocolate massage, eat a Middle Eastern dinner, and soak up some colonial charm, Granada is the place to go.


Just half an hour outside Managua, Masaya is a small town with a relaxed vibe. It’s a city of artisans, metalworkers, leatherworkers, carpenters, painters, and musicians. In fact, no other region of Nicaragua is as blessed with a sense of artistry and creativity. Many of the handicrafts found in markets throughout the country are Masayan: hand-woven hammocks, terra-cotta pottery, musical instruments, and more. The charming Pueblos Blancos, to the south and west of Masaya, are artisan villages. Make a day of pueblo hopping to visit workshops. In San Juan de Oriente you can watch a potter form a vase on a foot-spun wheel and buy pieces right out of the kiln for very reasonable prices. If you’re eager to come home with something special, this is the place to find it.


Also outside Masaya are two must-see volcanic craters. Volcán Masaya is one of the world’s most accessible volcanoes, one of only two on Earth where you can walk up to the crater lip and look inside. The region’s most popular swimming hole, the Laguna de Apoyo, is a scenic 200-meter-deep crater lagoon. Lie on a floating dock, or kayak across it, surrounded by the sounds of birds and howler monkeys.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


There’s a lot to see in this region. One day is enough time to see the major sites within the city of Granada. A lot of the city’s charm lies in the interesting excursions reachable using Granada as a base camp. Leave half a day for a boat ride in Las Isletas, and another day for Volcán Mombacho. Naturalists can easily spend a long day on hiking trails, in the visitor’s center, and on guided tours.
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Most travelers devote a day or so to visiting the pueblos and markets in and around Masaya. It’s possible to make Masaya your base for excursions, though many travelers opt to stay in Granada, which has a much wider selection of hotels and restaurants that cater to tourists. While you could conceivably day-trip to the Laguna de Apoyo, the hotel options make it a fun place to stay overnight. (When was the last time you woke up inside a volcano crater?) Just an hour to the west are the Carazo beaches. Spend the day soaking up the sun and surf in La Boquita, or stay a night and let the waves lull you to sleep.


Public transportation is frequent in this region, and it’s easy enough to hop on a bus to get where you need to go. However, renting a car is a must if you’re short on time.


Granada


Arguably Nicaragua’s most picturesque town, Granada is an easy place to love. Much of its colonial architecture is remarkably intact and is being painstakingly restored. The colorful facades lining old narrow streets practically glow in the late afternoon sun. It’s sultry and tropical here, and a fresh breeze blows off the waters of Lake Cocibolca. The views from along the lakeshore’s broad, undeveloped shoreline—and the ever-looming silhouette of Volcán Mombacho—make for easy photos and good memories. At night the sky fills with stars and the neighbors come out to chitchat on their front stoops; inside even the most nondescript colonial facade is an open, private courtyard designed to capture the evening breeze.
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See Granada from a horse-drawn carriage.





[image: Image]


[image: Image]



ORIENTATION



From Granada’s central tree-lined plaza, a.k.a. the Parque Central and Parque Colón, look south to the giant Volcán Mombacho. Just behind the cathedral on the park’s east side, Calle La Calzada runs due east about one kilometer to the municipal dock on the lake. A lot of the lodging and restaurants lie along this street or within a block or two of it.


At the lake, a paved road runs south along the water’s edge to the malecón (waterfront), a tourist complex that’s emptier than it should be due to its tendency to attract thieves (it’s not a good idea to walk around a lot in this area). An easy taxi ride farther south are the marinas that provide boat access to Las Isletas and Zapatera.


West of the plaza is the Xalteva (pronounced, more or less, with a hard “h”) neighborhood and eventually the cemetery and road to Nandaime. In this neighborhood, one block west of the Plaza, is Calle Atravesada, running north-south between the old 1886 train station and the bustling chaos of the municipal market. This is one of Granada’s main thoroughfares and a modern commercial center for banks, movie theaters, and the like.


SIGHTS


Parque Colón (Central Plaza) and Cathedral


If Granada is the center of tourism in Nicaragua, then Granada’s central plaza is the heart of it all. You’ll pass through here dozens of times during your stay in Granada, and each time, sweat-drenched, you’ll pause for something cold to drink. People-watchers will find it hard to leave, as the park is a steady stream of students gossiping, elderly men playing chess, and vendors hawking carved wooden toys, ceramics, jewelry, ice cream, and more. Order a glass of icy fresco de cacao at one of the corner kiosks, and enjoy the raucous bird-chatter in the treetops and the hustle and bustle of life in North America’s first colonial city.
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