

[image: ]




[image: ]


Images of the Island

1. Welcome to Puerto Rico

2. Maps

3. Puerto Rico Planner

4. Puerto Rico Beaches

5. Exploring Puerto Rico

6. Where to Eat in Puerto Rico

7. Where to Stay in Puerto Rico

8. Puerto Rico Nightlife and the Arts

9. Puerto Rico Shopping

10. Puerto Rico Sports and Activities

Copyright


        
            
                [image: ]
            
            
                [image: ]
            
            
                [image: ]
            
            
                [image: ]
            
            
                [image: ]
            
            
                [image: ]
            
            
                [image: ]
            
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            
        

        
            
                [image: ]
            
        

    
        
            [image: ]
        

        
            WELCOME TO PUERTO RICO
        

        Map | Next Chapter | Contents

        
            Updated by Christopher Baker, Nicholas Gill, Marlise Kast, Charyn Pfeuffer, Heather Rodino
        

        
            Sunrise and sunset are both worth waiting for when you’re in Puerto Rico. The pinks and yellows that hang in the early-morning sky are just as compelling as the sinewy reds and purples that blend into the twilight. It’s easy to compare them, as Puerto Rico is so narrow that you can easily have breakfast in Fajardo, looking eastward over the boats headed to Vieques and Culebra, then settle down for a lobster dinner in Rincón as the sun is sinking into the inky-blue water.
        

        
            Known as the Island of Enchantment, Puerto Rico conjures a powerful spell. Here, traffic actually leads you to a “Road to Paradise,” whether you’re looking for a pleasurable, sunny escape from the confines of urbanity or a rich supply of stimulation to quench your cultural and entertainment thirst. On the island you have the best of both worlds, natural and urban thrills alike, and although city life is frenetic enough to make you forget you’re surrounded by azure waters and warm sand, traveling a few miles inland or down the coast can easily make you forget you’re surrounded by development.
        

        
            Puerto Rico was populated primarily by Taíno Indians when Columbus landed in 1493. In 1508 Ponce de León established a settlement and became the first governor; in 1521 he founded what is known as Old San Juan. For centuries, while Africans worked on the coastal sugarcane fields, the French, Dutch, and English tried unsuccessfully to wrest the island from Spain. In 1898, as a result of the Spanish-American War, Spain ceded the island to the United States. In 1917 Puerto Ricans became U.S. citizens, and in 1952 Puerto Rico became a semiautonomous commonwealth.
        

        
            Since the 1950s, Puerto Rico has developed exponentially, as witnessed in the urban sprawl, burgeoning traffic, and growing population (estimated at nearly 4 million); yet 
            en la isla
             (on the island) a strong Latin sense of community and family prevails. Puertorriqueños are fiercely proud of their unique blend of heritages.
        

        
            Music is another source of Puerto Rican pride. Like wildflowers, 
            velloneras
             (jukeboxes) pop up almost everywhere, and when one is playing, somebody will be either singing or dancing along—or both. Cars often vibrate with 
            reggaetón,
             a hard, monotonous beat with lyrics that express social malaise. Salsa, a fusion of West African percussion, jazz, and other Latin beats, is the trademark dance. Although it may look difficult to master, it’s all achieved by just loosening your hips. You may choose to let your inhibitions go by doing some clubbing 
            a la vida loca
             made famous by pop star Ricky Martin. Nightlife options are on par with any cosmopolitan city—and then some.
        

        
            By day you can drink in the culture of the old world; one of the richest visual experiences in Puerto Rico is Old San Juan. Originally built as a fortress by the Spaniards in the early 1500s, the Old City has myriad attractions that include restored 16th-century buildings and 200-year-old houses with balustraded balconies of filigreed wrought iron that overlook narrow cobblestone streets. Spanish traditions are also apparent in the countryside festivals celebrated in honor of small-town patron saints. For quiet relaxation or experiences off the beaten track, visit coffee plantations, colonial towns, or outlying islets where nightlife is virtually nonexistent.
        

        
            And of course you don’t come to a Caribbean island without taking in some of the glorious sunshine and natural wonders. In the coastal areas, the sun mildly toasts your body, and you’re immediately healed by soft waves and cool breezes. In the misty mountains, you can wonder at the flickering night flies and the star-studded sky while the 
            coquís
             (tiny local frogs) sing their legendary sweet lullaby. On a moonless night, watch the warm ocean turn into luminescent aqua-blue speckles on your skin. Then there are the island’s many acres of golf courses, numerous tennis courts, rain forests, and dozens of beaches that offer every imaginable water sport.
        

        
            TOP ATTRACTIONS
        

        
            Happening clubs and discos make San Juan one of the Caribbean’s nightlife capitals, rivaling even Miami.
        

        
            Great restaurants run the gamut from elegant places in San Juan to simple spots serving delicious 
            comida criolla.
            
        

        
            Beaches—both developed and wild—suit the needs of surfers, sunbathers, and families.
        

        
            Nature abounds, from the underground Río Camuy to El Yunque, the only Caribbean national forest.
        

        
            Puerto Mosquito: Kayak after dark on the astounding bioluminescent bay on Vieques.
        

        
            GETTING ORIENTED
        

        
            Puerto Rico is 110 mi (177 km) long and 35 mi (56 km) wide. With a population of almost 4 million, it’s among the biggest Caribbean islands. The first Spanish governor was Juan Ponce de León in 1508; he founded Old San Juan in 1521. The United States won the island in the Spanish-American war in 1917 and made it a commonwealth in 1952.
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            Restaurants
        

        
            1 El Picoteo | 2 La Ostra Cosa | 3 Barú | 4 La Mallorquina | 6 La Fonda del Jibarito | 7 Marmalade | 8 El Toro Salao | 9 Dragonfly | 10 Aguaviva | 12 Panza

        
            Hotels
        

        
            1 El Convento | 5 Gallery Inn | 11 Chateau Cervantes
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            Restaurants
        

        
            1 Chayote | 2 Ajili-Mójili | 3 Budatai | 5 La Dorada | 6 Miró | 14 Pikayo

        
            Hotels
        

        
            4 La Concha | 7 Coral Princess
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            Restaurants
        

        
            9 Kasalta | 11 Pamela’s

        
            Hotels
        

        
            8 At Wind Chimes Inn | 10 Numero Uno | 12 Andalucia | 13 Hostería del Mar | 15 San Juan Water & Beach Club | 16 El San Juan Hotel & Casino | 17 Il Mulino New York | 18 Ritz-Carlton San Juan Hotel, Spa & Casino
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            Restaurants
        

        
            1 Calizo | 2 Pasión por el Fógon | 3 Juanita Bananas | 4 Mamacita’s | 5 Mix on the Beach | 6 El Quenepo

        
            Hotels
        

        
            1 Wyndham Río Mar Beach Resort & Spa | 2 Gran Mélia Puerto Rico | 3 El Conquistador | 4 Club Seaborne | 5 Hix Island House | 6 Hacienda Tamarindo | 7 Inn on the Blue Horizon | 8 W Retreat & Spa

        
            Beaches
        

        
            Balneario de Carolina. | Balneario de Escambrón | Playa Caracas | Playa Flamenco | Playa Sun Bay
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            Restaurants
        

        
            7 El Ancla | 8 Cabuqui | 9 Canela Cafe | 10 El Bohío | 11 Tamboo | 12 Rincón Tropical

        
            Hotels
        

        
            9 Hilton Ponce | 10 Hotel Meliá | 11 Mary Lee's by the Sea | 12 Copamarina Beach Resort | 13 Rincón Beach Resort | 14 Lemontree | 15 Lazy Parrot | 16 Casa Isleña | 17 Horned Dorset Primavera | 18 Tres Sirenas | 19 Casa Grande

        
            Beaches
        

        
            Balneario de Rincón | Caja de Muertos | Playa Crashboat
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            PUERTO RICO PLANNER
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            ISLAND ACTIVITIES
        

        
            Because of its size, Puerto Rico supports virtually any activity you might imagine. The west coast is one of the Caribbean’s major 
            surfing
             destinations; the north-central region has one of the world’s largest underground river systems for 
            spelunking
            ; El Yunque is the only Caribbean entry in the national forest system and a mecca for 
            hikers
             and 
            mountain bikers.
        

        
            Large resorts support several excellent 
            golf courses
             and 
            tennis
             facilities, and the surrounding waters are good for 
            fishing
             and 
            diving.
        

        
            Puerto Rico is also lined with several excellent 
            beaches,
             including a few on Vieques that are only now open to the public after many years. The tiny island of Culebra also has some of Puerto Rico’s most beautiful white-sand beaches.
        

        
            The island is dotted with interesting 
            historical sights,
             and San Juan itself is one of the oldest cities in the Western Hemisphere. San Juan is also one of the most vibrant cities, with excellent 
            restaurants,
             happening 
            nightclubs,
             and great 
            shopping.
        

        
            GETTING TO PUERTO RICO
        

        
            Hassle Factor:
             Low.
        

        
            Nonstops:
             San Juan has nonstop service from Atlanta (Delta), Boston (American, JetBlue), Charlotte (US Airways), Chicago (American, United), Dallas (American), Fort Lauderdale (Spirit), Houston (Continental), Miami (American), New York–Newark (Continental), New York–JFK (American, Delta, JetBlue, United), New York–LaGuardia (Delta), Orlando (Delta, JetBlue, Spirit), Philadelphia (American, United, US Airways), and Washington–Dulles (United). Aguadilla has nonstop service from New York–JFK (JetBlue) and New York–Newark (Continental). Ponce has nonstop service from New York–Newark (Continental, JetBlue).
        

        
            Air Travel. 
            There are dozens of daily flights to Puerto Rico from the U.S. San Juan’s international airport is a major regional hub, so many travelers headed elsewhere in the Caribbean make connections here. Fares to San Juan are among the most reasonably priced to the region.
        

        The island’s main airport is Aeropuerto Internacional Luis Muñoz Marín (SJU) (Isla Verde, San Juan | 787/791–3840), 20 minutes east of Old San Juan. San Juan’s secondary airport is the small Aeropuerto Fernando L. Rivas Dominici (SIG) (Isla Grande, San Juan | 787/729–8711), also called Isla Grande. From either airport you can catch flights to Culebra, Vieques, other destinations on Puerto Rico and throughout the Caribbean.

        Airline Contacts: American Airlines (800/433–7300 | www.aa.com). Continental Airlines (800/523–3273  | www.continental.com). Delta Airlines (800/221–1212  | www.delta.com). JetBlue (800/538–2583 | www.jetblue.com). Northwest Airlines (800/225–2525 | www.nwa.com). Spirit Airlines (800/772–7117  | www.spiritair.com). United Airlines (800/864–8331  | www.united.com). USAirways (800/428–4322  | www.usairways.com).

        Regional Airlines: Air Flamenco (787/724–1818 | www.airflamenco.net). Cape Air (800/525–0714 | www.flycapeair.com). Seaborne Airlines (888/359–8687 | www.seaborneairlines.com). Vieques Air Link (787/741–8331 or 888/901–9247 | www.vieques-island.com/val).

        
            GETTING AROUND PUERTO RICO
        

        Boat and Ferry Travel: The Puerto Rico Ports Authority (787/723–2260  | www.prpa.gobierno.pr) runs passenger ferries from Fajardo to Culebra and Vieques. Service is from the ferry terminal in Fajardo. Advance reservations are not accepted. There are a limited number of seats on the ferries, so get to the terminal in plenty of time.

        
            The Fajardo–Vieques passenger ferry departs from Vieques weekdays at 9 
            am,
             1 
            pm
            , 3 
            pm
            , 4:30 
            pm
            , and 8 
            pm
            , returning at 6:30 
            am
            , 11 
            am
            , 3 
            pm
            , and 6 
            pm.
             On weekends ferries depart from Vieques at 9 
            am
            , 3 
            pm
            , and 6 
            pm
            , returning at 6:30 
            am
            , 1 
            pm
            , and 4:30 
            pm.
             Tickets for the 90-minute journey are $2 each way. The Fajardo–Culebra ferry leaves Culebra daily at 9 
            am
            , 3 
            pm
            , and 7 
            pm
            , returning at 6:30 
            am
            , 1 
            pm
            , and 5 
            pm.
             The 90-minute trip is $2.25.
        

        
            Car Travel:
             In San Juan it’s more trouble than it’s worth to rent a car. Elsewhere a car is probably a necessity. A valid driver’s license from your country of origin can be used in Puerto Rico for three months. Rates start as low as $39 a day. Several well-marked multilane highways link population centers. Distances are posted in kilometers, whereas speed limits are posted in miles per hour.
        

        
            International Agencies: Avis
             (
            787/721–4499
            ). 
            Hertz
             (
            787/791–0840
            ). 
            National
             (
            787/791–1805
            ). 
            Thrifty
             (
            787253–2525
            ).
        

        Local Agencies: Charlie Car Rental (787/728–2418 | www.charliecars.com). Vias (787/791–4120).

        
            Taxi: 
            The Puerto Rico Tourism Company has instituted a well-organized taxi program. Taxis painted white and displaying the 
            taxi turistico
             logo charge set rates depending on the destination; they run from the airport or the cruise-ship piers to Isla Verde, Condado/Ocean Park, and Old San Juan, with fixed “zone” rates ranging from $10 to $19. If you take a cab going somewhere outside the fixed zones, insist on setting the meter. City tours start at $30 per hour. In other towns, you can flag down cabs on the street, but it’s easier to have your hotel call one for you. Either way, make sure the driver is clear on whether he or she will charge a flat rate or use a meter to determine the fare. In most places, the cabs are metered.
        

        
            GROUND TRANSPORTATION
        

        
            Before arriving, check with your hotel about transfers: Some hotels and resorts provide transport from the airport—free or for a fee—to their guests; some larger resorts run regular shuttles. Otherwise, your best bets are 
            taxis turísticos
             (tourist taxis). Uniformed officials at the airport can help you make arrangements. They will give you a slip with your exact fare to hand to the driver. Rates are based on your destination. A taxi turístico to Isla Verde costs $10. It’s $15 to Condado and $19 to Old San Juan. There’s a 50¢ charge for each bag handled by the driver.
        

        
            LANGUAGE
        

        
            Puerto Rico is officially bilingual, but Spanish dominates, particularly outside the tourist areas of San Juan. Although English is widely spoken, you’ll probably want to take a Spanish phrase book along on your travels about the island.
        

        
            FAST FACTS
        

        
            Banks and Money:
             The U.S. dollar is the official currency. Major credit cards are widely accepted, ATMs are readily available and reliable in the cities and less frequently in rural areas. Look to local banks such as Banco Popular and First Bank. Citibank also has branches in San Juan and Condado.
        

        
            Electricity: 
            110 volts/60 cycles.
        

        
            Emergencies: 
            Dial 911. The 
            San Juan Tourist Zone Police
             (
            787/726–7020; 787/726–7015 for Condado; 787/728–4770; 787/726–2981 for Isla Verde
            ) are particularly helpful to visitors. 
        

        
            Passport Requirements: 
            U.S. citizens don’t need passports. You will not pass through immigration, but there is an agriculture inspection before you check in for your flight home.
        

        Weddings: You must get an application from the Demographic Registry Office (Box 11854, Fernandez Juncos Station, San Juan
            00910 | 787/767–9120). No special residency requirements. Medical certificates required. If applicable, a divorce decree or death certificate must be produced. Blood tests are required and must be done within 10 days of the ceremony.

        
            ESSENTIALS
        

        Mail: Puerto Rico uses the U.S. Postal Service (100 Paseo Colón, Old San Juan, San Juan
            00901 | 102 Calle Garrido Morales, Fajardo
            00738 | 94 Calle Atocha, Ponce
            00730) and all addresses on the island carry zip codes. Major post-office branches can be found in most major cities and towns.

        
            Safety:
             San Juan, like any other big city, has its share of petty crime, so guard your wallet or purse on the city streets. Don’t leave anything unattended on the beach. Leave your valuables in the hotel safe, and stick to the fenced-in beach areas of your hotel. Always lock your car and stash valuables and luggage out of sight. Avoid deserted beaches at night.
        

        
            Taxes: 
            Accommodations incur a tax: for hotels with casinos it’s 11%, for other hotels it’s 9%, and for government-approved paradores it’s 7%. Ask your hotel before booking. The tax, in addition to the standard 5% to 12% service charge or resort fee applied by most hotels, can add a hefty 20% or more to your bill. There’s a 5.5% sales tax in Puerto Rico.
        

        
            Telephones: 
            Most U.S. mobile phone users will not pay roaming charges in Puerto Rico; confirm with your company. Area codes are 787 and 939. Toll-free numbers (prefix 800, 888, or 877) are widely used, and many can be accessed from North America (and vice versa). To make a local call in Puerto Rico you must dial 1, the area code, and the seven-digit number. For international calls, dial 011, the country code, the city code, and the number. Dial 00 for an international long-distance operator. Phone cards are widely available (most drugstores carry them).
        

        
            Tipping:
             Tips are expected, and appreciated, by restaurant waitstaff (15% to 20% if a service charge isn’t included), hotel porters ($1 per bag), maids ($1 to $2 a day), and taxi drivers (15% to 18%).
        

        Visitor Information: The Puerto Rico Tourism Company (787/721–2400 or 800/866–7827 | www.gotopuertorico.com) has offices at the airports in San Juan and Aguadilla, as well as downtown offices in San Juan, Cabo Rojo, and Ponce. 

        
            WHERE TO STAY
        

        
            If you want easy access to shopping, dining, and nightlife, then you should stay in San Juan, which also has decent—though by no means the island’s best—beaches. Most of the other large, deluxe resorts are along the northeast coast. There are also a few resorts along the southern coast. Rincón, in the west, has a concentration of resorts and great surfing. Other small inns and hotels are around the island in the interior, including a few around El Yunque. Look to Vieques and Culebra if you want to find excellent beaches and little development. Many larger resorts in Puerto Rico charge resort fees, which are uncommon elsewhere in the Caribbean.
        

        
            Big Hotels:
             San Juan’s beaches are lined with large-scale hotels that include happening restaurants and splashy casinos. Most are spread out along Condado and Isla Verde beaches.
        

        
            Upscale Beach Resorts:
             All over the island—but particularly along the north coast—large tourist resorts offer all the amenities along with a hefty dose of isolation. Just be prepared for expensive food and few nearby off-resort dining opportunities.
        

        
            Paradores:
             Small inns (many offering home-style 
            comida criolla
             cooking) are spread out around the island, though they are rarely on the beach.
        

        
            HOTEL AND RESTAURANT COSTS
        

        
            Restaurant prices are for a main course at dinner and include any taxes or service charges. Hotel prices are per night for a double room in high season, excluding taxes, service charges, and meal plans (except at all-inclusives).
        

        
            [image: ]
        

        
            WHEN TO GO
        

        
            San Juan in particular is very expensive—many would say overpriced—during the busy tourist season from mid-December through mid-April; during the off-season, you can get good deals all over the island, with discounts of up to 40% off high-season rates.
        

        
            Weeklong 
            patron saints’ festivals
             happen throughout the year all over the island, so you can almost always find a celebration going on somewhere in Puerto Rico.
        

        
            Of course, the pre-Lenten 
            Carnival
             is celebrated in Puerto Rico, as it is on so many islands. Ponce’s celebration is the most famous, but several towns and regions have parades, music competitions, beauty pageants, and other parties.
        

        
            Easter week
             sees spring breakers and Puerto Ricans filling up every beach.
        

        
            The 
            Pablo Casals Festival of Classical Music
             in early June is a popular event in San Juan itself.
        

        
            In November the annual 
            Festival of Puerto Rican Music
             takes place in San Juan and other venues.
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PUERTO RICO BEACHES
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With 365 different beaches in Puerto Rico, choosing where to spread out your towel might seem like a daunting task. The decision is easier now that four have been designated with a Blue Flag.

Playa Flamenco, on the island of Culebra, made the cut. After all, it’s rated one of the world’s best beaches. More surprisingly, two of the beaches are in San Juan: Balneario Escambrón, in Puerta de Tierra, and Balneario Carolina, in Isla Verde. The fourth is Luquillo’s Balneario Monserrate (Playa Luquillo). This means that three of Puerto Rico’s finest beaches are within an hour’s drive of the capital. The government maintains 13 balnearios (public beaches), including two in the San Juan metro area. They’re gated and equipped with dressing rooms, lifeguards, parking, and, in some cases, picnic tables, playgrounds, and camping facilities.

BLUE FLAG

Chosen by the Foundation for Environmental Education, a nonprofit agency, Blue Flag beaches have to meet 27 criteria, focusing on water quality, the presence of a trained staff, and the availability of facilities such as water fountains and restrooms.

San Juan

The city’s beaches can get crowded, especially on weekends. There’s free access to all of them, but parking can be an issue in the peak sun hours—arriving early or in the late afternoon is a safer bet.

Balneario de Carolina. | Map

 When people talk of a “beautiful Isla Verde beach,” this is the one they’re talking about. A government-maintained beach, this balneario east of Isla Verde is so close to the airport that the leaves rustle when planes take off. The long stretch of sand, which runs parallel to Avenida Los Gobernadores, is shaded by palms and almond trees. There’s plenty of room to spread out and lots of amenities: lifeguards, restrooms, changing facilities, picnic tables, and barbecue grills.  | Carolina 00979 | Parking $3 | Daily 8–5. 

Balneario de Escambrón. | Map

 In Puerta de Tierra, this government-run beach is just off Avenida Muñoz Rivera. The patch of honey-colored sand is shaded by coconut palms and has surf that’s generally gentle. Favored by families, it has lifeguards, bathhouses, bathrooms, and restaurants.  | Puerta de Tierra  00902 | Parking $4.28 | Daily 6–7. 

Eastern Puerto Rico

A long stretch of powdery sand near the Reserva Natural Las Cabezas de San Juan, Balneario Seven Seas may turn out to be the best surprise of your trip. Facilities include picnic tables, changing areas, restrooms, and showers. Many restaurants are just outside the gates. Its calm, clear waters are perfect for swimming.  | Rte. 987, Las Croabas  00738.

Fodor’s Choice | Just off Route 3, gentle Playa Luquillo (or Balneario La Monserrate) is a magnet for families. It’s well equipped with restrooms, showers, lifeguards, guarded parking, food stands, picnic areas, and even cocktail kiosks. Lounge chairs and umbrellas are available to rent. Its most distinctive facility is the Mar Sin Barreras (Sea Without Barriers), a low-sloped ramp leading into the water that allows wheelchair users to take a dip. The beach is open daily. Admission is $2 per car, $3 for minivans.  | Off Rte. 3  00773.

Vieques and Culebra

Playa Caracas. | Map

 Located on former U.S. Navy land on the eastern end of Vieques, this tiny yet beautiful beach is reached via a well-maintained dirt road. The water is crystal clear, and its location in Bahía Corcho means that it is sheltered from waves.  | Off Rte. 997, east of Playa Media Luna  00765.

Fodor’s Choice | Playa Flamenco. | Map

 Consistently ranked one of the most beautiful in the world. Snow-white sands, turquoise waters, and lush hills that rise on all sides, make it feel miles away from civilization. During the week it’s pleasantly uncrowded; on weekends it fills up fast with day-trippers from the mainland. It’s the only beach on Culebra with amenities such as camping, restrooms, showers, and kiosks selling simple fare.  | Rte. 251, west of the airport  00775.  | 787/742–0700 | Daily dawn–dusk.

Playa Sun Bay. | Map

 The 1-mi-long (1½-km-long) white sands skirt a crescent-shaped bay. You’ll find food kiosks, picnic tables, and changing facilities. It gets packed on holidays and weekends. On weekdays, when the crowds are thin, you might see wild horses grazing among the palm trees. Parking is $3, but often no one is at the gate to take your money.  | Rte. 997, east of Esperanza  00765.  | 787/741–8198.

Southern Puerto Rico

Caja de Muertos (Coffin Island). | Map | Photo

 This island a few miles off the coast has the best beaches in the Ponce area and is, perhaps, the second-best spot in southern Puerto Rico for snorkeling, after La Parguera. Ask one of the many boatmen at La Guancha to take you out for about $30 round-trip.  | Boats leave from La Guancha, at the end of Rte. 14, Ponce  00730. 

Western Puerto Rico

Balneario de Rincón. | Map

 Swimmers can enjoy the tranquil waters at this beach. The beautiful facility has a playground, changing areas, restrooms, and a clubhouse. It’s within walking distance of the center of town. Parking is $2.  | Rte. 115  00677. 

Playa Crashboat. | Map

 Here you’ll find the colorful fishing boats that are portrayed on postcards all over the island. The sand is soft and sugary, and the water’s smooth as glass. Named after rescue boats used when Ramey Air Force Base was in operation, there are picnic huts, showers, parking, and restrooms. There’s a food stand run by locals where the catch of the day is served with cold beer.  | End of Rte. 458, off Rte. 107  00603. 
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EXPLORING PUERTO RICO
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OLD SAN JUAN

Old San Juan, the original city founded in 1521, contains carefully preserved examples of 16th- and 17th-century Spanish colonial architecture. More than 400 buildings have been beautifully restored. Graceful wrought-iron balconies with lush hanging plants extend over narrow streets paved with adoquines (blue-gray stones originally used as ballast on Spanish ships). The Old City is partially enclosed by walls that date from 1633 and once completely surrounded it. Designated a U.S. National Historic Zone in 1950, Old San Juan is chockablock with shops, open-air cafés, homes, tree-shaded squares, monuments, and people. You can get an overview on a morning’s stroll (bear in mind that this “stroll” includes some steep climbs). However, if you plan to immerse yourself in history or to shop, you’ll need a couple of days.

What to See

Alcaldía.

 San Juan’s city hall was built between 1604 and 1789. In 1841, extensive alterations were made so that it would resemble the city hall in Madrid, with arcades, towers, balconies, and an inner courtyard. Renovations have refreshed the facade of the building and some interior rooms, but the architecture remains true to its colonial style. Only the patios are open to public viewings. A municipal tourist information center and an art gallery with rotating exhibits are in the lobby.  | 153 Calle San Francisco, Plaza de Armas, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/724–7171 | Free | Weekdays 8–4. 

Capilla del Cristo.

 According to legend, in 1753 a young horseman named Baltazar Montañez got carried away during festivities in honor of San Juan Bautista (St. John the Baptist), raced down Calle Cristo, and plunged over its steep precipice. A witness to the tragedy promised to build a chapel if the young man’s life could be saved. Historical records maintain the man died, but legend contends that he lived. (Another version of the story has it that the horse miraculously stopped before plunging over the cliff.) Regardless, this chapel was built, and inside is a small silver altar dedicated to the Christ of Miracles. You can peer in through the wrought-iron gates, which are usually closed.  | End of Calle Cristo, Old San Juan  00901 | No phone | Free. 

Casa Blanca.

 The original structure on this site was a wooden house built in 1521 as a home for Ponce de León; he died in Cuba without ever having lived here. His descendants occupied the house’s sturdier replacement, a lovely colonial mansion with tile floors and beamed ceilings, for the next 250 years. It was the home of the U.S. Army commander in Puerto Rico from the end of the Spanish-American War in 1898 to 1966. Several rooms decorated with colonial-era furnishings are open to the public. A guide will show you around, and then you can explore on your own. Don’t miss the stairway descending from one of the bedrooms—which, despite local lore, leads to a small room and not to a tunnel to nearby El Morro. The lush garden, complete with watchtower, is a quiet place to unwind. As of this writing, Casa Blanca was closed for a lengthy restoration to last into 2010.  | 1 Calle San Sebastián, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/725–1454 | www.icp.gobierno.pr | $3 | Wed.–Sun. 9–noon and 1–4. 

Castillo San Cristóbal.

 This huge stone fortress, built between 1634 and 1785, guarded the city from land attacks from the east. Even larger than El Morro, San Cristóbal was known in the 17th and 18th centuries as the Gibraltar of the West Indies. Five freestanding structures divided by dry moats are connected by tunnels. You’re free to explore the gun turrets (with cannon in situ), officers’ quarters, re-created 18th-century barracks, and gloomy passageways. Along with El Morro, San Cristóbal is a National Historic Site administered by the U.S. Park Service; it’s a World Heritage Site as well. Rangers conduct tours in Spanish and English.  | Calle Norzagaray at Calle Muñoz Rivera, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/729–6777 | www.nps.gov/saju | $3, $5 includes admission to El Morro | Daily 9–6. 

Fodor’s Choice |  Castillo San Felipe del Morro 

(El Morro). On a rocky promontory at the northwestern tip of the Old City is El Morro (“the promontory”), a fortress built by the Spaniards between 1540 and 1783. Rising 140 feet above the sea, the massive six-level fortress was built to protect the harbor entrance. It is a labyrinth of cannon batteries, ramps, barracks, turrets, towers, and tunnels. Built to protect the port, El Morro has a commanding view of the harbor. You’re free to wander throughout. The cannon emplacement walls and the dank secret passageways are a wonder of engineering. The fort’s small but enlightening museum displays ancient Spanish guns and other armaments, military uniforms, and blueprints for Spanish forts in the Americas, although Castillo San Cristóbal has more extensive and impressive exhibits. There’s also a gift shop. The fort is a National Historic Site administered by the U.S. Park Service; it’s a World Heritage Site as well. Various tours and a video are available in English.  | Calle del Morro, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/729–6960 | www.nps.gov/saju | $3, $5 includes admission to Castillo San Cristóbal | Daily 9–6. 

Catedral de San Juan Bautista.

 The Catholic shrine of Puerto Rico had humble beginnings in the early 1520s as a thatch-roof, wooden structure. After a hurricane destroyed the church, it was rebuilt in 1540, when it was given a graceful circular staircase and vaulted Gothic ceilings. Most of the work on the present cathedral, however, was done in the 19th century. The remains of Ponce de León are behind a marble tomb in the wall near the transept, on the north side. The trompe l’oeil work on the inside of the dome is breathtaking. Unfortunately, many of the other frescoes suffer from water damage.  | 151 Calle Cristo, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/722–0861 | www.catedralsanjuan.com | $1 donation suggested | Mon.–Sat. 8–5, Sun. 8–4:30. 

Convento de los Dominicos.

 Built by Dominican friars in 1523, this convent often served as a shelter during Carib Indian attacks and, more recently, as headquarters for the Antilles command of the U.S. Army. Now home to some offices of the Institute of Puerto Rican Culture, the beautifully restored building contains the Galería Nacional, displaying religious manuscripts, artifacts, and art. The institute also maintains a book and music shop on the premises. Classical concerts are held here occasionally. However, it was closed at last visit until further notice, pending repairs.  | 98 Calle Norzagaray, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/721–6866 | Free | Mon.–Sat. 9–5. 

La Fortaleza.

 Sitting atop the fortified city walls overlooking the harbor, the Fortaleza was built in 1533 as a fortress—and not a very good one. It was attacked numerous times and was occupied twice, by the British in 1598 and the Dutch in 1625. When El Morro and the city’s other fortifications were finished, the Fortaleza was transformed into the governor’s palace. Numerous changes have been made to the original primitive structure over the past four centuries, resulting in the current eclectic yet eye-pleasing collection of marble and mahogany, medieval towers, and stained-glass galleries. It is still the official residence of the island’s governor and is the Western Hemisphere’s oldest executive mansion in continual use. Guided tours are conducted several times a day in English and Spanish; both include a short video presentation. Call ahead, as tours are often canceled because of official functions. The tours begin near the main gate in a yellow building called the Real Audiencia, housing the Oficina Estatal de Preservación Histórica.  | Western end of Calle Fortaleza, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/721–7000 | www.fortaleza.gobierno.pr | Free | Weekdays 8–4. 

Museo de las Américas.

 On the second floor of the imposing former military barracks, Cuartel de Ballajá, the museum’s permanent exhibit, Las Artes Populares en las Américas, focuses on the popular art and folk art of Latin America, including religious figures, musical instruments, basketwork, costumes, and farming and other implements. It’s a small exhibit, worth a look if you’re visiting other nearby attractions.  | Calle Norzagaray and Calle del Morro, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/724–5052 | www.museolasamericas.org | $3 | Tues. and Wed. and weekends 10–4, Thurs. and Fri. 9–4. 

Museo de Nuestra Raíz Africana.

 The Institute of Puerto Rican Culture created this museum to help Puerto Ricans understand African influences in island culture. On display over two floors are African musical instruments, documents relating to the slave trade, and a list of African words that have made it into popular Puerto Rican culture.  | 101 Calle San Sebastián, Plaza de San José, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/724–4294 | www.icp.gobierno.pr | $2 | Tues.–Sat. 8:30–4:30. 

Paseo de la Princesa.

 This street with a broad pedestrian walkway is spruced up with flowers, trees, benches, and street lamps and unfurls westward from Plaza del Immigrante along the base of the fortified city walls. It leads to the Fuente Raices, a striking fountain depicting the various ethnic groups of Puerto Rico. Take a seat and watch the boats zip across the water. Beyond the fountain is the beginning of Paseo del Morro, a well-paved shoreline path that hugs Old San Juan’s walls and leads past the city gate at Calle San Juan and continues to the tip of the headland, beneath El Morro.

Plaza de Armas.

 The Old City’s original main square was once used as military drilling grounds. Bordered by Calles San Francisco, Rafael Codero, San José, and Cruz, it has a fountain with 19th-century statues representing the four seasons as well as a bandstand and a small café. The Alcaldía commands the north side. This is one of the most popular meeting places in Old San Juan, so you’re likely to encounter everyone from artists sketching caricatures to street preachers imploring the wicked to repent.

Plaza de Colón.

 A statue of Christopher Columbus stands atop a soaring column and fountain in this bustling Old San Juan square catercorner to Castillo San Cristóbal. Originally called St. James Square, it was renamed in honor of Columbus on the 400th anniversary of his arrival in Puerto Rico. Bronze plaques on the statue’s base relate various episodes in the life of the great explorer. On the north side of the plaza is a terminal for buses to and from San Juan.

GREATER SAN JUAN

Taxis, buses, públicos (shared vans), or a rental car are needed to reach the points of interest in “new” San Juan. Avenida Muñoz Rivera, Avenida Ponce de León, and Avenida Fernández Juncos are the main thoroughfares that cross Puerta de Tierra, east of Old San Juan, to the business and tourist districts of Santurce, Condado, Ocean Park, and Isla Verde. Dos Hermanos Bridge connects Puerta de Tierra with Miramar, Condado, and Isla Grande. Isla Grande Airport, from which you can take short hops, is on the bay side of the bridge. On the other side, the Condado Lagoon is bordered by Avenida Ashford, which threads past the high-rise Condado hotels and Avenida Baldorioty de Castro Expreso, which barrels east to the airport and beyond. Due south of the lagoon is Miramar, a residential area with fashionable turn-of-the-20th-century homes and a few hotels and restaurants. Isla Verde, with its glittering beachfront hotels, casinos, discos, and public beach, is to the east, near the airport.

What to See

El Capitolio.

 The white-marble Capitol, a fine example of Italian Renaissance style, dates from 1929. The grand rotunda, which can be seen from all over San Juan, was completed in the late 1990s. Fronted by eight Corinthian columns, it’s a very dignified home for the commonwealth’s constitution. Although the Senate and the House of Representatives have offices in the more modern buildings on either side, the Capitol is where the legislators meet. You can also watch the legislature in action—note that the action is in Spanish—when it is in session, most often Monday and Thursday. Guided tours, which range between 30 minutes and two hours and include visits to the rotunda and other parts of the building, are by appointment only.  | Av. Constitución, Puerta de Tierra 00902 | 787/721–5200 Ext. 4609 or 4611  | www.oslpr.org  | Free | Daily 8:30–5. 

Fodor’s Choice | Museo de Arte Contemporáneo de Puerto Rico.

$ |  This Georgian-style structure, once a public school, displays a dynamic range of works by both established and up-and-coming Latin American artists. Many of the works on display have strong political messages, including pointed commentaries on Puerto Rico’s status as a commonwealth. Only a small part of the more than 900 works in the permanent collection is on display at any time, but it might be anything from an exhibit of ceramics to a screening of videos.  | 1220 Av. Ponce de León, at Av. R. H. Todd, Santurce 00909 | 787/977–4030 | www.museocontemporaneopr.org | Free | Tues.–Sat. 10–4, Sun. noon–4. 

Fodor’s Choice | Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico.

One of the biggest museums in the Caribbean, this 130,000-square-foot building was once known as San Juan Municipal Hospital. The beautiful neoclassical building, dating from the 1920s, proved to be too small to house the museum’s permanent collection of Puerto Rican art dating from the 17th century to the present. The solution was to build a new east wing, which is dominated by a five-story-tall stained-glass window, the work of local artist Eric Tabales.

The collection starts with works from the colonial era, most of them commissioned for churches. Here you’ll find works by José Campeche, the island’s first great painter. His Immaculate Conception, finished in 1794, is a masterpiece. Also well represented is Francisco Oller y Cestero, who was the first to move beyond religious subjects to paint local scenes. His influence is still felt today. A gallery on the third floor is filled with works by artists inspired by Oller. There’s much more to the museum, including a beautiful garden filled with a variety of native flora and a 400-seat theater that’s worth seeing for its remarkable hand-crocheted lace curtain.  | 299 Av. José De Diego, Santurce  00910 | 787/977–6277 | www.mapr.org | $6 | Tues.–Sat. 10–4, Sun. noon–4. 

Museo de Historia, Antropología y Arte.

 The Universidad de Puerto Rico’s Museum of History, Anthropology and Art has archaeological and historical exhibits that deal with the Native American influence on the island and the Caribbean, the colonial era, and the history of slavery. Art displays are occasionally mounted; the museum’s prize exhibit is the painting El Velorio (“The Wake”), by the 19th-century artist Francisco Oller.  | Av. Ponce de León, Río Piedras 00931 | 787/764–0000 Ext. 5852 | www.uprrp.edu | Free | Mon. and Tues. and Thurs. and Fri. 9–4:30, Wed. 9–8:30, Sun. 11–5. 

SAN JUAN ENVIRONS

Casa Bacardí Visitor Center. 

Exiled from Cuba, the Bacardí family built a small rum distillery here in the 1950s. Today it’s the world’s largest, with the capacity to produce 100,000 gallons of spirits a day and 21 million cases a year. You can hop on a little tram to take an approximately 45-minute tour of the visitor center, though you can no longer visit the distillery itself. Yes, you’ll be offered a sample. If you don’t want to drive, you can reach the factory by taking the ferry from Pier 2 for 50¢ each way and then a público (public van service) from the ferry pier to the factory for about $2 or $3 per person.  | Road 165, Rte. 888, Km 2.6, Cataño  00962 | 787/788–1500 or 787/788–8400 | www.casabacardi.org | Free | Mon.–Sat. 9–6, last tour at 4:30; Sun. 10–5, last tour at 3:45. 

Parque de las Ciencias Luis A. Ferré.

 The 42-acre Luis A. Ferré Science Park contains a collection of intriguing activities and displays. The Transportation Museum has antique cars and the island’s oldest bicycle. In the Rocket Plaza, children can experience a flight simulator, and in the planetarium the solar system is projected on the ceiling. Also on-site are a small zoo and a natural-science exhibit. It’s a long drive from central San Juan, though.  | Rte. 167, Bayamón  00959 | 787/740–6878 | $5  | Wed.–Fri. 9–4, weekends 10–6. 

Ruinas de Caparra. 

In 1508, Ponce de León established the island’s first settlement here. The Caparra Ruins—a few crumbling walls—are what remains of an ancient fort. The small Museo de la Conquista y Colonización de Puerto Rico (Museum of the Conquest and Colonization of Puerto Rico) contains historical documents, exhibits, and excavated artifacts, though you can see the museum’s contents in less time than it takes to say the name. Both the ruins and the museum are maintained by the Puerto Rican Institute of Culture.  | Rte. 2, Km 6.6, Guaynabo  00966 | 787/781–4795 | www.icp.gobierno.pr | Free | Weekdays 8–4:30. 

EASTERN PUERTO RICO

Fodor’s Choice | El Yunque.

 More than 28,000 acres of verdant foliage and rare wildlife make up El Yunque, the only rain forest within the U.S. National Forest system. Formally known as the El Yunque National Forest, El Yunque’s odd name is believed to be derived from the Taíno word yukiyú (good spirit), although some people say it comes directly from yunque, the Spanish word for “anvil,” because some of the forest’s peaks have flattened tops. More than 100 billion gallons of precipitation fall here annually, spawning rushing streams and cascades, 240 tree species, and oversize impatiens and ferns. In the evening, millions of inch-long coquís (tree frogs) begin their calls. El Yunque is also home to the cotorra, Puerto Rico’s endangered green parrot, as well as 67 other types of birds.

The forest’s 13 hiking trails are well maintained; many of them are easy to walk and less than a mile long. Before you begin exploring, check out the high-tech interactive displays—explaining rain forests in general and El Yunque in particular—at El Portal Rainforest Center (Rte. 191, Km 4.3  00745 | 787/888–1880 | www.fs.fed.us/r8/caribbean), the information center near the northern entrance. This is also a good place to pick up a map of the park and talk to rangers about weather conditions or which trails are open. You can stock up on water, snacks, film, and souvenirs at the small gift shop. The center is open daily from 9 to 5; admission is $3. The park itself, which is free, is open daily 7:30 to 6. 

Fajardo. | Photo

 Founded in 1772, Fajardo has historical notoriety as a port where pirates stocked up on supplies. It later developed into a fishing community and an area where sugarcane flourished. (There are still cane fields on the city’s fringes.) Today it’s a hub for the yachts that use its marinas; the divers who head to its good offshore sites; and the day-trippers who travel by catamaran, ferry, or plane to the out-islands of Culebra and Vieques. With the most-significant docking facilities on the island’s eastern side, Fajardo is often congested and difficult to navigate.

Fajardo is the gateway to the 316-acre Reserva Natural Las Cabezas de San Juan (Rte. 987, Km 6  00738 | 787/722–5882 weekdays, 787/860–2560 weekends | www.fideicomiso.org), a natural preserve where you can wander down boardwalks through seven ecosystems, including lagoons, mangrove swamps, and dry-forest areas. It’s a half-hour hike to mangrove-lined Laguna Grande, which at night glows with bioluminescent microorganisms. Call ahead for mandatory guided tours, which are given Wednesday to Sunday at 8:30, 9:30, 10, 10:30, and 2. Admission is $7. 

VIEQUES AND CULEBRA

Culebra.

 Culebra is known around the world for its curvaceous coastline. Playa Flamenco, the tiny island’s most famous stretch of sand, is considered one of the two or three best beaches in the world. If Playa Flamenco gets too crowded, as it often does around Easter and Christmas, there are many other beaches that will be nearly deserted. There’s archaeological evidence that Taíno and Carib peoples lived on Culebra long before the arrival of the Spanish in the late 15th century. The Spanish didn’t bother laying claim to it until 1886; its dearth of freshwater made it an unattractive location for a settlement. Although the island now has modern conveniences, its pace seems little changed from a century ago. There’s only one town, Dewey, named after U.S. Admiral George Dewey. When the sun goes down, Culebra winds down as well. But during the day it’s a delightful place to stake out a spot on Playa Flamenco or Playa Soni and read, swim, or search for shells. So what causes stress on the island? Nada. 

Fodor’s Choice | Vieques.

 This island off Puerto Rico’s east coast is famed for its Playa Sun Bay, a gorgeous stretch of sand with picnic facilities and shade trees. In May 2003, the U.S. Navy withdrew from its military operations and turned over two-thirds of Vieques to the local government, which is transforming it into the Vieques National Wildlife Refuge. Vieques has two communities—Isabel Segunda, where the ferries dock, and the smaller Esperanza. Both have restaurants and hotels that will surprise you with their sophistication.

In addition to great beaches, Vieques has a special bioluminescent bay, an attraction that draws visitors from all over the world. Puerto Mosquito Bay is best experienced on moonless nights, when millions of bioluminescent organisms glow when disturbed—it’s like swimming in a cloud of fireflies. If you’re on the island, this is a not-to-be-missed experience. Several local companies lead trips to the bay, either by kayak or by nonpolluting electric boats.

SOUTHERN PUERTO RICO

Fodor’s Choice | Bosque Estatal de Guánica.

 A United Nations Biosphere Reserve, the Guánica State Forest is a great place for hiking expeditions. It’s an outstanding example of a tropical dry coastal forest, with some 700 species of plants ranging from the prickly pear cactus to the gumbo limbo tree. It’s also one of the best places on the island for bird-watching, as there are more than 100 types of bird, including the pearly-eyed thrasher, the lizard cuckoo, and the nightjar. One of the most popular hikes is the Ballena Trail, which begins at the ranger station on Route 334. This easy 1.2-mi (2-km) walk, which follows a partially paved road, takes you past a mahogany plantation to a dry plain covered with stunted cactus. A sign reading guayacán centenario leads you to an extraordinary guayacán tree with a trunk that measures 6 feet across.  | Rte. 334, 333, or 325  00653 | 787/821–5706 | Free | Daily 9–5.

Ponce.

 The island’s second-largest urban area, Ponce shines in 19th-century style with pink-marble-bordered sidewalks, painted trolleys, and horse-drawn carriages. Stroll around the main square, the Plaza de las Delicias, with its perfectly pruned India-laurel fig trees, graceful fountains, gardens, and park benches. View the Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Guadalupe (Our Lady of Guadalupe Cathedral), perhaps even attend the 6 am Mass, and walk down Calles Isabel and Cristina to see turn-of-the-20th-century wooden houses with wrought-iron balconies.

The Castillo Serrallés is a splendid Spanish Revival mansion on Vigía Hill. This former residence of the owners of the Don Q rum distillery has been restored with a mix of original furnishings and antiques that recalls the era of the sugar barons. A short film details the history of the sugar and rum industries; tours are given every half hour in English and Spanish. You can also just stroll through the lovely gardens for a reduced admission fee. The 100-foot-tall concrete cross (La Cruceta del Vigía) behind the museum has a windowed elevator, which you can ascend for views of Ponce.  | 17 El Vigía, El Vigía  00730 | 787/259–1774 | home.coqui.net/castserr | $6, $9 includes admission to Cruceta El Vigía | Tues.–Thurs. 9:30–5, Fri.–Sun. 9:30–5:30. 

At the Centro Ceremonial Indígena de Tibes, you can find pre-Taíno ruins and burials dating from ad 300 to 700. Some archaeologists, noting the symmetrical arrangement of stone pillars, surmise that the cemetery may have been of great religious significance. Be sure to visit the small museum before taking a walking tour of the site.  | Tibes Indian Ceremonial Center, Rte. 503, Km 2.8, Barrio Tibes 00730 | 787/840–2255 or 787/840–5685 | ponce.inter.edu/tibes/tibes.html | $3 | Tues.–Sun. 9–noon and 1–4. 

Fodor’s Choice | Just outside Ponce, Hacienda Buena Vista  is a 19th-century coffee plantation. It’s a technological marvel—water from the nearby Río Canas was funneled into narrow brick channels that could be diverted to perform any number of tasks, including turning the waterwheel. (Seeing the two-story-tall wheel slowly begin to turn is thrilling, especially for kids.) Nearby is the two-story manor house, filled with furniture that gives a sense of what it was like to live on a coffee plantation nearly 150 years ago. The tours are by reservation only, so make sure to call several days ahead. After seeing the plantation, you can buy coffee beans and other souvenirs at the gift shop. Allow yourself an hour to travel the winding road from Ponce.  | Rte. 123, Km 16.8, Sector Corral Viejo  00730 | 787/722–5882 weekdays, 787/284–7020 weekends | $7.50 | Wed.–Sun., by reservation only. 

Fodor’s Choice | Museo de Arte de Ponce.
 This building—designed by Edward Durrell Stone, who also designed the original Museum of Modern Art in New York City and the Kennedy Center in Washington, D.C.—is easily identified by the hexagonal galleries on the second story and underwent a major renovation before reopening in 2010. It has one of the best art collections in Latin America, which is why residents of San Juan frequently make the trip down to Ponce. The 3,000-piece collection includes works by famous Puerto Rican artists such as Francisco Oller, represented by a lovely landscape called Hacienda Aurora. There are plenty of European works on display as well, including paintings by Peter Paul Rubens and Thomas Gainsborough. The highlight of the European collection is the Pre-Raphaelite paintings, particularly the mesmerizing Flaming June, by Frederick Leighton, which has become the museum’s unofficial symbol. Watch for special exhibits, such as a recent one examining the work of Rodin.  | 2325 Av. Las Américas, Sector Santa María  00730 | 787/848–0505 | www.museoarteponce.org | $5 | Daily 10–5. 

Two superlative examples of early-20th-century architecture house the Museo de la Historia de Ponce, where 10 rooms of exhibits vividly re-create Ponce’s golden years, providing fascinating glimpses into the worlds of culture, high finance, and journalism in the 19th century. The descriptions are mostly in Spanish, but displays of clothing from different eras still are interesting to see.  | 51–53 Calle Isabel, Ponce Centro  00730 | 787/844–7042 | Free | Tues.–Sat. 9–5. 

Fodor’s Choice | You haven’t seen a firehouse until you’ve seen the Parque de Bombas, a structure built in 1882 for an exposition and converted to a firehouse the following year. Today it’s a museum tracing the history—and glorious feats—of Ponce’s fire brigade.  | Plaza de las Delicias, Ponce Centro  00716 | 787/284–3338 | Free | Wed.–Mon. 9–5:30. 

San Germán.

 Around San Germán’s (population 39,000) two main squares—Plazuela Santo Domingo and Plaza Francisco Mariano Quiñones (named for an abolitionist)—are buildings done in every conceivable style of architecture found on the island, including Mission, Victorian, creole, and Spanish colonial. The city’s tourist office offers a free, guided trolley tour. Students and professors from the Inter-American University often fill the center’s bars and cafés.

One of the oldest Christian religious structures in the Americas, the Capilla de Porta Coeli (Heaven’s Gate Chapel) overlooks the long, rectangular Plazuela de Santo Domingo. It’s not a grand building, but its position at the top of a stone stairway gives it a noble demeanor. It was Queen Isabel Segunda who decreed that the Dominicans build a church and monastery in San Germán. A rudimentary structure was built in 1609, replaced in 1692 by the structure that can still be seen today. (Sadly, the monastery was demolished in 1866, leaving only a vestige of its facade.) It now functions as a museum of religious art, displaying painted wooden statuary by Latin American and Spanish artists.  | East end of Plazuela Santo Domingo 00667 | 787/892–5845 | www.icp.gobierno.pr | Free | Wed.–Sun. 8:30–noon and 1–4:15. 

Western and Central Puerto Rico

The Puerto Rico Tourism Company calls the western side of the island Porta del Sol and maintains a separate Web site to highlight travel options in the region.

Bosque Estatal de Río Abajo.

 In the middle of karst country—a region of limestone deposits that is peppered with fissures, caves, and underground streams—the Río Abajo State Forest spans some 5,000 acres and includes huge bamboo stands and silk-cotton trees. Walking trails wind through the forest, which is one of the habitats of the rare Puerto Rican parrot. An information office is near the entrance, and a recreation area with picnic tables is farther down the road.  | Rte. 621, Km 4.4  00641 | 787/817–0984 | Free | Daily dawn–dusk.

Cabo Rojo.

 Named for the pinkish cliffs that surround it, Cabo Rojo was founded in 1771 as a port for merchant vessels—and for the smugglers and pirates who inevitably accompanied oceangoing trade. Today the region is known as a family resort destination, and many small, inexpensive hotels line its shores. Seaside settlements such as Puerto Real and Joyuda—the latter has a strip of more than 30 seafood restaurants overlooking the water—are found along the coast. Although you can hike in wildlife refuges at the outskirts of the town of Cabo Rojo, there aren’t any area outfitters, so be sure to bring along water, sunscreen, and all other necessary supplies. The neoclassical Cabo Rojo Lighthouse marks the southwesternmost tip of the island. 

Mayagüez.

 With a population of slightly more than 100,000, this is the largest city on Puerto Rico’s west coast. Although bypassed by the mania for restoration that has spruced up Ponce and Old San Juan, Mayagüez is graced by some lovely turn-of-the-20th-century architecture, such as the landmark art deco Teatro Yagüez and the Plaza de Colón.

Puerto Rico’s only zoo, the 35-acre Zoológico de Puerto Rico, is just north of downtown. After $13 million in renovations, it’s looking pretty spiffy. New on the scene is a 45-foot-tall aviary, which allows you to walk through a rain forest environment as tropical birds fly freely above your head. There’s also a new butterfly park where you can let brilliant blue morphos land on your hand, and an arthropodarium where you can get up close and personal with spiders and their kin. There is a $3 charge for parking.  | Rte. 108, north of Rte. 65  00680  | 787/834–8110 | www.parquesnacionalespr.com | $10 | Wed.–Sun. 8:30–4. 

Fodor’s Choice | Observatorio de Arecibo.

 Hidden among pine-covered hills is the world’s largest radar–radio telescope. Operated by the National Astronomy and Ionosphere Center of Cornell University, the 20-acre dish lies in a 563-foot-deep sinkhole in the karst landscape. If the 600-ton platform hovering eerily over the dish looks familiar, it may be because it can be glimpsed in scenes from the movie Contact. (And yes, the dish has been used to search for extraterrestrial life.) You can walk around the viewing platform and explore two levels of interactive exhibits on planetary systems, meteors, and weather phenomena in the visitor center.  | Rte. 625, Km 3.0 | 787/878–2612 | www.naic.edu | $6  | Daily 9–4, Dec. 15–Jan. 15 and June 1–July 31; Wed.–Sun. 9–4, Jan. 16–May 31 and Aug. 1–Dec. 14.

Fodor’s Choice | Parque de las Cavernas del Río Camuy

contains one of the world’s largest cave networks. After watching an introductory film, a tram takes you down a trail shaded by bamboo and banana trees to Cueva Clara, where the stalactites and stalagmites turn the entrance into a toothy grin. Hour-long guided tours in English and Spanish lead you on foot through the 180-foot-high cave, which is teeming with wildlife. You’re likely to see the blue-eyed river crams and long-legged tarantulas. More elusive are the bats that make their home here. They don’t come out until dark, but you can feel the heat they generate at the cave’s entrance. The visit ends with a tram ride to the Tres Pueblos sinkhole, where you can see the third-longest underground river in the world passing from one cave to another. Tours are first-come, first-served; plan to arrive early on weekends, when locals join the crowds. There’s a picnic area, cafeteria, and gift shop.  | Rte. 129, Km 18.9 | 787/898–3100  | $10 | Wed.–Sun. 8–4; last tour at 3:30.

Rincón.

 Jutting out into the ocean along the rugged western coast, Rincón, meaning “corner” in Spanish, may have gotten its name because of how it is nestled in a corner of the coastline. The town jumped into the surfing spotlight after hosting the World Surfing Championship in 1968. Although the beat here picks up from October through April, when the waves are the best, Rincón, basically laid-back and unpretentious, is seeing a lot of development. If you visit between December and February, you might get a glimpse of the humpback whales that winter off the coast. Because of its unusual setting, Rincón’s layout can be a little disconcerting. The main road, Route 413, loops around the coast, and many beaches and sights are on dirt roads intersecting it. 
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WHERE TO EAT IN PUERTO RICO
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Your palate will be pleasantly amused by the range of dining choices available in Puerto Rico. In San Juan you can find restaurants serving everything from Italian to Thai, as well as superb local eateries serving comida criolla (traditional home-style Puerto Rican food). No matter your price range or taste, San Juan is a great place to eat.

What to Wear

Dress codes vary greatly, though a restaurant’s price category is a good indicator of its formality. For less-expensive places, anything but beachwear is fine. Ritzier eateries will expect collared shirts for men (jacket and tie requirements are rare) and chic attire for women. When in doubt, do as the Puerto Ricans often do and dress up.

EATING AND DRINKING WELL IN PUERTO RICO

With innovative, gourmet restaurants opening around the island, more chefs and restaurateurs are developing menus in the line of a Nuevo Latino cuisine. Nevertheless even the most modern chefs here include traditional ingredients as they update old favorites.

Standard meats like chicken, fish, and lamb are given an added zest by sauces made from such tropical fruits as tamarind, mango, or guava. Puerto Rican cooking uses a lot of local vegetables: plantains are cooked a hundred different ways, and rice and beans are accompaniments to almost every dish. Yams and other root vegetables are served baked, fried, stuffed, boiled, and mashed. Sofrito—a garlic, onion, sweet pepper, coriander, oregano, and tomato puree—is used as a base for practically everything. Arroz con pollo (chicken with rice), sancocho (beef or chicken and tuber soup), and encebollado (steak and onions) are all typical plates. Also look for fritters served along highways and beaches. You may find empanadillas (stuffed fried turnovers), sorullitos (cheese-stuffed corn sticks), and bacalaítos (codfish fritters).

BLACK GOLD

Cultivated at high altitudes in cool, moist air and mineral-rich soil, the island’s beans (called cherries) are black and aromatic. The island’s dominant bean is the arabica, known as the richest and most flavorful among the coffee varieties. A lengthy ripening process acts as a sort of “pre-brew,” imbuing the bean with a rich flavor and a slightly sweet aftertaste. Look for local brands: Yauco Selecto, Rioja, Yaucono, Cafe Rico, Crema, Adjuntas, Coqui, and Alto Grande Super Premium. Alto Grande, guaranteed to have been grown at high altitudes, has gained the most fame off the island.

Cocina Criolla: Cocina criolla—literally, the creole kitchen—is an aggregate of Caribbean cuisines, sharing basic ingredients common to Cuban, Dominican, and even Brazilian culinary traditions. Conventional wisdom says that the secret of the cocina criolla depends on the use of sofrito, achiote (the inedible fruit of a small Caribbean shrub whose seeds are sometimes ground as a spice), lard, and the caldero (cooking pot).

Local Seafood: Lunch and dinner generally start with crunchy cod fritters or sopón de pescado, a classic fish soup made with garlic and spices plus onions and tomatoes. Fried fish is popular, served with mojo isleño, a sauce made with olives, onions, pimientos, capers, tomatoes, and vinegar.

Indigenous Fruits and Vegetables: Tropical fruits often wind up at the table in the form of delicious juices. A local favorite is pineapple juice from crops grown in the north of the island. Coconut, mango, papaya, lime, and tamarind are other local favorites. Puerto Rico is home to terrific lesser-known fruits; these include the caimito (also called a star apple), quenepa (a Spanish lime with a yellow sweet-tart pulp surrounded by a tight, thin skin), and zapote (a plum-size fruit that tastes like peach, avocado, and vanilla). The Plaza del Mercado in the Santurce sector of San Juan is a good place to look for the unusual.

Plantains and Mofongo: Plátanos, or plantains, are related to bananas but are larger and starchier. They are served mostly as side dishes and may be eaten green or ripe. They can be fried, baked, boiled, or roasted and served either whole or in slices. Of all the delicious plantain preparations, one of the tastiest is also the simplest—mofongo. Green plantains are mashed with a wooden pilón, mixed with garlic and other flavorings and fried in a pan. Served plain, it’s often a side dish. But when it’s stuffed with chicken, beef, or some other meat, mofongo becomes one of Puerto Rico’s signature entrées.

Rice: Rice is omnipresent. It can be served “white” with kidney beans but most often it’s served with habichuelas (red beans). Rice stuck to the pot, known as pegao, is the most highly prized, full of all the ingredients that have sunk to the bottom.

Rum: Although rum was first exported in 1897, it took a bit longer for it to become the massive industry it is today. The Bacardí family set up shop near San Juan in 1959. Their company’s product, lighter-bodied than those produced by most other distilleries, gained favor around the world. Today Puerto Rico produces more than 35 million gallons of rum a year. You might say it’s the national drink.

OLD SAN JUAN

Aguaviva. | Map

$$$–$$$$ | SEAFOOD |  The name means “jellyfish,” which explains why this ultracool, ultramodern place has dim blue lighting like a tranquil ocean, and lamps shaped like jellyfish floating overhead. Elegantly groomed oysters and clams float on cracked ice along the raw bar. Eating here is like submerging oneself into the ocean. The extensive menu is alive with inventive ceviches, some with tomato or roasted red peppers and olives, and fresh takes on such classics as paella. For something more filling, try dorado served with a shrimp salsa or tuna accompanied by seafood enchiladas. You could also empty out your wallet for one of the torres del mar, or “towers of the sea.” This gravity-defying dish comes hot or cold and includes oysters, mussels, shrimp—you name it. Oh, and don’t pass up the lobster mashed potatoes. Those alone are worth the trip—and the wait.  | 364 Calle Fortaleza, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/722–0665 | www.oofrestaurants.com  | Reservations not accepted | AE, D, MC, V | Closed Sun.

Barú. | Map

$$–$$$ | ECLECTIC |  A global menu has earned Barú a solid reputation among sanjuaneros, so this stylishly contemporary restaurant in a colonial town home with original tile floor is often crowded. The dishes, some served in medium-size portions so you can order several and share, range from Middle Eastern to Asian to Caribbean. Favorites include almond-crusted goat cheese with mango sauce and yucca chips, and carpaccio made from beef, tuna, or salmon. More substantial fare includes risotto with porcini mushrooms and goat cheese, filet mignon with horseradish mashed potatoes, and pork ribs with a ginger-tamarind glaze. The dining room, in a beautifully renovated colonial house, is dark and mysterious. You can dine on high stools at the bar. Wine servings here are generous.  | 150 Calle San Sebastián, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/977–7107 | www.barupr.com  | AE, MC, V | Closed Mon. No lunch. 

Dragonfly. | Map

$$–$$$ | ASIAN |  It’s not hard to find this little restaurant—it’s the one with waitresses in Chinese blouses beckoning you in off the sidewalk. If you can stand the wait on weekends—as you undoubtedly will have to, because reservations aren’t accepted—you’ll get to sample chef Severo Duran’s Latin-Asian cuisine. (The best way to avoid a frustrating wait is to come midweek, or when it opens at 6 pm.) The platos (plates) are meant to be shared, so order several for your table. Favorites include pork-and-plantain dumplings with an orange dipping sauce, smoked-salmon pizza with wasabi salsa, and lamb spareribs with a tamarind glaze. It has sushi, but at exorbitant prices. Budget hounds should stick to the delicious chicken and vegetable chow mein. The two-tier dining room, all done up in Chinese red, resembles an opium den.  | 364 Calle Fortaleza, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/977–3886 | www.oofrestaurants.com  | Reservations not accepted | AE, MC, V | No lunch. 

El Picoteo. | Map

$$–$$$ | SPANISH |  You could make a meal of the small dishes that dominate the menu at this tapas restaurant, on a mezzanine balcony at the Hotel El Convento. You won’t go wrong ordering the sweet sausage in brandy or the turnovers stuffed with lobster and passing them around the table. If you’re not into sharing, there are five different kinds of paella that arrive on huge plates. There’s a long, lively bar inside; one dining area overlooks a pleasant courtyard, whereas the other looks out onto Calle Cristo. Even if you have dinner plans elsewhere, consider stopping here for a nightcap or a midday pick-me-up.  | Hotel El Convento, 100 Calle Cristo, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/723–9202 | www.elconvento.com  | AE, DC, MC, V. 

El Toro Salao. | Map

$$–$$ | SPANISH |  The name means “The Salty Bull,” and there’s something about this place that makes its moniker entirely appropriate. (And it’s not just the bullfighting posters that decorate one of the two-story-high walls.) This popular tapas restaurant was opened by Emilio Figueroa, who helped turn the southern end of Calle Fortaleza into the city’s top dining destination: he owns half a dozen restaurants at the east end of Calle Fortaleza and around the corner on Plaza Somohano. There are plenty of small dishes to share, as well as heartier fare such as blackened tuna in sweet paprika sauce and grilled octopus with a sun-dried-tomato vinaigrette. The dining room, with a bar illuminated in lusty red, is pleasant enough, but the tables that spill onto the adjacent cobblestone square are even better.  | 367 Calle Tetuán, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/722–3330 | www.oofrestaurants.com  | AE, MC, V. 

Fodor’s Choice | La Fonda del Jibarito. | Map

$–$$ | CARIBBEAN |  The menus are handwritten and the tables wobble, but sanjuaneros have favored this casual, no-frills, family-run restaurant—tucked away on a quiet cobbled street—for years. The conch ceviche, goat fricassee, and shredded beef stew are among the specialties on the menu of typical Puerto Rican comida criollo dishes. The tiny back porch is filled with plants, and the dining room is filled with fanciful depictions of life on the street outside. The ever-present owner, Pedro J. Ruíz, is filled with the desire to ensure that everyone is happy. Troubadors serenade patrons, among them plenty of cruise-ship passengers when ships are in port.  | 280 Calle Sol, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/725–8375 | www.eljibaritopr.com  | Reservations not accepted | AE, MC, V. 

La Mallorquina. | Map

$$–$$$ | LATIN AMERICAN |  Dating from 1848, La Mallorquina is thought to be the island’s oldest restaurant. The menu is heavy on such basic Puerto Rican and Spanish fare as asopao and paella, but the old-fashioned atmosphere is what really recommends the place. Nattily attired staffers zip between tables set against peach-colored walls and beneath the whir of ceiling fans. They can be a bit short with tourists, however.  | 207 Calle San Justo, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/722–3261 | www.lamallorquinapr.com  | AE, MC, V | Closed Sun.

La Ostra Cosa. | Map

$$–$$$ | ECLECTIC |  This restaurant’s succulent prawns, grilled and served with garlic butter, are supposed to be aphrodisiacs. In fact, everything on the menu is rated for its love-inducing qualities. (Look out for those labeled “Ay, ay, ay!”) There are some seats indoors, but opt for a seat beneath the shade of a mango tree in the walled courtyard. With moonlight streaming through the trees, it’s one of the city’s prettiest alfresco dining spots. The gregarious owner, Alberto Nazario, brother of pop star Ednita Nazario, genuinely enjoys seeing his guests satisfied. He’ll sometimes take out a guitar and sing old folk songs. Don’t be surprised if the locals sing along.  | 154 Calle Cristo, Old San Juan  00901  | 787/722–2672 | AE, D, MC, V. 

Fodor’s Choice | Marmalade. | Map

$$$–$$$$ | CONTEMPORARY |  “Wow!” could well be your first reaction to entering Old San Juan’s hippest and finest restaurant. U.S.-born owner-chef Peter Schintler has created a chic class act, famous for its über-hip lounge bar. The restaurant’s sensual and minimalist orange-and-white decor features high-back chairs and corner cushion banquets beneath recessed halogens. The menu features local ingredients prepared in California-French fashion, resulting in complex flavors full of explosive fragrance. Begin with the scallop mojito with rum, mint, and fresh coconut and lime; then move to the honey-and-lime shrimp with baked jalapeño with sweet corn sauce and shellfish emulsion, or perhaps the braised Colorado lamb shank with Lebanese tabouleh pomegranate and minted yogurt. Leave room for the chocolate mousse—a divine work of art. Schintler, who apprenticed with Raymond Blanc and Gordon Ramsay, offers a monthly five-course tasting menu and an 11-course dinner with wine pairings. A $25 wine sampler lets you taste from 40 labels.  | 317 Calle Fortaleza, Old San Juan 00901 | 787/724–3969 | www.marmaladepr.com | Reservations essential | AE, D, MC, V | No lunch.

Panza. | Map

$$$–$$$$ | ECLECTIC |  Tucked discreetly within the lobby of Chateau Cervantes, this restaurant recently reopened after a total remake, with a new chef and menu and a trendy and sophisticated new livery. The menu is a wonderful mix of different-size dishes, so you can have your own or share a few with friends. Our favorites include cream of potato and truffle soup with crispy pancetta and tomato confit, and sautéed sea bass with Lyonnaisse potato, capers, and olives. The half-moon banquettes in the front window are the perfect place to sample any of the 550 wines from the eatery’s extensive cellars, or opt for a high stool at the bar with an oval recessed ceiling lighted by hidden orange lamps. Nice!  | Chateau Cervantes, 329 Calle Recinto Sur, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/724–7722 | www.cervantespr.com  | Reservations essential | AE, D, DC, MC, V | Closed Sun.

GREATER SAN JUAN

Ajili-Mójili. | Map

$$$ | CARIBBEAN |  A Puerto Rico landmark with a noble objective: cook like Grandma used to, largely with locally sourced ingredients. Gone are the white tablecloths, and the high prices that discouraged many. The food, however, is still executed with a flourish. The menu is a catalog of local favorites, including terrific piononos (meat or fish rolled in a sweet plantain with cheese), shrimp smothered in coconut, and mofongo with chorizo. Wash it all down with a delicious mangó bajito (rum with fresh mango juice). During the summer or fall the restaurant offers a taste of various Puerto Rican towns (El Sabor de los Pueblos), on a rotating two-week schedule. (By local demand, they repeat Loíza, known for its fritters.)  | 1006 Av. Ashford, Condado 00907 | 787/725–9195 | www.ajilimojilipr.com  | AE, D, MC, V. 

Budatai. | Map

$$$$ | ASIAN |  You’ll feel like you’re entering a secret club when you arrive at this stylish spot on the third floor in Condado’s poshest shopping district. The restaurant is decked out in rich, dark colors with Chinese lanterns that look like they were designed by Salvador Dalí. The attentive service and the elegantly dressed crowd, however, never feel stuffy, and the menu doesn’t shirk on substance either. The brainchild of noted chef Roberto Treviño, it’s a seamless mix of Latin-accented Pan-Asian food, including duck fried rice with sweet plantains and halibut sashimi with coconut, yuzu, and toasted garlic. We couldn’t get enough of the calamari, fried for a few seconds in hot oil, then quickly sautéed with sweet onions. At this writing the upstairs outdoor terrace was being refurbished to create a more casual space to serve cocktails and small plates.  | 1056 Av. Ashford, Condado  00907 | 787/725–6919 | www.budatai.com | AE, MC, V. 

Chayote. | Map

$$$ | ECLECTIC |  Slightly off the beaten path, this chic eatery is definitely an “in” spot. The chef gives haute international dishes tropical panache. Starters include chayote stuffed with prosciutto, and yuca- and chorizo-crusted shrimp with saffron cream sauce. About half the entrées on the regularly changing menu are seafood dishes, including pan-seared tuna with a coconut-and-cilantro vinaigrette and red snapper served over a white yam puree. The sophisticated dining room, in the basement level of a newly chic hotel, is hung with works by local artists. It’s in Miramar, just a few blocks from Condado.  | Hotel Olimpo Court, 603 Av. Miramar, Miramar 00907 | 787/722–9385 | www.chayoterestaurant.com  | AE, MC, V | Closed Sun. and Mon. No lunch Sat.

Fodor’s Choice |  Il Mulino New York. | Map

$$$$ | ITALIAN | You’ll want for nothing at the San Juan outpost of the famed Manhattan restaurant, where a team of tuxedoed waiters effortlessly coordinates your entire meal experience. The dark-wood-paneled walls and heavy velvet drapes are an odd juxtaposition with the tropical climate, but everything about this place is elegant and tasteful. Garlic bread and antipasti arrive moments after you sit down, though you’ll want to pace yourself and leave room for the mammoth entrées to come. Standouts include rigatoni Bolognese, stuffed whole branzino (deboned tableside), and fresh pappardelle with sausage. A side of fried zucchini is a must. There’s no fusion or haute cuisine here, just solid Italian dishes, painstakingly executed to perfection. All this perfection comes at a price, though the shot of homemade grappa they offer at the end might help ease the shock.  | The Ritz-Carlton, San Juan, 6991 Av. de los Gobernadores, Isla Verde 00979 | 787/791–8632  | www.ilmulino.com  | Reservations essential  | AE, D, DC, MC, V  | No lunch.

Kasalta. | Map
$$–$$$ | CAFÉ |  Those who think coffee can never be too strong should make a beeline to Kasalta, which has an amazing pitch-black brew that will knock your socks off. Make your selection from the display cases full of luscious pastries, particularly the famous quesito (cream-cheese-filled puff pastry) and other tempting treats. Walk up to the counter and order a sandwich, such as the savory Cubano, or other items such as octopus salad. For dinner there are fish dishes and other, more substantial fare. Occasionally quality can be uneven, though, and some staff members are curt with tourists.  | 1966 Calle McLeary, Ocean Park 00911 | 787/727–7340 | www.kasalta.com  | AE, D, MC, V. 

La Dorada. | Map

$$$ | SEAFOOD |  This seafood establishment in the middle of Condado’s restaurant row is surprisingly affordable. The dining room isn’t much to look at—it’s more along the lines of a diner. The focus here is the food. The grilled seafood platter is the specialty, but there are plenty of other excellent dishes, including mahimahi in caper sauce and codfish in green sauce. The friendly staff is genuinely welcoming.  | 1105 Av. Magdalena, Condado  00907 | 787/722–9583 | AE, MC, V  | No lunch Mon.–Thurs.

Miró. | Map

$$$ | SPANISH |  Like its namesake, the painter Joan Miró, this small restaurant draws its inspiration from the Catalan region of Spain, where the cuisine is heavy on seafood and hearty tapas. Start with steamed clams with garlic or braised chorizo and peppers. Main courses include sizzling lamb chops, as well as grilled tuna with anchovy and caper butter or codfish in a red-pepper and eggplant sauce. Prints by the artist hang on the walls, adding an authentic touch to the maze of tiny dining rooms. Its location, on busy Avenida Ashford across from the San Juan Marriott Resort, means that the place is always packed.  | 1214 Av. Ashford, Condado  00907 | 787/723–9593 | AE, MC, V. 

Fodor’s Choice |  Pamela’s. | Map

$$$ | CARIBBEAN |  If you’ve always dreamed of a table for two on the beach, only steps from where crashing waves meet the shore, head to this local favorite in Ocean Park. If you prefer air-conditioning, an elegant glassed-in solarium awaits, complete with black cobblestone floors and slow-turning ceiling fans. The menu is a contemporary, creative mix of Caribbean spices and other tropical ingredients. The restaurant prides itself on its fresh seafood; we liked the artfully plated crabmeat Napoleon, served with avocado, chayote, and black bean as an appetizer. But the real show-stopper was the entrée: codfish with a spicy shrimp sofrito.  | Numero Uno Guesthouse, 1 Calle Santa Ana, Ocean Park  00911 | 787/726–5010 | www.numero1guesthouse.com/  | AE, MC, V. 

Fodor’s Choice |  Pikayo. | Map

$$$ | ECLECTIC | Celebrity chef and Puerto Rico native Wilo Benet’s flagship restaurant has moved from its Santurce location in the Museo de Arte de Puerto Rico to this more accessible spot (for tourists and locals alike) at the Conrad San Juan Condado Plaza hotel. At 10,000 square feet, it’s twice as large, and the impressive new digs are already drawing a big crowd. Works from local artists line the walls, and the atmosphere is elegant and formal, but never hushed. The menu offers a twist on traditional Puerto Rican classics as well as more international flavors. Start with a glass of Benet’s own wine, either a simple tempranillo (red) or an albariño (white). Then try some of the starters; particularly good are the pork belly sliders and the spicy tuna on crispy rice (known here as pegao). For main courses, Benet offers an addictive seafood risotto flecked with saffron, or tender Australian lamb chops with a rosemary demiglace. Don’t be surprised if Benet himself stops by your table to make sure everything is just to your liking.  | Conrad San Juan Condado Plaza, 999 Av. Ashford, Condado  00907 | 787/721–6194  | www.wilobenet.com | AE, D, DC, MC, V | No lunch.

EASTERN PUERTO RICO

Calizo. | Map

$$$ | SEAFOOD |  There’s a string of seafood shacks on the island’s northeastern coast, all serving delicious fried fish. This open-air eatery, one of the best in the village of Las Croabas, takes things up a notch or two. Look for dishes like conch salad in a spicy vinaigrette, mahimahi in a honey-and-white-wine sauce, or chunks of lobster sautéed in garlic. Wash it all down with an icy-cold beer on tap. It’s almost across from the Balneario Seven Seas, making it a great place to refuel after a day at the beach. The only drawback is that it’s a bit on the pricey side.  | Rte. 987, Las Croabas  00738 | 787/706–7337 | MC, V. 

Pasión por el Fogón. | Map

$$$–$$$$ | CARIBBEAN |  The name refers to the passion that chef Myrta Pérez Toledo possesses for taking traditional dishes and making them into something special. Pérez loves to present her dishes in unexpected ways—for example, the flank steak is rolled into a cylinder and stands on one end. But what makes this dish remarkable is the slightly sweet tamarind sauce that brings out the meat’s earthy flavors. If you’re a seafood lover, start with the lemony ceviche, and then move on to the lobster medallions broiled in butter. Owner Norma Guadaloupe, who will no doubt greet you at the door, often wears a brilliant shade of red that matches the main dining room’s walls. It seems to be a case of a food lover wearing her heart on her sleeve.  | Rte. 987, Km 2.3  00735 | 787/863–3502 | www.pasioporelfogon.com  | MC, V. 

VIEQUES AND CULEBRA

Fodor’s Choice | El Quenepo. | Map

$$–$$$ | ECLECTIC | Elegant yet unpretentious, this newcomer was the hottest act in town during our last visit, adding fine dining and a touch of class to the Esperanza waterfront. Local fruits such as quenepos and breadfruit find their way into the lively, work-of-art nouvelle dishes that owners Scott and Kate Cole call “fun, funky island food.” He plays chef while she plays consummate hostess. Kate likes to wear full-length cocktail dresses but says the dress code is “wet bikinis to wet ball gowns.” Start with a grilled Caesar salad followed by sensational seafood such as mofongo stuffed with shrimp and lobster in sweet-and-spicy criollo sauce. Oenophiles will appreciate the large wine list, heavy on South American labels, and the sangria is delicious.  | 148 Calle Flamboyan, Esperanza 00765 | 787/741–1215 | Reservations essential | MC, V | Closed Mon. No lunch.

Juanita Bananas. | Map

$$–$$$ | CARIBBEAN |  Trees overflowing with bananas, papayas, and passion fruit line the steep walkway that leads to one of Culebra’s best eateries. Chef Jennifer Daubon uses only the freshest local produce—she grows vegetables and herbs on an acre of land on the surrounding hillside. The menu changes with the seasons, but look for dishes like lobster limonjili (medallions of lobster in a fresh-lime-and-garlic sauce) and sizzling sushi-grade tuna. Monday is sushi night. The dining room, with its low lights, soft music, and expansive view, is romantic, and you can dine outside beneath an arbor.  | Calle Melones, Km 1  00775 | 787/742–3855 | www.juanitabananas.com  | Reservations essential | D, MC, V | Closed Tues.–Thurs. No lunch.

Mamacita’s. | Map

$–$$ | CONTINENTAL | Watching iguanas plodding along the dock is reason enough to dine at this simple open-air, tin-roofed restaurant on a rough-plank deck beside the Dewey canal. Tarpon cruise past in the jade waters below, and the to and fro of boaters also keeps patrons amused. Those are all good reasons why this is the gringo hangout in town, although we suspect that Mamacita’s down-home dishes play a part. The menu is heavy on burgers, but seafood dishes include an excellent mahimahi. And do try the killer smoothies. You’ll dine at tables painted in a rainbow of pastels adorned with floral motifs.  | Calle Castelar, Dewey 00775 | 787/742–0322 | www.mamacitasguesthouse.com  | MC, V. 

Mix on the Beach. | Map

$$$–$$$$ | ECLECTIC | Opened in spring 2010, the über-hip W Retreat & Spa has taken local dining to divine heights courtesy of celebrated chef Alain Ducasse, who graces Vieques with his luminous presence at the hotel’s Mix on the Beach. You’ll need a fat wallet to dine here, but you can reliably expect Ducasse’s artful French-Caribbean-Latino cuisine to be worth every penny. After all, he was the youngest chef ever to be honored with three Michelin stars and the only chef to earn the honor at three separate restaurants. Food aside, we’re enamored of its romantic dining terraces overlooking a sensational swimming pool complex.  | Route 200, Km 3.2, Isabel Segunda 00765 | 787/741–4100 | www.whotels.com/vieques | Reservations essential | AE, D, DC, MC, V.

SOUTHERN PUERTO RICO

Cabuqui. | Map

$$–$$$ | ECLECTIC |  On sweltering hot days, it takes a lot to make ponceños leave their homes. Yet they come out in droves to the tree-shaded courtyard of the Cubuqui in the Ponce center. When a breeze shakes the flower-covered branches, things cool down considerably. And if nature doesn’t cooperate, there are always the three air-conditioned dining rooms. The menu is extremely well traveled, stopping in Argentina (churrasco, or skirt steak, served with homemade chimichurri) and France (veal fillet in a red wine sauce) before heading back to Puerto Rico for such dishes as masitas de cerdo (chunks of perfectly seasoned pork). The wine list, which includes many bottles from Spain and Chile, is quite reasonable. There’s always live music, whether it’s a small band playing jazz or a single accordionist losing himself in a tango.  | 32 Calle Isabel, Ponce Centro  00730 | 787/984–5696 | AE, MC, V. 

Fodor’s Choice | Canela Café. | Map

$$–$$$ | MEDITERRANEAN |  It’s a bit out of the town center, but Ponce’s newest Mesón Gastronómico (a national designation reserved for the highest level of traditional Puerto Rican cuisine) is worth the effort to reach. The intimate second-level restaurant above an X-ray center is one of the south’s most creative and reliable. Chef Agnes Toledo-Rivera’s menu changes seasonally, focusing on local, organic produce, meats, and seafoods when possible, though global influences are apparent in dishes such as Moroccan-style rib-eye as well as roasted chicken breast with yuca-cilantro mofongo and applewood-smoked bacon. There’s a tapas menu for those who opt to sit at the bar and sample the extensive wine list. At this writing there was talk of relocating the restaurant closer to the beach, so give them a call before heading out.  | 509 Av. Tito Castro, northeast Ponce, Ponce 00716 | 787/284–6275 | www.canela-cafe.com  | AE, MC, V.

El Ancla. | Map

$$ | SEAFOOD |  Families favor this laid-back restaurant, whose dining room sits at the edge of the sea. The kitchen serves generous and affordable plates of fish, crab, and other fresh seafood with tostones (fried plantains), french fries, and garlic bread. Try the shrimp in garlic sauce, salmon fillet with capers, or the delectable mofongo stuffed with seafood. Finish your meal with one of the fantastic flans. The piña coladas—with or without rum—are exceptional.  | 9 Av. Hostos Final, Ponce Playa  00730 | 787/840–2450  | AE, MC, V. 

WESTERN PUERTO RICO

El Bohío. | Map

$$ | SEAFOOD |  Watch seagulls dive for their dinner while you dine on a covered deck extending out into the bay. The long list of seafood is prepared in a variety of ways: shrimp comes breaded, stewed, or skewered; conch is served as a salad or cooked in a butter-and-garlic sauce. And the lobster can be prepared in just about any way you can imagine.  | Rte. 102, Km 9.7, Joyuda 00623 | 787/851–2755 | AE, DC, MC, V.

Rincón Tropical. | Map

$ | CARIBBEAN |  Don’t be scared off by the cheap plastic tables and chairs. What you should notice is that they’re almost always full of locals enjoying the area’s freshest seafood. The kitchen keeps it simple, preparing dishes with the lightest touch. Highlights include the mahimahi with onions and peppers, or fried red snapper with beans and rice. Fried plantains make a nice accompaniment to almost anything.  | Rte. 115, Km 12  00677 | 787/823–2017 | AE, MC, V.

Tamboo. | Map

$$ | CARIBBEAN |  A bar and grill that doesn’t fall too much into either category, this restaurant with an open-air kitchen prepares any number of unusual items, from king crab sandwiches to chicken-and-basil wraps. The bar, also open to the elements, serves a mean margarita. Happy hour sometimes starts dangerously early—at 10 am on Saturday. The deck is a great place to watch novice surfers wipe out on the nearby beach. An added plus: free Wi-Fi.  | Beside the Pointe, Rte. 413, Km 4.7, Rincón 00677 | 787/823–8550 | www.besidethepointe.com  | MC, V.
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WHERE TO STAY IN PUERTO RICO
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In San Juan, the best beaches are in Isla Verde, though Condado is more centrally located. Old San Juan offers easy access to dining and nightlife. Outside San Juan, particularly on the east coast, you can find self-contained luxury resorts that cover hundreds of acres. Around the island, government-sponsored paradores are rural inns, others offer no-frills apartments, and some are large hotels close to either an attraction or beach.

Villas and Condos

In the west, southwest, and south—as well as on the islands of Vieques and Culebra—smaller inns and condominiums for short-term rentals are the norm. Villa rentals are increasingly popular. Island West Properties & Beach Rentals (Rte. 413, Km 1.3, Box 700, Rincón 00677 | 787/823–2323 | www.islandwestrentals.com) can help you rent villas in Rincón by the day, week, or month. Puerto Rico Vacation Apartments (Calle Marbella del Caribe Oeste S-5, Isla Verde 00979 | 787/727–1591 or 800/266–3639 | www.sanjuanvacations.com) represents some 200 properties in San Juan’s Condado and Isla Verde sections. For condos or villas on Vieques, contact Rainbow Realty (Rte. 996, Esperanza, Vieques 00765 | 787/741–4312 | www.enchanted-isle.com/rainbow).

OLD SAN JUAN

Chateau Cervantes. | Map

$$$ | HOTEL |  The brainchild of local fashion icon Nono Maldonado, this luxury lodging has a look that’s completely au courant. Pros: gorgeous rooms; luxurious bathrooms; great restaurant. Cons: no views; very pricey; some rooms get street noise.  | 329 Calle Recinto Sur, Old San Juan 00901 | 787/724–7722 | www.cervantespr.com | 6 rooms, 6 suites | In-room: safe, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: restaurant, bar, laundry service | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP. 

Gallery Inn. | Map

$$–$$$ | HOTEL |  Nothing like this hotel exists anywhere else in San Juan—or Puerto Rico, for that matter. Pros: one-of-a-kind lodging; ocean views; wonderful classical music concerts. Cons: no restaurant; an uphill walk from rest of Old San Juan; sometimes raucous pet macaws and cockatoos.  | 204–206 Calle Norzagaray, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/722–1808 | www.thegalleryinn.com | 13 rooms, 10 suites | In-room: no a/c (some), refrigerator (some), no TV. In-hotel: restaurant, no-smoking rooms | AE, DC, MC, V | CP. 

Fodor’s Choice | Hotel El Convento. | Map | Photo

$$$$ | HOTEL |  The accommodations here beautifully combine the old and the new. Pros: lovely building; atmosphere to spare; plenty of nearby dining options. Cons: near some noisy bars.  | 100 Calle Cristo, Old San Juan | Box 1048,  00902 | 787/723–9020 or 800/468–2779 | www.elconvento.com | 63 rooms, 5 suites | In-room: safe, DVD, Internet, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 3 restaurants, bars, pool, gym, laundry service, Internet terminal, Wi-Fi, parking (paid), no-smoking rooms | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP. 

GREATER SAN JUAN

Andalucía. | Map

$ | INN |  In a Spanish-style house, this friendly little inn lives up to its name with such details as hand-painted tiles and ceramic pots filled with greenery. Pros: terrific value; helpful hosts; gorgeous courtyard. Cons: not right on the beach; some rooms are smaller than others; small sign can be easy to miss when you are driving by.  | 2011 Calle McLeary, Ocean Park  00911 | 787/309–3373 | www.andalucia-puertorico.com | 11 rooms | In-room: no phone, kitchen (some), refrigerator, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: Internet terminal, Wi-Fi, parking (some free), no-smoking  | MC, V  | EP. 

At Wind Chimes Inn. | Map

$ | HOTEL |  Hidden behind a whitewashed wall covered with bougainvillea, this Spanish-style villa gives the impression of an exclusive retreat. Pros: charming architecture; on the edge of Condado; can use facilities at Acacia Seaside Inn. Cons: on a busy street; old-fashioned rooms; only a few rooms have closets.  | 1750 Av. McLeary, Condado  00911 | 787/727–4153 or 800/946–3244 | www.atwindchimesinn.com | 17 rooms, 5 suites | In-room: safe (some), kitchen (some). In-hotel: room service, bar, pool, laundry service, Wi-Fi, parking (paid), some pets allowed  | AE, D, MC, V | EP. 

Coral Princess. | Map

$$ | HOTEL |  This art deco building—one of the few left in Condado—has personality to spare. Pros: excellent value; friendly staff; comfortable common areas. Cons: short walk to the beach.  | 1159 Av. Magdalena, Condado  00907 | 787/977–7700 | www.coralpr.com | 25 rooms | In-room: kitchen (some), Internet, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: bar, pool, Wi-Fi | AE, D, DC, MC, V | CP. 

Fodor’s Choice | El San Juan Hotel & Casino, The Waldorf Astoria Collection. | MapPhoto

$$$ | RESORT |  This iconic resort is widely considered the don’t-miss destination in Isla Verde. Pros: beautiful pool; great dining options in and near hotel; on a fantastic beach. Cons: noise in the lobby from bars and casino; self-parking lot is a long walk from the hotel entrance.  | 6063 Av. Isla Verde, Isla Verde  00979 | 787/791–1000 | www.elsanjuanhotel.com | 386 rooms, 57 suites | In-room: safe, kitchen (some), refrigerator, Internet, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 9 restaurants, room service, bars, tennis courts, pools, gym, spa, beachfront, water sports, children’s programs (ages 5–17), laundry service, Internet terminal, Wi-Fi, parking (fee), some pets allowed | AE, DC, MC, V | EP. 

Hostería del Mar. | Map

$ | INN |  This breezy inn tucked away in residential Ocean Park is the place to go if you want to be right on a quiet beach and far from the big-name Isla Verde and Condado hotels. Pros: right on the beach; lovely building; great on-site dining. Cons: rooms could use some updating; a long walk to other restaurants.  | 1 Calle Tapia, Ocean Park  00911 | 787/727–3302  | www.hosteriadelmarpr.com | 20 rooms, 4 suites | In-room: safe, kitchen (some), refrigerator (some). In-hotel: restaurant, bar, beachfront  | AE, D, DC, MC, V | CP.

La Concha—A Renaissance Resort. | Map

$$$ | RESORT |  La Concha has become the envy of the hospitality industry and the center of social life in San Juan for travelers and locals (including politicians and celebrities) alike. Pros: stunning tropical modernist architecture; most rooms have ocean views; numerous on-site social activities. Cons: noise from lobby and bar can be heard from nearby rooms  | 1077 Av. Ashford, Condado  00907 | 787/721–7500 | www.laconcharesort.com | 248 rooms, 16 suites | In-room: safe, refrigerator, Internet, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 4 restaurants, room service, bars, pool, gym, beachfront, laundry service, Wi-Fi, no-smoking rooms | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP. 

Numero Uno. | Map

$$ | HOTEL |  Although the name refers to the hotel’s address, Numero Uno is how guests rate this small hotel. Pros: friendly atmosphere; great restaurant; good value. Cons: a long walk to other restaurants; small pool.  | 1 Calle Santa Ana, Ocean Park  00911 | 787/726–5010 or 866/726–5010  | www.numero1guesthouse.com | 12 rooms, 4 apartments | In-room: safe, kitchen (some), refrigerator, Internet, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: restaurant, room service, bar, pool, beachfront, Wi-Fi, some pets allowed  | AE, MC, V | CP. 

Fodor’s Choice |  The Ritz-Carlton, San Juan. | Map | Photo

$$$$ | RESORT |  Elegant marble floors and fountains won’t undermine the feeling that this is a true beach getaway. Pros: top-notch service; excellent restaurant options; pretty pool area. Cons: not much is within walking distance; very expensive for San Juan lodging.  | 6961 Av. de los Gobernadores, Isla Verde  00979 | 787/253–1700 or 800/241–3333 | www.ritzcarlton.com/sanjuan | 416 rooms, 11 suites | In-room: safe (some), refrigerator, DVD, Internet, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 5 restaurants, room service, bars, tennis courts, pool, gym, spa, beachfront, water sports, children’s programs (ages 4–12), laundry service, Wi-Fi, parking (paid)  | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP. 

San Juan Water & Beach Club. | Map

$$ | RESORT |  Stepping into the elevators decked out in black lights at this hotel is almost like entering a nightclub. Pros: fun atmosphere; interesting design; great nightlife options. Cons: lack of closet space in rooms.  | 2 Calle Tartak, Isla Verde  00979 | 787/728–3666 or 888/265–6699 | www.waterandbeachclubhotel.com | 74 rooms, 4 suites | In-room: safe, refrigerator, Internet, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: restaurant, room service, bars, pool, gym, beachfront, bicycles, laundry service, Internet terminal, Wi-Fi, parking (fee) | AE, MC, V | CP. 

EASTERN PUERTO RICO

Fodor’s Choice | El Conquistador Resort & Golden Door Spa. | Map | Photo

$$$–$$$$ | RESORT |  Perched on a bluff overlooking the ocean, El Conquistador is one of Puerto Rico’s loveliest destination resorts. Pros: some of the island’s best rooms; unbeatable views of the nearby islands; good dining options in and near hotel. Cons: must take a boat to the beach; long waits at the funicular taking guests between levels; self-parking lot is a long distance from the front door.  | 1000 Av. El Conquistador, Box 70001, Fajardo  00738 | 787/863–1000 or 800/468–0389 | www.elconresort.com | 750 rooms, 17 suites, 155 villas | In-room: safe, refrigerator, DVD, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 17 restaurants, bars, golf course, tennis courts, pools, gym, spa, beachfront, diving, water sports, children’s programs (ages 4–12), laundry service, public Wi-Fi, parking (fee) | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP. 

Gran Meliá Puerto Rico. | Map

$$$$ | RESORT |  Located on an enviable stretch of pristine coastline is this massive resort, formerly an all-inclusive hotel called Paradisus Puerto Rico. Pros: beautiful setting; lovely pool area; short walk to the beach. Cons: parking spots are scarce; facade is blank and uninviting; rooms are temperature controlled and tend to be on the chilly side.  | Rte. 968, Km 5.8, Coco Beach 00745 | 787/657–1026 or 800/336–3542 | www.meliahotels.com | 500 suites | In-room: safe, refrigerator. In-hotel: 6 restaurants, room service, bars, golf courses, tennis courts, pool, gym, spa, beachfront, diving, water sports, children’s programs (ages 4–12), laundry service, Internet terminal | AE, D, MC, V | EP. 

Rio Mar Beach Resort & Spa, a Wyndham Grand Resort. | Map

$$$$ | RESORT |  On more than 500 acres, this sprawling resort is geared toward outdoor activities. Pros: on one of the island’s best beaches; great restaurants in and near the hotel; plenty of outdoor activities. Cons: dark parking garage; long lines at check-in desk.  | 6000 Río Mar Blvd., Río Grande 00745 | 787/888–6000 or 877/636–0636 | www.wyndhamriomar.com | 528 rooms, 72 suites, 59 villas | In-room: safe, VCR, Internet. In-hotel: 7 restaurants, bars, golf courses, tennis courts, pools, gym, spa, beachfront, diving, water sports, bicycles, children’s programs (ages 4–12), laundry service, Internet terminal, Wi-Fi | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP. 

VIEQUES AND CULEBRA

Club Seaborne. | Map

$$ | VACATION VILLAS |  The prettiest place to stay in Culebra, this cluster of plantation-style cottages sits on a hilltop overlooking Fulladoza Bay, a five-minute drive south of Dewey. Pros: lovely cottages; well-regarded restaurant; lush gardens. Cons: staff can seem overworked; some steps to negotiate and no elevator.  | Calle Fulladoza, Km 1.5 | Box 357, Culebra  00775 | 787/742–3169 | www.clubseabourne.com | 3 rooms, 8 villas, 1 cottage | In-room: kitchen (some). In-hotel: restaurant, bar, pool  | AE, MC, V | CP. 

Fodor’s Choice | Hacienda Tamarindo. | Map | Photo

$$–$$$ | B&B |  The century-old tamarind tree rising through the center of the main building gives this plantation-style house its name. Pros: beautiful views; nicely designed rooms; excellent breakfasts. Cons: drive to beaches; small parking lot; no full-service restaurant; no elevator.  | Rte. 996, Km 4.5, Esperanza | Box 1569, Vieques  00765 | 787/741–8525 | www.haciendatamarindo.com | 16 rooms | In-room: no phone, no TV, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: pool, Wi-Fi, no kids under 15 | AE, MC, V | BP. 

Fodor’s Choice | Hix Island House. | Map | Photo

$$–$$$ | HOTEL |  Constructed entirely of concrete—wait, keep reading!—this award-winning hotel on 13 secluded acres is one of the most striking in Puerto Rico. Pros: eye-popping architecture; secluded setting; friendly staff. Cons: no windows means some bugs in the rooms; no elevator; far from restaurants.  | Rte. 995, Km 1.5, Vieques  00765 | Box 1556  | 787/741–2302 | www.hixislandhouse.com | 13 rooms | In-room: no a/c, no phone, kitchen, refrigerator, no TV. In-hotel: pool  | AE, MC, V | CP. 

Inn on the Blue Horizon. | Map

$$–$$$ | VACATION VILLAS |  This inn, consisting of six Mediterranean-style villas, was the tiny island’s first taste of luxury. Pros: eye-popping view; elegant accommodations; good dining options. Cons: aloof staff and inattentive management; pricey for what you get; no elevator.  | Rte. 996, Km 4.2, Esperanza, Vieques | Box 1556, Vieques  00765 | 787/741–3318 | www.innonthebluehorizon.com | 10 rooms | In-room: no phone, no TV. In-hotel: restaurant, bar, tennis court, pool, beachfront, bicycles, no kids under 14 | AE, D, MC, V | BP. 

W Retreat & Spa. | Map

$$$$ | RESORT |  Hovering over two gorgeous beaches (one topless), the über-hip, adults-only W Retreat & Spa opened is the island’s trendy new hot spot for urbane fashionistas. A $150 million remake of the former colonial-themed Wyndham Martineau Bay & Spa has metamorphosed this beachfront hotel into the very definition of contemporary chic. W’s trademark sexy sophistication is reflected in en-vogue white, taupe, and chocolate color schemes. Gourmands will appreciate the dining terrace overlooking a magnificent pool area, with private screened cabanas with flat-screen interactive TVs. The high-tech theme extends to the mammoth guest rooms, featuring retro-style bathtubs floating in their midst. Pampered luxury is a watchword, courtesy of Whatever/Whenever service; the holistic 6,000-square-foot Spa Chakra; and chef Alain Ducasse’s Mix restaurant ($$$$), with its fold-back concertina glass doors. Pros: sensational decor; full-service spa; five-minute drive from the airport. Cons: high prices even in low season.  | Rte. 200, Km 3.2, Isabel Segunda 00765 | 787/741–4100  | www.whotels.com/vieques | 157 rooms | In-room: kitchen (some), refrigerator (some), DVD, Internet (some). In-hotel: 2 restaurants, room service, bars, tennis courts, pools, gym, spa, beachfront, diving, water sports, bicycles, laundry service, Internet terminal, Wi-Fi, parking (free), some pets allowed, no kids under 21, no-smoking rooms | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP.

SOUTHERN PUERTO RICO

Copamarina Beach Resort. | Map

$$–$$$ | RESORT |  Without a doubt the most beautiful resort on the southern coast, the Copamarina is set on 16 palm-shaded acres facing the Caribbean Sea. Pros: tropical decor; plenty of activities; great dining options. Cons: sand at the beach has a gummy feel; noise from the many kids.  | Rte. 333, Km 6.5, Box 805, Guánica  00653 | 787/821–0505 or 800/468–4553 | www.copamarina.com | 104 rooms, 2 villas | In-room: safe, refrigerator, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 2 restaurants, room service, bars, tennis courts, pools, gym, spa, beachfront, diving, water sports, laundry facilities | AE, MC, V | EP. 

Hilton Ponce Golf & Casino Resort. | Map

$$–$$$ | RESORT |  The south coast’s biggest resort sits on a black-sand beach about 4 mi (6 km) south of Ponce. Pros: good golf; large casino. Cons: not on beach; isolated location; bland rooms.  | 1150 Av. Caribe, La Guancha | Box 7419, Ponce  00732 | 787/259–7676 or 800/445–8667 | www.hiltoncaribbean.com | 255 rooms | In-room: safe, refrigerator, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 4 restaurants, room service, bars, golf courses, tennis courts, pool, gym, spa, beachfront, bicycles, children’s programs (ages 8–12), parking (fee) | AE, D, DC, MC, V | EP. 

Hotel Meliá. | Map

$ | HOTEL |  In the heart of the city, this family-owned hotel has long been a local landmark. Pros: great location on the main square; walking distance to downtown sites; good dining options near hotel. Cons: rooms are somewhat outdated; front rooms are a bit noisy.  | 75 Calle Cristina, Ponce Centro | Box 1431, Ponce  00733 | 787/842–0260 or 800/448–8355 | www.hotelmeliapr.com | 72 rooms, 6 suites | In-room: Wi-Fi. In-hotel: bar, pool, Internet terminal, parking (fee) | AE, MC, V | CP. 

Fodor’s Choice | Mary Lee’s by the Sea. | Map

$–$$ | VACATION VILLAS |  This meandering cluster of apartments sits upon quiet grounds full of brightly colored flowers. Pros: feels like a home away from home; warm and friendly owner; near pristine beaches and forests. Cons: weekly maid service unless requested daily; no nightlife options.  | Rte. 333, Km 6.7 | Box 394, Guánica  00653 | 787/821–3600 | www.maryleesbythesea.com | 10 apartments | In-room: no phone, kitchen (some), no TV. In-hotel: laundry facilities, laundry service, some pets allowed | MC, V | EP. 

WESTERN AND CENTRAL PUERTO RICO

Fodor’s Choice | Casa Grande Mountain Retreat. | Map

$ | HOTEL |  Here you’ll come as close as you can to sleeping in a tree house. Pros: unspoiled setting with spectacular views; accessible for people with disabilities; plentiful outdoor activities. Cons: no air-conditioning; long drive to other sights/restaurants.  | Rte. 612, Km 0.3, Utuado  00641 | 787/894–3939 or 888/343–2272 | www.hotelcasagrande.com | 20 rooms | In-room: no a/c, no phone, no TV. In-hotel: restaurant, pool, no-smoking rooms | AE, MC, V  | EP.

Casa Isleña. | Map

$–$$ | HOTEL |  With its barrel-tile roofs, wall-enclosed gardens, and open-air dining room, Casa Isleña might remind well-traveled souls of a villa on the coast of Mexico. Pros: secluded setting; beautiful beach; eye-catching architecture. Cons: restaurant closed during low season; books up quickly; management seldom on-site.  | Rte. 413, Km 4.8, Barrio Puntas  00677 | 787/823–1525 or 888/289–7750 | www.casa-islena.com | 9 rooms | In-room: refrigerator, no phone. In-hotel: restaurant, bar, pool, beachfront, Wi-Fi, parking (free) | MC, V | EP. 

Fodor’s Choice | Horned Dorset Primavera. | MapPhoto

$$$$ | RESORT |  This is, without a doubt, the most luxurious property in Puerto Rico. Pros: unabashed luxury; unmatched meals; lovely setting. Cons: on a very slender beach; staff is sometimes haughty; morning light floods through small shade-less windows near the ceiling.  | Rte. 429, Km 3, Box 1132, Rincón  00677 | 787/823–4030 or 800/633–1857 | www.horneddorset.com | 22 villas | In-room: safe, kitchen, no TV. In-hotel: 2 restaurants, bar, pools, gym, beachfront, no kids under 12 | AE, MC, V | MAP. 

Lazy Parrot. | Map

$–$$ | HOTEL |  Painted in eye-popping tropical hues, this mountainside hotel doesn’t take itself too seriously. Pros: whimsical design; lush setting; friendly staff. Cons: not on the beach; stairs to climb.  | Rte. 413, Km 4.1, Rincón  00677 | 787/823–5654 or 800/294–1752 | www.lazyparrot.com | 21 rooms | In-room: refrigerator, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: 2 restaurants, bars, pool, laundry service, Wi-Fi | AE, D, MC, V | CP. 

Lemontree Oceanfront Cottages. | Map

$–$$ | VACATION CONDOS |  Sitting right on the beach, this pair of lemon-yellow buildings holds six apartments named after such fruits as Mango, Cocoa, Banana, and Piña. Pros: far from the crowds; on-call massage therapist; spacious balconies. Cons: beach is very narrow; must drive to shops and restaurants; no elevator.  | Rte. 429, Km 4.1, Box 200, Rincón  00677 | 787/823–6452 | www.lemontreepr.com | 6 apartments | In-room: kitchen, DVD, Wi-Fi. In-hotel: beachfront, Wi-Fi | MC, V | EP. 

Rincón Beach Resort. | Map

$$–$$$ | RESORT |  It’s a bit off the beaten path, but that’s part of the allure of this oceanfront resort. Pros: beautiful setting; gorgeous pool area; laid-back vibe. Cons: far from dining options; lacks a Puerto Rican flavor; decor is slightly dated, halls echo.  | Rte. 115, Km 5.8, Añasco 00610 | 787/589–9000 | www.rinconbeach.com | 112 rooms | In-room: safe, kitchen (some), refrigerator. In-hotel: restaurant, room service, bars, pool, gym, beachfront, diving, water sports, laundry service, Wi-Fi, parking (free) | AE, MC, V | EP. 

Fodor’s Choice | Tres Sirenas. | MapPhoto
$$–$$$ | HOTEL |  Waves gently lap against the shores at this boutique hotel named “Three Mermaids” in honor of the owners’ daughters. Pros: in-room massages available; discounted low-season rates; resident owner. Cons: usually booked; set breakfast hour.  | 26 Seabeach Dr., Rincón 00677 | 787/823–0558 | www.tressirenas.com | 3 rooms, 1 apartment | In-room: no phone, kitchen, refrigerator, DVD, Wi-Fi (some). In-hotel: pool, beachfront, water sports, laundry facilities, laundry service, Internet terminal, Wi-Fi, parking (free), some pets allowed, no-smoking rooms | MC, V | BP.
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PUERTO RICO NIGHTLIFE AND THE ARTS
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Qué Pasa, the official visitor’s guide, has listings of events in San Juan and out on the island. For daily listings, pick up a copy of the English-language edition of the San Juan Star. The Thursday edition’s weekend section is especially useful. For the gay scene, check out the monthly Puerto Rico Breeze; the free newspaper is found in many businesses, especially in the Condado area.

NIGHTLIFE

Wherever you go, dress to impress. Puerto Ricans have flair, and both men and women love getting dressed up to go out. Bars are usually casual, but if you have on jeans, sneakers, and a T-shirt, you may be refused entry at swankier nightclubs and discos.

In Old San Juan, Calle San Sebastián is lined with bars and restaurants. Salsa music blaring from jukeboxes in cut-rate pool halls competes with mellow Latin jazz in top-flight nightspots. Evenings begin with dinner and stretch into the late hours (often until 3 or 4 in the morning) at the bars of the more-upscale, so-called SoFo (south of Fortaleza) end of Old San Juan. An eclectic crowd heads to the Plaza del Mercado in Santurce after work to hang out in the plaza or enjoy drinks and food in one of the small establishments skirting the farmers’ market. Condado and Ocean Park have their share of nightlife, too. Most are restaurant-and-bar environments.

Just east of San Juan along Route 187, funky Piñones has a collection of open-air seaside eateries that are popular with locals. On weekend evenings, many places have merengue combos, Brazilian jazz trios, or reggae bands. In the southern city of Ponce, people embrace the Spanish tradition of the paseo, an evening stroll around the Plaza de las Delicias. The boardwalk at La Guancha in Ponce is also a lively scene. Live bands often play on weekends. Elsewhere en la isla, nighttime activities center on the hotels and resorts.

Bars and Music Clubs

The wildly popular El Batey (101 Calle Cristo, Old San Juan, San Juan 00901 | 787/725–1787) won’t win any prizes for its decor. Grab a marker to add your own message to the graffiti-covered walls, or add your business card to the hundreds that cover the lighting fixtures. The jukebox, packed with vintage 45s, has one of the best music selections on the island. 

Nuyorican Café.

 There’s something interesting happening at this hipper-than-hip, no-frills, wood-paneled performance space nearly every night, be it an early-evening play, poetry reading, or talent show or, later on, a band playing Latin jazz, Cuban son, Puerto Rican salsa, or even rock. During breaks between performances the youthful, creative set converses in an alley outside the front door. It’s usually closed on Monday.  | 312 Calle San Fransico (entrance on Callejón de la Capellia), Old San Juan  00901 | 787/977–1276 | www.nuyoricancafepr.com.

Wet.

 On the roof of the San Juan Water & Beach Club Hotel, this sexy spot offers some of the best ocean views anywhere in Isla Verde. On the weekends there’s a DJ, and locals pack in to relax at the bar or on the leather beds reserved for bottle service.  | San Juan Water & Beach Club, 2 Calle Tartak, Isla Verde 00979 | 787/725–4664.

Casinos

By law, all casinos are in hotels, primarily in San Juan. The government keeps a close eye on them. Dress for the larger casinos is on the formal side, and the atmosphere is refined, particularly in the Isla Verde resorts. Casinos set their own hours but are generally open from noon to 4 am. In addition to slot machines, typical games include blackjack, roulette, craps, Caribbean stud (a five-card poker game), and pai gow poker (a combination of American poker and the Chinese game pai gow). Hotels with casinos have live entertainment most weekends, as well as restaurants and bars. The minimum age to gamble (and to drink) is 18.

You may feel as if you’re in Las Vegas when you step into the Inter-Continental San Juan Resort & Casino (5961 Av. Isla Verde, Isla Verde, San Juan 00979 | 787/791–6100). A torch singer warms up the crowd at a lounge-bar just outside the gaming room. Inside, a garish chandelier, dripping with strands of orange lights, runs the length of a mirrored ceiling. The casino at the Ritz-Carlton San Juan Hotel, Spa & Casino (6961 Av. Las Gobernadores, Isla Verde, San Juan 00979 | 787/253–1700) is refined by day or night. There’s lots of activity, yet everything is hushed. The only place to gamble in Old San Juan is at the Sheraton Old San Juan Hotel & Casino (101 Calle Brumbaugh, Old San Juan, San Juan 00901 | 787/721–5100). You can see the gaming room—expanded in 2007—from the hotel’s main stairway, from the balcony above, and from the lobby. Light bounces off the Bahía de San Juan and pours through its many windows; passengers bound off their cruise ships and pour through its many glass doors.

Dance Clubs

Blend.

 This hip SoFo nightspot draws fashionistas enamored of the black walls, neon-blue lighting, and eye-candy female waitstaff. You can settle in at the marble-top bar, nestle cozily in a banquet sofa, or dance to salsa, techno, and world beat music in the dance hall to the rear. It serves late-night nouvelle native cuisine.  | 309 Calle Fortaleza, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/977–7777. 

Club Lazer.

 This multilevel club has spots for quiet conversation, spaces for dancing to loud music, and a landscaped roof deck overlooking San Juan. The crowd changes every night; Saturday is ladies’ night, when male strippers sometimes perform.  | 251 Calle Cruz, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/725–7581. 

Rumba.

 The air-conditioning blasts, the music thumps, and the under-30s crowd pretends not to notice how hip the place has become. With a large dance and stage area and smokin’ Afro-Cuban bands, it’s one of the best parties in town. Things cool down for jazz on Wednesday night.  | 152 Calle San Sebastián, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/725–4407. 

Gay and Lesbian Clubs

Cups.

 This women-oriented bar in the middle of Santurce has been a mainstay of San Juan’s nightlife since 1980. Karaoke on Thursday is especially popular. It’s open Wednesday to Saturday.  | 1708 Calle San Mateo, Santurce 00912 | 787/268–3570.

Krash.

 A balcony bar overlooks all the drama on the dance floor at this popular club. Most of the time DJs spin music ranging from house and hip-hop to salsa and reggaetón, but occasionally disco nights send you back to the music of the 1970s and ’80s. It’s open Wednesday through Saturday.  | 1257 Av. Ponce de León, Santurce  00907 | 787/722–1131 | www.krashklubpr.com. 

THE ARTS

The Museo de Arte de Ponce (2325 Av. Las Américas, Sector Santa María, Ponce 00732 | 787/848–0505) occasionally sponsors chamber music concerts and recitals by members of the Puerto Rico Symphony Orchestra.

Check for theater productions and concerts at the Teatro La Perla (Calle Mayor at Calle Cristina, Ponce Centro, Ponce 00733 | 787/843–4322).

Named for Puerto Rican playwright Alejandro Tapia, Teatro Tapia (Calle Fortaleza at Plaza Colón, Old San Juan, San Juan 00901 | 787/722–0247) hosts theatrical and musical productions.

Previous Chapter | Beginning of Chapter | Next Chapter | Contents



[image: ]


PUERTO RICO SHOPPING
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San Juan has the island’s best range of stores, but it isn’t a free port, so you won’t find bargains on electronics and perfumes. You can, however, find excellent prices on china, crystal, clothing, and jewelry. Shopping for local crafts can also be gratifying: you’ll run across a lot that’s tacky, but you can also find treasures, and in many cases you can watch the artisans at work. Popular items include santos (small carved figures of saints or religious scenes), hand-rolled cigars, handmade mundillo lace from Aguadilla, vejigantes (colorful masks used during Carnival and local festivals) from Loíza and Ponce, and fancy men’s shirts called guayaberas.

In Old San Juan—especially on Calles Fortaleza and Cristo—you can find everything from T-shirt emporiums to selective crafts stores, bookshops, art galleries, jewelry boutiques, and even shops that specialize in made-to-order Panama hats. Calle Cristo is lined with factory-outlet stores, including Coach and Ralph Lauren.

With many stores selling luxury items and designer fashions, the shopping spirit in the San Juan neighborhood of Condado is reminiscent of that in Miami. Avenida Ashford is considered the heart of San Juan’s fashion district, and you’ll find plenty of high-end clothing stores here.

SPECIALTY STORES

Art

Galería Botello

(208 Calle Cristo, Old San Juan, San Juan 00901 | 787/723–9987), a gorgeous gallery, displays the works of the late Angel Botello, who as far back as 1943 was hailed as the “Caribbean Gauguin.” His work, which often uses the bright colors of the tropics, often depicts island scenes. There are pieces on display here by other prominent local artists as well. Among those who have displayed their works at Galería Petrus (726 Calle Hoare, Miramar, San Juan 00907 | 787/289–0505 | www.petrusgallery.com) are Dafne Elvira, whose surreal oils and acrylics tease and seduce; Marta Pérez, another surrealist, whose bewitching paintings examine such themes as how life on a coffee plantation might have been; and Elizam Escobar, a former political prisoner whose oil paintings convey the often-intense realities of human experience.

Clothes

Clubman

(1351 Av. Ashford, Condado, San Juan 00907 | 787/722–1867), after many years of catering to a primarily local clientele, is still the classic choice for gentlemen’s clothing.

Prolific designer David Antonio (69 Av. Condado, Condado, San Juan 00907 | 787/725–0600) runs a small shop that’s full of surprises. His joyous creations range from updated version of the men’s classic guayabera shirt to fluid chiffon tunics for women.

Lisa Cappalli

(151 Av. José de Diego, Condado, San Juan 00907 | 787/724–6575) sells her lacy designs from a boutique in Condado.

The window displays at Nativa (55 Calle Cervantes, Condado, San Juan 00907 | 787/724–1396) are almost as daring as the clothes its sells.

Nono Maldonado

(1112 Av. Ashford, Condado 00907 | 787/721–0456) is well known for his high-end, elegant linen designs. He should know a thing or two about style—he worked for many years as the fashion editor of Esquire.

Otto

(69 Av. Condado, Condado, San Juan 00907 | 787/722–4609), owned by local designer Otto Bauzá, stocks his own line of casual wear for younger men.

Gifts

Exotic mariposas cover the walls of Butterfly People (257 Calle de la Cruz, Old San Juan  00901 | 787/732–2432  | www.butterflypeople.com). Clear plastic cases hold everything from a pair of common butterflies to dozens of rare specimens in this lovely shop. Only the you break it, you bought it signs detract from the colorful display. You can find many unique spices and sauces from around the Caribbean, kitchen items, and cookbooks at Spicy Caribbee (154 Calle Cristo, Old San Juan  00901  | 787/725–7259  | www.spicycaribbee.com).

Jewelry

For a wide array of watches and jewelry, visit the two floors of Bared (154 Calle Fortaleza, Old San Juan 00901 | 787/722–2172), with a charmingly old-fashioned ambience. Look for the massive clock face on the corner. Joyería Cátala (Plaza de Armas, Old San Juan, San Juan 00901 | 787/722–3231) is distinguished for its large selection of pearls. Joyería Riviera (257 Calle Fortaleza, Old San Juan, San Juan 00901 | 787/725–4000) sells fine jewelry by David Yurman and Rolex watches.

Previous Chapter | Beginning of Chapter | Next Chapter | Contents



[image: ]


PUERTO RICO SPORTS AND ACTIVITIES
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BOATING AND SAILING

Aqua Frenzy Kayaks

 (At dock area below Calle Flamboyán, Esperanza  00765 | 787/741–0913  | www.aquafrenzy.com) rents kayaks and arranges kayak tours of Puerto Mosquito bioluminescent bay and other areas. Reservations are required for the excursion to the bio bay; the evening kayak trip costs $30. Make reservations at least 24 hours in advance.

Blue Caribe Kayaks

 (149 Calle Flamboyán, Esperanza  00765 | 787/741–2522 | www.bluecaribekayaks.com) offers kayak trips to Puerto Mosquito for about $30, as well as trips to deserted parts of the coast and nearby islets. You can also rent a kayak and set off on your own.

East Island Excursions

 (At dock area of Marina Puerto Del Rey, Fajardo 00738-1262 | 787/860–3434 | www.eastwindcats.com) can accommodate those who prefer to see Puerto Mosquito bioluminescent bays and return to the mainland on the same evening. Transportation to Vieques is provided and dinner at a local restaurant included before you board an electrically powered pontoon boat for a tour of Puerto Mosquito. Bring a towel, because you can leap into the bio bay, where the outline of your body will be eerily illuminated. Flotation belts are provided. The cost is about $110 per person. Reservations are required. Transportation from your hotel can be arranged for a fee.

BIKING

Selected areas lend themselves to bike travel. Avoid main thoroughfares, as the traffic is heavy and the fumes are thick. The Paseo Piñones is an 11-mi (18-km) bike path that skirts the ocean east of San Juan. The entire southwest coast of Cabo Rojo also makes for good biking, particularly the broad beach at Boquerón. Parts of oceanside Route 466 in Isabela that are still development-free make gorgeous rides with breathtaking views.

At Hot Dog Cycling (Plazoleta Isla Verde, 6150 Av. Isla Verde, Isla Verde  00979 | 787/791–0776 | www.hotdogcycling.com), Raul del Río and his son Omar rent mountain bikes for $30 a day in addition to repair and sales.

DIVING AND SNORKELING

The diving is excellent off Puerto Rico’s south, east, and west coasts, as well as its nearby islands. Particularly striking are dramatic walls created by a continental shelf off the south coast near La Parguera and Guánica. There’s also some fantastic diving near Fajardo and around Vieques and Culebra, two small islands off the east coast. It’s best to choose specific locations with the help of a guide or outfitter. Escorted half-day dives range from $65 to $100 for one or two tanks, including all equipment; in general, double those prices for night dives. Packages that include lunch and other extras are more. Snorkeling excursions, which include transportation, equipment rental, and sometimes lunch, start at $50. Equipment rents for about $5 to $10.

At Aquatic Adventures (787/209–3494 | www.diveculebra.com) in Culebra, Captain Taz Hamrick will take you out snorkeling, on dolphin trips, or to the surrounding cays. Culebra Divers (4 Calle Pedro Marquez, Dewey, Culebra 00775 | 787/742–0803 | www.culebradivers.com), run by Monica and Walter Rieder, caters to those who are new to scuba diving. You travel to dive sites on one of the company’s pair of 26-foot cabin cruisers. One-tank dives are $65, and two-tank dives are $95. The office is in downtown Dewey, across from the ferry terminal.

At Sea Ventures Pro Dive Center (Puerto del Rey Marina, Rte. 3, Km 51.4, Fajardo 00738 | 787/863–3483 | www.divepuertorico.com) you can get PADI certified, arrange dive trips to 20 offshore sites, or organize boating and sailing excursions. A two-tank dive for certified divers, including equipment, is $119.

FISHING

Puerto Rico’s waters are home to large game fish such as marlin, wahoo, dorado, tuna, and barracuda; as many as 30 world records for catches have been set off the island’s shores.

Half-day and full-day excursions can be arranged through Mike Benítez Sport Fishing (Club Náutico de San Juan, 480 Av. Fernández Juncos, Miramar  00901 | 787/723–2292 | www.mikebenitezsportfishing.com). From the 45-foot Sea Born you can fish for sailfish, white marlin, and blue marlin.

GOLF

Aficionados may know that Puerto Rico is the birthplace of golf legend Chi Chi Rodríguez—and he had to hone his craft somewhere. Currently, you can find nearly 20 courses on the island, including many championship links. Be sure to call ahead for tee times; hours vary, and several hotel courses give preference to guests. Greens fees start at about $20 and go up as high as $150. The Puerto Rican Golf Association (58 Calle Caribe, San Juan 00920 | 787/721–7742 | www.ojowebsites.com/prga) is a good source for information on courses and tournaments.

The 18-hole Arthur Hills–designed course at El Conquistador Resort & Golden Door Spa (1000 Av. El Conquistador, Fajardo 00738 | 787/863–6784) is famous for its 200-foot changes in elevation. The trade winds make every shot challenging.

Palmas del Mar Country Club

 (Rte. 906, Humacao 00792 | 787/285–2256 | www.palmascountryclub.com) has two good golf courses: the Rees Jones–designed Flamboyán course, named for the nearly six dozen flamboyant trees that pepper its fairway, winds around a lake, over a river, and to the sea before turning toward sand dunes and wetlands. The older, Gary Player–designed Palm course has a challenging par 5 that scoots around wetlands.

The spectacular Río Mar Country Club (Rio Mar Beach Resort & Spa, a Wyndham Grand Resort, 6000 Río Mar Blvd., Río Grande  00745 | 787/888–7060 | www.wyndhamriomar.com) has a clubhouse with a pro shop, two restaurants between two 18-hole courses, and a recently added fire pit that doubles as a place to grab a quick beverage and bite. The River Course, designed by Greg Norman, has challenging fairways that skirt the Mameyes River. The Ocean Course, designed by Tom and George Fazio, has slightly wider fairways than its sister; iguanas can usually be spotted sunning themselves near its fourth hole. If you’re not a resort guest, be sure to reserve tee times at least 24 hours in advance. Greens fees for hotel guests range from $70 to $199, depending on tee time. Fees for walk-ins start at $150.

HORSEBACK RIDING

Horseback riding is a well-established family pastime in Puerto Rico, with cabalgatas (group day rides) frequently organized on weekends through mountain towns.

Hacienda Carabalí

 (Rte. 992, Km 4, north of entrance to El Yunque  00745 | 787/690–3781), a family-run operation, is a good place to jump in the saddle and ride one of Puerto Rico’s Paso Fino horses. Hour-long rides ($32) take you around the 600-acre ranch, and two-hour treks take you to a river where you and your horse can take a dip.

SURFING

The very best surfing beaches are along the northwestern coast from Isabela south to Rincón, which gained notoriety by hosting the World Surfing Championship in 1968. Today the town draws surfers from around the globe, especially in winter, when the waves are at their best.

East of the city, in Piñones, the Caballo has deep- to shallow-water shelf waves that require a big-wave board known as a gun. Playa La Pared, near Balneario de Luquillo, is a surfer haunt with medium-range waves. Numerous local competitions are held here throughout the year.

Desecheo Surf & Dive Shop

 (Rte. 413, Km 2.5, Rincón 00677 | 787/823–0390) rents a variety of short and long surfboards ($25 to $30 a day). The company also organizes diving and snorkeling trips and rents Jet Skis. Mar Azul (Carr. 413, Km 4.4,  Rincón 00677 | 787/823–5692 or 787/214–7224 | www.puertoricosurfinginfo.com) has Rincón’s best selection of performance surfboards and stand-up paddleboards to buy or rent ($25 a day). Two-hour surf lessons ($40) and paddleboard lessons ($65) are also available. Rincón Surf School (Rte. 413, Rincón 00677 | 787/823–0610 | www.surfandboard.com) offers full-day lessons that include board rental and transportation. You can also arrange two-, three-, and five-day surfing seminars. Boards can be rented for $20 without a lesson.
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