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Packed with attractions, the southwest offers up some of Nicaragua’s classic vistas – the 
twin peaks of Ometepe rising up out of shimmering lake waters and pastel-hued sunsets 
glimpsed from an expanse of white-sand beach, to name just a couple.

This is where the country narrows to its slenderest point, a sliver of land between the 
Lago de Nicaragua and the Pacific Ocean. Surfers have been hitting this coastline for years, 
drawn by perfect, uncrowded waves and a minimal but adequate infrastructure. As the 
region’s fame has spread, comfort levels have crept up a couple of notches and now beach 
getaway options run the gamut from a hammock between coconut trees to super-exclusive 
ecolodges and everything in between.

While the coastal land grab is definitely on and old-timers are shaking their heads about 
gated communities springing up around San Juan del Sur, there’s still plenty of wilderness 
out there for beach bums, surf fiends and nesting turtles alike.

No trip to the southwest would be complete without at least a brief stopover on the Isla 
de Ometepe, whose Tolkeinesque topography dominates the skyline. The island is basically 
two volcanoes – one dormant, one not so much so – and scattered around their foothills 
are some of the country’s most atmospheric places to stay. There’s almost too much to do 
here – kayaking, swimming, hiking and biking – but there are also quiet spots that allow 
you to savour the island’s beauty as waves lap gently at the shoreline. 

Southwestern 
Nicaragua  

HIGHLIGHTS  

  Getting active on the Isla de Ometepe 
( p145 ) – climb a volcano, kayak the wetlands 
or swim in a lagoon. Or do all three.

  Welcoming the turtles. Seeing thousands of 
nesting turtles arrive at Refugio de Vida 
Silvestre La Flor ( p166 ) is a not-to-be-
missed experience.

  Riding a wave. World-class surfing (and 
sunbaking) awaits at the beaches north 
( p164 ) and south ( p165 ) of San Juan del Sur.

  Catching a sunset. There are few places 
better on earth to say goodbye to the day 
than one of San Juan del Sur’s beachside 
bars ( p163 )

  Going local. Get to know the real pace of 
village life with community-based tourism in 
tiny El Ostional ( p167 )

Isla de

San Juan del Sur
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San Juan del Sur
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  History  
 Although first inhabited by the little-known 
Kiribisis peoples, it’s the  Chorotega who really 
left their mark on this region, most famously 
with the stone monoliths that are today on 
display beside the church in Altagracia. The 
Chorotega were soon overrun by the Nicarao, 
however, and it was Cacique  Nicarao who 
met Spanish conquistador Gil González on 
the shores of Lago de Nicaragua in 1523. The 
Cruz de España ( p144 ) marks the spot where 
the chief famously traded over 18,000 gold 
pesos for a few items of the Spaniard’s cloth-
ing, a trade which some say set the tone for 
Nica-Euro commerce for centuries to come.

With time, this narrow strip of earth be-
came the only land crossing for the gold rush-

ers traveling from New York to California, 
and talk continues today of a ‘dry canal’ 
railroad that would carry goods between the 
Pacific and Lago de Nicaragua to continue 
on by boat.

Rivas was the site of some stunning defeats 
for filibuster William Walker (see the boxed 
text,  p29 ), whose later plans to attack San 
Juan del Sur were thwarted by the British 
in 1858. Once the railway connected the 
USA’s East and West Coasts, gold prospec-
tors gave up on this route and the region 
slipped back into its former torpor. This 
was briefly disturbed in the 1979 revolu-
tion, as spirited resistance to Somoza troops 
turned the hills behind San Juan del Sur into 
bloody battlegrounds. The Isla de Ometepe 
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To Liberia

To Managua
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