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Argentina: 
Buenos Aires
Buenos Aires

Overview

This city is really hot. Incredible food, fresh young designers, and a cultural scene that's thriving despite tough economic times -- all these Buenos Aires has. Yet less tangible things are at the heart of the city's sizzle -- namely the spirit of its often divided but never indifferent inhabitants. Here, a flirtatious glance can be as passionate as a tango; a heated sports discussion as important as a world-class soccer match. It's this zest for life that's making Buenos Aires Latin America's hottest destination. 

The world's ninth-largest city rises from the Río de la Plata and stretches more than 200 square km (75 square mi) to the surrounding pampas, Argentina's fertile plains. With more than one-third of the country's 39 million inhabitants living in or around the city, it's clearly the country's hub as well as it's main gateway. 

Buenos Aires locals refer to themselves as porteños because many of their immigrant forebears arrived by ship to this port town. Known as thinkers, porteños launch readily into philosophical discussions and psychoanalysis (Buenos Aires has the largest number of psychoanalysts per capita of any city in the world). People here take their beliefs seriously, be they about politics, food, or sport, and passions (and voices) run high at dinner-table discussions. With 85% of the Argentine population of European origin, there's a blurred sense of national identity in Buenos Aires -- South American or European? Residents are often concerned with how outsiders perceive them, and they also scrutinize one another -- with casual, appreciative glances or curious stares -- making many of them deeply image-conscious. 

Unlike most other Latin American cities, where the architecture reveals a strong Spanish influence, little remains of Buenos Aires's colonial days. This is due in part to the short lifespan of the adobe (mud and straw) used to build the city's first houses, and also to the fact that Buenos Aires's elite have always followed Europe's architectural trends closely. The result is an arresting hotchpotch of building styles that hints at many far-off cities -- Rome, Madrid, Paris, Budapest -- but resembles none. With their boulevards lined with palatial mansions and spacious parks, Palermo, La Recoleta, Belgrano, and some parts of the downtown area are testament to days of urban planning on a grandiose scale (and budget), whereas San Telmo and La Boca have a distinctly working-class Italian feel. 

Best of Buenos Aires in 3 to 10 Days 

3 Days: You can appreciate Buenos Aires at breakneck speed. Allow a half day each for Plaza de Mayo, El Centro, San Telmo, La Boca, Palermo, and La Recoleta. If possible visit La Recoleta on Saturday and San Telmo and La Boca on Sunday to browse their respective markets. Plan museum time in advance as opening days vary, though shops tend to be open seven days a week. Schedule time for an evening siesta to allow you late dinner and a lengthy night out at a club, bar, or tango hall. 

5 Days: With five days you can enjoy all the sights listed in the three-day itinerary above at a more leisurely pace. You'll also have more time to tour the riverside promenade of Puerto Madero or head north to the neighborhood of Belgrano. 

7 Days: With a week you can fully enjoy all the sights suggested in the three- and five-day itineraries above and venture beyond the city. You could take a day trip just outside town to San Antonio de Areco or up the river delta to Tigre. A day trip to the picturesque and historic city of Colonia del Sacramento, Uruguay, 45 minutes away by ferry is also another option. 

10 Days: Spend six or seven days touring Buenos Aires and its immediate environs. Then add on a two- or three-day trip northeast to the breathtaking Cataratas del Iguazú (Iguazú Falls) on the border with Brazil. Alternatively, you make a three- or four-day trip west to Córdoba and/or the wine regions of San Juan, Mendoza, San Rafael, or San Luis.

Belize

Overview

Wedged between Guatemala and the Yucatán Peninsula, Belize is a sliver of land on the Caribbean Sea. Along its coastline are 400 cayes, some no larger than a tennis court. In the Maya Mountains -- the central highlands that form the watershed for Belize's thousands of streams and rivers -- there is dense rain forest; in the north, savannas and fields of sugarcane. Because it has the lowest population density of any Central American nation -- El Salvador, though a smaller country, has 10 times the population -- most of this green interior is still the province of scarlet macaws, tapirs, kinkajous, pumas, and howler monkeys. Even reduced to vapid statistics -- 550 species of birds, some 300 varieties of orchids, hundreds of butterfly species -- the sheer variety of Belize's wildlife is breathtaking. The same goes for its nearly 600 Mayan ruins, which range from the metropolitan splendour of Caracol to the humble burial mounds sprinkled throughout the countryside. 

Sights & Activities  

If you're prepared to go beyond a cursory excursion, Belize City will repay your curiosity. Belizeans are natural city dwellers, and there's an infectious sociability on streets like Albert and Queen, the main shopping strips. The finest British colonial houses -- graceful white buildings with wraparound verandas, painted shutters, and fussy Victorian woodwork -- are on the North Shore, that is, the Fort George area, near the Radisson Fort George, the most pleasant part of the city in which to stroll. 

Island hopping between the Ambergris Caye, Caye Caulker, and Belize City is simple, though getting to other cayes can be more complicated. Caye Caulker Water Taxi Association water taxis -- fast, open boats that hold 30 to 50 passengers -- regularly connect Ambergris Caye and Caye Caulker, and on trips to and from Belize City, also stop on demand at Caye Chapel and St. George's Caye. Other than that, you're generally left to your own devices to find transportation between islands. You can charter a small boat with driver -- typically BZ$400 and up a day -- or negotiate a one-way or round-trip price. Remember that distances between islands in Belize often are substantial. For example, it's more than 50 miles from San Pedro, Ambergris Caye, to the southern tip of Turneffe Atoll. Even at a rapid 20 mph clip, that's two and a half hours one way. You'll have little luck renting a powerboat on your own, as boat owners are reluctant to risk their crafts in the hands of someone without local knowledge of Belize's tricky waters. 

If you're diving or snorkelling, a speedboat will take you to your destination. Power generally comes from two hefty outboards mounted on the back, and with the throttle open it's an exhilarating ride. Sit in the middle if you don't want to get splashed. 

Once on the islands, you'll generally get around by golf cart, bike, or on foot. Ambergris Caye is the only island where you'll see cars and trucks, though you can only rent a golf cart or a bike on this or any other island. Around San Pedro, taxis are usually minivans, though some hotels will transport you in a jumbo golf cart. When you're going to remote areas of North Ambergris, the resort at which you're staying will often provide transportation via water taxi or a boat. On Caye Caulker, the only taxis are golf carts. 

Brazil: 
Rio de Janeiro
Sao Paulo
Rio

Overview

Welcome to the Cidade Maravilhosa, or the Marvelous City, as Rio is known in Brazil. Synonymous with the girl from Ipanema, the dramatic view from the Pão de Açúcar (Sugar Loaf), and famous Carnival celebrations, Rio is also a city of stunning architecture, good museums, and marvelous food. Rio is also home to 23 beaches, an almost continuous 73-km (45-mi) ribbon of sand. 

As you leave the airport and head towards Ipanema or Copacabana, you'll drive for about half an hour on a highway from where you'll begin to get a sense of the city's dramatic contrast between beautiful landscape and devastating poverty. In this teeming metropolis, the very rich and the very poor live in uneasy proximity. But by the time you reach breezy, sunny Avenida Atlântica -- flanked on one side by white beach and azure sea and on the other by condominiums and hotels -- your heart will leap with expectation as you begin to recognize the postcard-famous sights. Now you're truly in Rio, where the 10 million cariocas (residents of the city of Rio) dwell and live life to its fullest. 

Enthusiasm is boundless and contagious in Rio. Prepare to have your senses engaged and your inhibitions untied. Rio seduces with a host of images: the joyous bustle of vendors at Sunday's Feira Hippie (Hippie Fair); the tipsy babble at sidewalk cafés as patrons sip their last glass of icy beer under the stars; the blanket of lights beneath Pão de Açúcar; the bikers, joggers, strollers, and power walkers who parade along the beach each morning. Borrow the carioca spirit for your stay; you may find yourself reluctant to give it back. 

Best of Rio de Janeiro in 3 to 10 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

Spend Day 1 at Copacabana Beach and/or Ipanema Beach for an introduction to Rio's "beautiful people" and beautiful coastline. For lunch, get an introduction to Brazilian "barbecue" at Porcão in Flamengo. Catch the phenomenal sunsets from the Pão de Açúcartoward the end of the day. Do the Theatro Municipalin the morning on Day 2, and then wander around Centro, stopping at the Confeitaria Colombo for lunch and peeking into some of the churches, like the Catedral de São Sebastião do Rio de Janeiro. On weekdays, swing by the little Museu Carmen Mirandato see the Brazilian bombshell's costumes, jewelry, and wild headdresses.In the evening join the fun at a samba show. 

On your third day, trek out to Corcovadofor a sweeping view of the city. It's best to visit early in the morning before the haze and the tour buses have set in. Then hit the shops. If it's raining or you prefer indoor shops, go to Shopping Rio Sul mall. If you prefer the fresh air, stroll along Rua Visconde de Pirajá and its side streets in Ipanema. In the afternoon, go back to the beach, perhaps trying the more far-flung sands of breezy Barra da Tijuca, west of Leblon. If you're in the city on Sunday, wander through Ipanema's Feira Hippie. In the evening try the national dish, feijoada (a hearty stew of black beans and pork) at Ipanema's Casa da Feijoada. 

If You Have 5 Days 

On your first day take the cable car to Pão de Açúcar, and explore Centro. Catch some live music in the evening in one of the city's many bars and clubs. The next day jump on the cogwheel train to Corcovadoand set aside time for the captivating Theatro Municipalbefore indulging in a Brazilian barbecue at Marius or Porcão. Bike or walk off lunch at Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas, then slide into a shopping centre. On your third day stroll from Copacabana to Ipanema, stopping en route to order a tropical pizza at Bar Garota de Ipanema. 

Take an organized favela (shantytown) tour in the afternoon (never wander into a favela alone) and in the evening dine on feijoada. On the fourth day head for Petrópolis to see the imperial palace, or make the 40-minute drive to Sítio Roberto Burle Marx to see the country house and gardens of Brazil's most famous landscaper. If you prefer to stay in town, wander through Centro and head for the Palácio do Catete. Try to also work in the Museu de Arte Moderna. Weekdays wind up the day at the kitschy Museu Carmen Miranda. Have your concierge check the evening schedule at the Banco do Brasil Cultural Centre. On your last day take the Santa Teresa trolley to the Museu Chácara do Céu, then do some shopping, or head back to the Zona Sul to relax at the beach. 

If You Have 7-10 Days 

If you've got at least a week to spend in Rio, we recommend you leave the city for a few days. Follow the three- or five-day itineraries above, and then slide out of town to Petrópolis, Angra dos Reis, Parati, or Búzios. If you've got extra time in Rio, roam through the Jardim Botânico, bike around Lagoa Rodrigo de Freitas, and consider an escape to Prainha and Grumari beaches and the Sítio Roberto Burle Marx.

São Paulo

Overview

São Paulo is a megalopolis of 17 million people, with endless stands of skyscrapers defining the horizon from every angle. The largest city in South America, São Paulo even makes New York City, with its population of about 8 million, seem small in comparison. And this nearly 500-year-old capital of São Paulo State gets bigger every year: it now sprawls across some 8,000 square km (3,089 square mi), of which 1,525 square km (589 square mi) make up the city proper. 

The main financial hub in the country, São Paulo is also Brazil's most cosmopolitan city, with top-rate nightlife and restaurants and impressive cultural and arts scenes. Most of the wealthiest people in Brazil live here -- and the rest of them drop by at least once a year to shop for clothes, shoes, accessories, luxury items, and anything else that money can buy. Paulistanos (São Paulo inhabitants) work hard and spend a lot, and there's no escaping the many shopping and eating temptations. 

Despite -- or because of -- these qualities, many tourists, Brazilian and foreigners, avoid visiting the city. Too noisy, too polluted, too crowded, they say -- and they have a point. São Paulo is hardly a beautiful city; it's fast-paced and there's lots to do, but it's also a concrete jungle, with nothing as attractive as Rio's hills and beaches. Yet, even as the smog reddens your eyes, you'll see that there's much to explore here. When you get tired of laid-back beaches, São Paulo is just the right place to go.

Best of São Paulo in 3 to 5 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

On the first day, plan a walk along Avenida Paulista and visit its many cultural attractions, such as Museu de Arte de São Paulo (MASP)and Instituto Itaú Cultural. In the evening, you could see a movie at the nearby Espaço Unibanco, or try one of the Italian restaurants in Bixiga, the Italian neighbourhood, near the start of Avenida Paulista. Head to Centro on the second day to see such landmarks as Edifício Martinelliand Teatro Municipal. Don't miss the Latin crafts exhibit at the Memorial da América Latina, northwest of Centro. On the third day, head for Parque Ibirapuera to visit one of its museums or just relax under the trees. After that, you can try one of the bars in nearby Itaim or Vila Olímpia to see how paulistas enjoy their happy hour. 

If You Have 5 Days 

In addition to the attractions outlined in the three-day itinerary, take a day to visit the snake museum at Instituto Butantã at the Universidade de São Paulo and/or the Fundação Maria Luisa e Oscar Americano. These sights are far from one another; it's best to get a cab. You can go by bus, but it's slow going. In the evening, get a drink at one of Vila Madalena's bars; here you can see a part of the city's exciting nightlife. On your last day, tour Museu do Ipiranga and its environs, where Brazil's independence was declared. Afterward, walk by Liberdade neighbourhood to see the Japanese shops and have dinner at one of the local restaurants.

Chile: 
Santiago
Santiago

Overview

Santiago doesn't get the same press as Rio or Buenos Aires, but this metropolis of 5 million people anchoring the Chilean axis is as cosmopolitan as its flashier South American neighbors, if in a bit more subdued way. Ancient and modern stand side by side in the heart of the city -- the neoclassical cathedral reflected in the glass of a nearby office tower is the quintessential postcard view. 

Downtown you're never far from leafy Plaza de Armas or the paths that meander along the Río Mapocho. On a clear day you can see the Andes in the distance. But that air is none too clear in the winter when a dreary smog hangs over the city. And you may have the city to yourself in the heat of the summer when Santiaguinos flee for vacation. Spring and fall are the best times to visit. 

When it was founded by Spanish conquistador Pedro de Valdivia in 1541, Santiago was little more than the triangular patch of land embraced by two arms of the Río Mapocho. Today that area, known as Santiago Centro, is just one of 32 comunas that make up the city, each with its own distinct personality. You'd never mistake Patronato, a neighborhood north of downtown filled with Moorish-style mansions built by families who made their fortunes in textiles, with Providencia, where the modern skyscrapers built by international corporations crowd the avenues. The chic shopping centers of Las Condes have little in common with the outdoor markets in Bellavista. 

Perhaps the neighborhoods have retained their individuality because many have histories as old as Santiago itself. Nuñoa, for example, was a hardworking farm town to the east. Farther away was El Arrayán, a sleepy village in the foothills of the Andes. As the capital grew, these and many other communities were drawn inside the city limits. If you ask Santiaguinos you meet today where they reside, they are just as likely to mention their neighborhood as their city. 

Best Itinerary 

Santiago is a compact city, small enough that you can visit all the must-see sights in a few days. Consider the weather when planning your itinerary -- on the first clear day your destination should be Parque Metropolitano, where you'll be treated to exquisite views from Cerro San Cristóbal. After a morning gazing at the Andes, head back down the hill and spend the afternoon wandering the bohemian streets of Bellavista, with a visit to Nobel laureate Pablo Neruda's Santiago residence, La Chascona. Check out one of the neighborhood's colorful eateries. 

The next day, head to Parque Forestal, a leafy park that runs along the Río Mapocho. Be sure to visit the lovely old train station, the Estación Mapocho. After lunch at the Mercado Central, uncover the city's colonial past in Santiago Centro. Requisite sights include the Plaza de Armas, around which you'll find the Casa Colorada and the Museo Chileno de Arte Precolombino. Stop for tea in the afternoon at a quaint café in Plaza Mulato Gil de Castro. On the third day explore the sights along the Alameda, especially the presidential palace of La Moneda and the landmark church, Iglesia San Francisco. For a last look at the city, climb Cerro Santa Lucía. That night put on your chicest outfit for dinner in the trendy neighborhood of Providencia or Las Condes.

Colombia: 
Bogota
Costa Rica
Bogotá

Overview

Santa Fé de Bogotá, as it's officially named, is a city of contrasts. Here you find modern shopping malls and open-air markets, high-rise apartments and makeshift shanties, futuristic glass towers and colonial churches. Simultaneous displays of ostentatious wealth and shocking poverty have existed here for centuries. In the neighbourhood of La Candelaria, a rich assemblage of colonial mansions, were built by native peoples and financed by plundered gold. 

Bogotá, a city of more than 7 million people, has grown twentyfold in the past 50 years. It suffers the growing pains typical of any major metopolis on the continent (insufficient public transportation, chronic air pollution, crime) and a few of its own (a scurrilous drug trade and occasional acts of political violence). However, recent mayors have made some progress in cleaning up parks, resurfacing roads, and implementing a new transportation system. In fact, a recent survey indicates that while a majority of Bogotanos feel that the political situation is worsening in Colombia, conditions are improving in Bogotá. 

Spanish conquistadors built their South American cities in magnificent locations, and Bogotá, which stands on a high plain in the eastern Andes, is no exception. During his disastrous search for the legendary El Dorado, Gonzalo Jiménez de Quesada, the Spanish explorer on whom Miguel de Cervantes reputedly modeled Don Quixote, was struck by the area's natural splendour and its potential for colonization. Though it's a mere 1,288 km (800 mi) from the equator, Bogotá's 8,700-ft altitude lends it a refreshing climate. Jiménez de Quesada discovered one of South America's most advanced pre-Columbian peoples, the Muisca. But they were no match for the Spaniards. On August 6, 1538, Jiménez de Quesada christened his new conquest Santa Fé de Bogotá, on the site where the Muisca village of Bacatá once stood. 

Bogotá rapidly became an important administrative center and in 1740 was made the capital of the Viceroyalty of New Granada, an area comprising what is now Colombia, Venezuela, Ecuador, and Panama. With its new status, grand civic and religious buildings began to spring up, often with the hand-carved ceilings and sculpted doorways that were the hallmark of New Granada architecture. But by 1900 Bogotá was still a relatively small city of 100,000. It was not until the 1940s that rapid industrialization and the consequent peasant migration to urban centres spurred Bogotá's exponential growth. 

Sights & Activities 

As you tour the city, keep in mind that carreras (roads) run north-south and calles (streets) run east-west. You'll probably spend much of your time in the charming neighbourhood of La Candelaria. To the north of La Candelaria is the downtown area, which is seedy but holds a handful of bars and restaurants, mostly in La Macarena. 

Farther uptown and marked by towering office buildings is the Centro Internacional, the city's financial center. To the north is the leafy Zona Rosa, a popular shopping district anchored by an upscale shopping mall called Centro Andino. Farther north along the Carrera 7, at Calle 116, is Hacienda Santa Barbara, another high-end shopping mall built as an extension of an old mansion. A few blocks north of Hacienda Santa Barbara is the plaza of Usaquén, an Andean village that became a neighbourhood as Bogotá grew but still maintains its small-town atmosphere. 

At the foot of Guadalupe Peak is Bogotá's oldest neighbourhood, La Candelaria, a historic neighbourhood of narrow streets lined with astounding colonial structures. It's packed with lovely mansions and exquisite churches. Most of the city's finest museums are found here. 

The city's financial centre, Centro Internacional, lies to the north of La Candelaria. This district, built largely in the 1970s, is fringed by Parque de la Independencia and Parque Bavaria, welcome areas of green in a concrete jungle. Among the modern office buildings you'll find a few interesting museums and the city's Spanish-style bullring. 

Costa Rica

Overview

Costa Rica is riding a wave of well-deserved popularity as an ecological wonderland. For a country about the same size as the state of West Virginia, it's packed with incredible biological diversity, varied landscapes, and a seemingly endless selection of outdoor diversions, from bird-watching and beach trips to rigorous rafting and rain forest hiking trips. 

Costa Rica's natural beauty and accessibility appeal to a broad range of visitors. Some are "soft adventure" types looking to explore the wildlife reserves within the country's extensive system of national parks. The beaches might also be the stomping ground of more serious adventurers on a mission to surf some of North Americas best waters. Whichever type you are, and whether you visit the tropical jungles of the Caribbean coast or the modern cities of the Central Valley, or both, it's apparent that from nearly every angle the country is downright gorgeous. 

The strife that rocked Central America during much of the past two decades painted a less-than-rosy picture of the area in the minds of most North Americans and Europeans. In the midst of political unrest, Costa Rica managed to remain an island of stability and peace. The country has no army -- it was abolished in 1949. Costa Rica is also the region's most sturdy democracy, and the country has a deep-rooted respect for human rights. Ticos -- or Costa Ricans -- love to quote oft-repeated expressions about the country's achievements, such as "Costa Rica has more teachers than policemen" and "Why have tractors without violins?," among others. In education, Costa Rica ranks with many developed countries (the literacy rate is about 93%). Its telecommunications system, although quirky by North American standards, is probably the best in the region, as is its health-care system. 

The country's most impressive quality, however, is its biological diversity, seen in the variety of flora, fauna, landscapes, and microclimates. National parks and preserves cover about 15% of the country and are home to 850 species of birds, 205 species of mammals, 376 types of reptiles and amphibians, and more than 9,000 different species of flowering plants, among them 1,200 varieties of orchids. Landscapes include cool mountain valleys and massive volcanoes, hilly coffee fincas (farms) and flat banana groves, and sultry mangrove forests and palm-strewn beaches. 

The many rivers that wind down the country's valleys churn through steep stretches that are popular white-water-rafting routes, and some end up as languid jungle waterways appropriate for both animal-watching and sportfishing. With mile upon mile of beaches backdropped by coconut palms and thick forest, the Caribbean and Pacific coasts are ideal for swimming and sunbathing, and when the sun goes down, many beaches are visited by nesting sea turtles. The oceans that hug those coasts hold intricate coral formations, rugged islands, colourful schools of fish, and plentiful waves, enticing anglers, surfers, and sea kayakers. What more could you want? 

Sights & Activities 

Most trips to Costa Rica begin and end in San José, which is the country's capital and air hub and only a 40-minute drive from tranquil countryside. The city stands in the fertile Central Valley, at an altitude of more than 3,000 ft. The still-active Arenal Volcano, 130 miles to the northwest, draws crowds for its fiery nocturnal lava displays and nearby Lake Arenal. 

Due south of Arenal and west of San José is the Nicoya Peninsula, where you should head if in search of endless palm-fringed beaches, comfortable resorts, and surfer-dude towns such as Tamarindo. There's more surfing on the Caribbean Coast, along with sport fishing and turtle watching. By far the country's most remote spot is the Osa Peninsula, on the Southern Pacific Coast, with its pristine Corcovado National Park. 

Ecuador: 
Quito
Quito

Overview  

Quito is an engaging city and an excellent base for excursions into the nearby central highland and Imbabura regions, as well as a stopping-off point on the way to the Galápagos Islands. Ecuador's capital is scenically situated in a long, narrow valley at the foot of the restless Pichincha Volcano. Rugged, dark-green mountains surround the city, providing the sort of photogenic backdrop you might not expect in a sprawling metropolis of 1.2 million people. Quito lies only 24 km (15 mi) south of the equator, but because of its altitude it has a mild climate all year. Quiteños are fond of saying that their city gives you four seasons in one day -- a statement supported by the springlike mornings, summery afternoons, autumnal evenings, and wintery nights. 

After the weather, Quito's other surprise is its preserved, vibrant Old City, a maze of colonial mansions, cathedrals, and crowded cobblestone streets. UNESCO has declared the Old City a World Heritage Site, banning the destruction of colonial buildings and limiting new construction, which is why Quito's colonial sector is one of the best preserved in South America. 

Guatemala: 
Antigua & Western Highlands 
Guatemala City
Antigua

Overview

Filled with vestiges of its colonial past -- cobblestone streets, enchanting squares, and deserted convents -- Antigua instantly transports you back hundreds of years to when the Spanish ruled this land. Founded in 1543, the city was initially called Santiago de los Caballeros de Guatemala after the patron saint of the conquistadors. For 200 years it was the capital of a region that included what is now Central America and part of Mexico. Along with Lima and Mexico City, it was one of the greatest cities of the Americas. 

In the 1960s laws took effect that limited commercial development and required what development did occur to keep within the city's colonial character. The National Council for the Protection of Antigua Guatemala was formed in 1972 to restore the ruins, maintain the monuments, and rid the city of such modern intrusions as billboards and neon signs. Restoration projects, both private and public, have transformed Antigua into a captivating destination. 

Beginning near Antigua, the Western Highlands run all the way to the border of Mexico. This is a spectacular stretch where grumbling volcanoes rise above broad alpine lakes and narrow river ravines, tropical valleys and misty cloud forests, pine-draped hillsides and pastoral plains. Many people come to the Western Highlands to experience its natural beauty, and few are disappointed. 

This region is home to the majority of Guatemalan's indigenous people, most of whom live in small villages you'll find nestled in the valleys and perched on the hillsides. Most are descendants of the Maya, and they proudly hold onto their heritage. Many of the 23 distinct ethnic groups continue to speak their own languages, such as Cakchiquel, Mam, and Tzutuhil. Some still follow the ancient 260-day Tzolkin Maya calendar, one of the most accurate ever invented. And although Christianity has been practiced here for 500 years, it still has only a tentative hold. In Chichicastenango, Mayan ceremonies unfold on the steps of the local church. Maximón, the saint that likes to smoke and drink, hears prayers and receives symbolic offerings of cigars and whiskey from faithful believers in the lakeside village of Santiago Atitlán. 

Village life, for the most part, consists of backbreaking work in the fields. Most survive on subsistence farming, selling what little is left over. Entire families pack fruits, vegetables, and whatever else they have onto their backs and head to market. Market day, held at least once a week in most communities, is as much a social gathering as anything else. Activity starts in the wee hours, when there is still a chill in the air. Bargaining and selling are carried out in hushed, amicable tones. The momentum wanes around late afternoon as the crowds depart, eager to head home before the sun sinks behind the mountains. 

Sights & Activities 

Antigua is vastly more pleasant than Guatemala City. An ever-increasing influx of visitors has brought in some of the country's finest hotels and restaurants, a collection of boutiques and galleries, and several dozen Spanish-language schools that attract students from all over the world. Antigua is also a favoured escape for wealthy Guatemalans. Its higher prices mean that many people cannot afford to live here, so they travel to the city each day to sell their wares. 

The heart of the Western Highlands is undoubtedly Lago Atitlán. At the foot of three massive dormant volcanoes -- San Pedro (9,920 feet), Tolimán (10,340 feet), and Atitlán (11,560 feet) -- the lake is one of the loveliest spots in Guatemala. More than a dozen communities are found along its shores. Early in the morning and on calm nights the lake's water is as smooth as glass, capturing the huge volcanic cones in its reflection. But in the early afternoon a wind known as the xochomil blows across the lake, and the surface turns choppy and defiant. Another curiosity of the lake is its lack of outlets -- the water drains through underwater fissures. In 1976, when an earthquake broke open a gigantic underwater chamber, the surface level dropped a whopping 6 feet in a matter of hours. 

To the north of Lago Atitlán is the charming village of Chichicastenango. Quiet for most of the week, it explodes with activity on Thursday and Sunday, when a sprawling open-air market takes over its main square and the surrounding streets. West of Lago Atitlán lies Xelajú, Guatemala's second-largest city. The Sierra de Chuacús, a string of active and dormant volcanoes just outside the city limits, makes this an ideal place for outdoor activities.

Guatemala City

Overview

Once hailed as the jewel of Central America, Guatemala City has certainly lost its luster. The country's capital, a tangle of streets and alleyways, retains little of its colonial charm. As it's the country's transportation hub, you're likely to end up here, but with few of the country's most popular attractions -- no ancient ruins, flamboyant markets, or spectacular mountains -- there's little reason to linger. To the city's credit, it has some decent restaurants and hotels, as well as several excellent museums and a lively nightlife. 

The sprawling metropolis can be intimidating, as it is divided between the Old City and the New City, as well as into 21 different zonas. But there's virtually no reason to stray from the four central zones, which makes getting around -- and getting your bearings -- quite manageable. The Old City covers Zona 1, in the north, and the New City spans Zona 9 and Zona 10, in the south. Between them is Zona 4, notable only because it contains the bus terminals. Otherwise, this seedy section is best avoided. 

In the Old and New cities, numbered avenidas (avenues) run south to north, while calles (streets) run west to east. Addresses are usually given as a numbered avenida or calle followed by two numbers separated by a dash: the first number is a nearby cross street or avenue and the second is a specific building. The building numbers increase as they approach the higher-numbered cross streets and then start over at the next block, so 9 Avenida 5-22 is on 9 Avenida near 5 Calle, and 9 Avenida 5-74 is on the same block, only closer to 6 Calle. A word of warning: make sure you're in the right zone. Different zones often contain identical addresses. 

The city's major arteries are 6 and 10 avenidas: 6 Avenida runs from Zona 1 to Zona 4 to Zona 9, passing three series of identically numbered calles; 10 Avenida runs through Zonas 1 and 4 before becoming Avenida La Reforma in Zona 10. Comfort seekers tend to stick to the New City, while those interested in bargain shopping head for the Old City. 

Sights & Activities 

Whereas the Old City is the real Guatemala, the New City's modern look and pace are reminiscent of upscale districts in North American cities. This is especially the case in Zona Viva, the posh center of Zona 10, where dozens of smart restaurants, bars, and clubs stay open long after the rest of the city goes to bed. During the day the New City's museums and cultural sites draw an equally affluent and savvy crowd. While the glitz and glamour of the Zona Viva are a welcome relief for travel-weary visitors, it is a far cry from the rustic enchantment of the real Guatemala to be found in the pueblos and backstreets of the rest of the country. 

Older and grittier than the New City, the Old City has the hustle and bustle of many Central American capitals. But walking around the area, especially around the Plaza de las Armas, is quite pleasant. The frenetic colours and sounds of the bustling metropolis can be daunting at first, but with a little patience -- and maybe a couple aspirin -- the downtown experience can be both memorable and exhilarating. 

Paraguay: 
Asuncion
Asunción

Overview

Like most Latin American cities, Asunción suffers from haphazard development and inadequate infrastructure. During the day, the zona centro (city centre) is packed. Street vendors crowd sidewalks, and traffic hurtles by. Drivers play a dangerous game of chicken at every intersection, and crossing the street becomes a terrifying experience as buses bear down on pedestrians with seemingly murderous intent. 

But take a step back and you'll see another side of the city that was once the colonial capital of southern South America. On the drive from the airport, the taxi whisks by the magnificent mansions lining Avenida Mariscal López. Remnants of Asunción's prosperous past can also be detected in the delicately decorated facade and balconies of belle epoque buildings that have survived the vagaries of fashion (though many of them are now attached to fast-food establishments). 

Alongside the money changers and peddlers are women selling bundles of herbs and roots -- centuries-old remedies for every bodily ailment. Contrasting with the hustle and bustle of the commercial centre just 100 meters away, the pristine columned Government and Legislative palaces overlook the Bay of Asunción, as cool river breezes rustle through jacaranda and flame trees in the nearby riverside park. During the day, rich and poor rub shoulders, air-conditioned sedans jostling at crossroads with packed buses. At night the wealthy drive to their elegant suburban homes while street vendors lug their unsold wares back to the reclaimed swampland of La Chacarita shantytown just below the Legislative Palace. 

Yet, despite the chasm between the classes, visitors need not be overly concerned with theft and violence. Rich or poor, the Asunceño is invariably courteous and helpful. 

Sights & Activities 

The city is built on a rise overlooking a large bay formed by the Río Paraguay. The centro runs south-southeast from the bay for about 10 blocks to Teniente Fariña, and it stretches 17 blocks from Colón in the west to Estados Unidos in the east. Most hotels, restaurants, shops, and offices can be found in this rectangle. Except for the irregular coast along the river, Asunción's streets follow a standard grid. Downtown streets are narrow and generally have one-way traffic. Two major squares -- Plaza de los Héroes and Plaza Uruguaya -- provide cool resting places in the shade of jacaranda trees. 

Peru: 
Cusco & Machu Picchu
Lima
Cusco

Overview

Let's state the obvious: Machu Picchu is the Peru that most everyone, including you, likely comes to see. But between Cusco and the ruins lie many other don't-miss sights. The Río Urubamba passes, at its closest, about 30 km (18 mi) north of the city and flows through a valley about 300 meters (980 feet) lower in elevation than Cusco. The northwestern part of this river basin, romantically labelled the Sacred Valley of the Inca, contains some of the region's most appealing towns and fascinating pre-Columbian ruins. The warm fertile valley was favoured by the Inca emperors as a place for cultivation and recreation. 

Beyond the Sacred Valley lies Machu Picchu, the fabled Lost City of the Inca, and today, arguably the most famous archaeological site in the Americas. Of course the Spanish conquerors never did find the place, and its existence remained a secret to the outside world until its rediscovery in 1911, a fact for which every pilgrim to the site gives thanks. 

Too often Cusco and Machu Picchu are sold as a three-day, two-night package -- and sometimes even a whirlwind tour of the Sacred Valley is incorporated into the third day. That's a shame because each is a destination in its own right. Cusco, with enough sights to keep you occupied for at least three days, is more than an embarkation point for the trek to Machu Picchu. The ruins themselves require more than the usual three or four hours spent at the site during a typical day tour. If that's all the time you have, great. But an overnight stay lets you linger long after the day-trippers have headed back down the mountain. And you can head back up early the next morning, an especially tranquil time before the midday heat and next round of visitors kick in. Finally, the Sacred Valley is not only chock full of major archaeological and other sights, its small towns and the slow pace of life invite you slow down your vacation pace as well. 

Best of Cusco & Machu Picchu in 3 to 8 Days 

If You Have 3 Days 

Three days approximates the standard, albeit rushed package tour sold for visiting the region. Fly into Cusco- the first morning. Spend the day exploring the sights of the city. Board a train early the next day for the three-hour-plus journey to Machu Picchu- where you'll have a few hours to walk among the famed Lost City's ruins before heading back to Cusco late that afternoon. Spend your second evening in Cusco. Sign on for a tour of the Sacred Valley on your third day. Tuesday, Thursday, and Sunday are days when most agencies operate excursions to coincide with the famous market in Pisac. 

If You Have 5 Days 

Two extra days beyond the three-day itinerary above literally give you a chance to catch your breath: spend your first two nights in Cusco, but take things slowly to acclimatize yourself to the city's 3,500-meter (11,500-foot) altitude. Board the train to Machu Picchu- your third day. Spend the entire afternoon at the ruins, stay the night in Aguas Calientes down the hill, and partake of the ruins' unforgettable early-morning quiet and soft light before the day-trippers arrive from Cusco the next day. Rather than returning to Cusco yourself that afternoon, take the train as far as Ollantaytambo or Urubamba. Devote your last day to exploring the charming towns of the Sacred Valley between Cusco and Machu Picchu, visit their nearby ruins, and shop at the Pisac market. 

If You Have 8 Days 

Eight days give you ample time for altitude acclimatization and extensive, yet leisurely exploring. If your time allows, Cusco warrants a full three days in which to delve into the city's smaller sights. Spend your fourth and fifth days in Machu Picchu before returning to the Sacred Valley, where you can base yourself during your extra days. Pisac, Ollantaytambo, Urubamba, and Yucay get rave reviews for their authentic small-town charm. All have wonderful lodging and make great bases for exploring the region. Juggle your itinerary a bit and plan to be in Pisac on a Sunday, the most colourful of its three weekly market days.

Lima

Overview

It won't be love at first sight when you are introduced to Lima. Peru's capital -- clogged with traffic and choked with fumes -- doesn't make a very good first impression. But spend a few days wandering around the regal edifices surrounding the Plaza de Armas, among the gnarled olive trees of San Isidro, or along the winding lanes in the coastal community of Barranco and you might find yourself charmed. 

After two unsuccessful attempts, Francisco Pizarro finally found the perfect place for the capital of Spain's colonial empire in 1535. On a natural port, the so-called "Ciudad de los Reyes" ("City of Kings") was the perfect place from which to ship home all the gold the conquistador plundered from the Inca. Lima served as the capital of Spain's South American empire for 300 years, and it is safe to say that no other colonial city enjoyed such power and prestige during this period. 

When Peru declared its independence from Spain in 1821, the declaration was read in the square that Pizarro had so carefully designed. Many of the colonial-era buildings around the Plaza de Armas can still be seen today. Walk a few blocks in any direction to find graceful churches and elegant houses that reveal just how wealthy this city once was. 

But liberated from its chains, Lima soon had growing pains. The walls that once surrounded the city were demolished in 1870, making way for unprecedented growth. A former hacienda became the graceful residential neighbourhood of San Isidro. In the early 1920s, with the construction of tree-lined Avenida Arequipa, people pushed farther south to neighbourhoods like bustling Miraflores and bohemian Barranco. 

Lima continues to grow, which causes city officials to shake their heads in frustration. Almost a third of the country's population of 28 million now lives here, many of them in poverty-stricken pueblos jóvenes in the outskirts of the city. Many residents of these "new towns" come from mountain villages, desperate for any kind of work. The lack of jobs led to a dramatic increase in crime during the 1980s and '90s. 

Things have improved since those depressing days. Residents who used to steer clear of the historic centre now stroll along its streets. And many travellers who once would have avoided the city altogether now plan to spend a day here and end up staying two or three. Not surprising, after all, since Lima has the country's finest museums, swankiest shops, and most dazzling restaurants. It turns out that there really is a reason to fall in love with Lima.

Best of Lima in 1 to 4 Days 

Spend at least a day touring the sights in the historic centre, with an additional day devoted to whichever museums strike your fancy. Bargain hunters should do some window-shopping in Miraflores. Take one evening to wander through laid-back Barranco, at one time a seaside retreat for wealthy Limeños. The café scene here is lively, attracting artists and those who would like to be. 

If You Have 1 Day 

If you have just a day in the capital, focus on the historic centre. Start in the vast Plaza de Armas, the square where the city was founded and the call for independence was made. If you made arrangements in advance, you can view the imperial splendour of the Palacio de Gobierno. Afterward duck into the Catedral, where the city's founder, Francisco Pizarro, is buried. More than 75,000 people are buried in the catacombs below the nearby Iglesia de San Francisco. Take a guided tour to wander through the dusty vaults. After lunch, visit the Museo de la Inquisición, which chronicles the efforts of the Spanish to root out heretics. 

If You Have 3 Days 

If you have three days, spend your first day in the historic centre. On your second morning head to the neighbourhood of Pueblo Libre to bone up on Peruvian history with a visit to the Museo Arqueológico Rafael Larco Herrera and the Museo Nacional de Antropología, Arqueología, e Historia del Perú. Pick up some sandwiches and a bottle of wine for lunch in Parque El Olívar, a former olive grove in the heart of San Isidro. In the afternoon explore the nearby temple of Huaca Huallamarca, built hundreds of years before the arrival of the Inca. On Day 3 head to Miraflores, where you can spend most of the morning shopping. Stroll down Avenida José Larco to Parque del Amor, where you just might see paragliders sailing through the sky. In the afternoon head to Barranco, where the Museo Pedro de Osma displays a matchless collection of colonial-era religious art. Don't miss a stroll across the Puente de los Suspiros, a wooden bridge favoured by cooing couples. 

If You Have 4 Days 

If you're lucky enough to have more time in Lima, follow the above itinerary for the first three days. On Day 4, drive south of the city to Pachacámac, the area's most impressive archaeological site. If that's not your thing, consider a lazy day on the beach at the fishing village of Pucusana.

Venezuela: 
Caracas
Caracas

Overview

Whether gazing at the city's sprawling skyline from the 17th-story window of a high-rise hotel or strolling in the shadows of looming concrete edifices, one wistfully dreams of what Caracas might have been like had its sudden growth spurt occurred during any other architectural moment than the 1970s. Reckless and desperate in its quest for modernity, Caracas, with a few notable exceptions, sacrificed elegance and grace for the unbridled visual of its charmless urban centre. 

What redeems Caracas is the Caraqueños themselves: a diverse, young, and lively population that colours the grimy streets of the capital with laughter, music, and unrestrained enthusiasm. The sophisticated tastes of the nearly 5 million inhabitants demand the endless parades of boutiques and fine restaurants that crowd commercial areas. The streets of the upscale Las Mercedes neighbourhood, called London, Paris, and Madrid, are almost as chic as their namesakes. In the gargantuan cultural centre of Bellas Artes, museums and concert halls erupt with the artistic accomplishments of Venezuela's past and present. Hip, fast-paced, and altogether cosmopolitan, Caraqueños still manage to retain a warmth and amiability you may not expect to encounter in a city this vast. 

Sights & Activities 

Set amid rolling hills, Caracas lacks a single downtown area. However, the city can be divided into four principal areas of interest: El Centro and its prerequisite Plaza Bolívar ringed by historic buildings; Parque Central and the surrounding Bellas Artes district; Las Mercedes with its many boutiques and restaurants; and the walled villas and apartment buildings of residential Altamira and La Castellana. 

The main subway line runs across much of the city, supplemented by two short southern spurs. It's clean, safe, and great for travelling around Caracas. Buses confound first-time visitors because service is sporadic and routes are difficult to ascertain. Por puestos -- the small vans that will pick you up and drop you off anywhere on their set routes -- are fine for short point-to-point hops. Taxis, their progress often hampered during the day by gridlock, are the only other viable alternative for getting around downtown. 

Although Caracas is a rambling metropolis, its places of interest can be explored comfortably in a day or two. Interesting museums and cultural centres, lively bars, and refined dining establishments are all connected by the city's clean, efficient subway system. The weather, too, facilitates exploring: At 3,000 ft above sea level, Caracas enjoys one of the world's most agreeable climates, with an average daily temperature of 24°C (75°F). 

Be advised, however, that Caracas well deserves its reputation as a dangerous city. The main tourist areas are generally safe during the day, but always be on your guard. Even residents do not go out alone in most neighbourhoods after 9 PM, when muggings and other violent crimes are shockingly frequent. Taxis are the safest means of transportation after dark

