
For symbols used on maps, see the Map Legend.

How to Use This Book

Look for these symbols to quickly identify listings:

These symbols give vital information for 
each listing:

 Must-visit recommendation

 Sustainable or green recommendation

 No payment required

SURVIVAL GUIDE
Your at-a-glance reference
Vital practical information
for a smooth trip.
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bags on the side of the road 

or as frescos naturales (juic-

es in water with sugar).

  Gay &  Lesbian 
Travelers
  While consensual gay sex 

was recently decriminalized 

in Nicaragua, attitudes may 

take a bit longer to change. 

As in most of Latin America, 

gay and lesbian travelers 

will run into fewer problems 

if they avoid public displays 

of affection, and ask for two 

beds and then push them 

together. That said, lots of 

Nicaraguan gays and les-

bians flaunt their sexuality, 

so you probably won’t have 

much difficulty figuring out 

the scene.
 Get started on the web 

at www.gaynicaragua.org, 

which has some listings. 

There are a small selection 

of gay and lesbian bars and 

clubs in Managua and a 

vaguely tolerant scene in 

Granada, but apart from that, 

it’s a pretty straight (acting) 

country.

  Health
  Most visitors to Nicaragua 

travel without incident; how-

ever, as a developing nation 

with poor infrastructure and 

a tropical climate there are 

certain medical conditions to 

be aware of to avoid an un-

necessary visit to the doctor.

 Stomach problems and 

diarrhea are the result of 

bacteria, viruses and para-

sites which may be present 

in contaminated food and 

water. Many other illnesses 

affecting travelers, such as 

infected bug bites, rashes 

and heat exhaustion, are the 

result of Nicaragua’s tropical 

climate. 
 Other more serious dis-

eases are carried by infected 

mosquitoes. Bring clothes 

that provide protection 

against bites and repellent. 

 Drinking Water
  Tap water is potable in cities 

and larger towns but should 

be avoided in rural areas 

and throughout the Región 

Autónoma Atlántico Sur 

(South Atlantic Autonomous 

Region; RAAS) and Región 

Autónoma Atlántico Norte 

(North Atlantic Autonomous 

Region; RAAN). In cheaper 

restaurants, ice and juices 

are usually made with un-

treated water.

 Health Care
  Medical attention in Nicara-

gua is cheap; however, apart 

from at the best clinics in 

the capital, it is probably not 

up to the standards you are 

used to at home.
 In rural areas and small 

towns, English-speaking 

doctors are hard to find. 

Local clinics are fine for deal-

ing with minor illnesses, cuts 

and sprains, but for anything 

more serious you should 

make your way to Managua, 

where there are several 

competent private hospitals. 

If you develop a life-threaten-

ing medical problem, you’ll 

want to be evacuated to a 

country with advanced medi-

cal facilities.

 Infectious Diseases
  Dengue fever is a 

mosquito-born viral infection 

transmitted by Aedes 

mosquitoes most commonly 

during the day and usually 

close to human habitations, 

often indoors.

  Malaria is also transmitted 

by mosquitoes, although 

those that carry the disease 

prefer to bite in the evening. 

It’s more common in rural 

areas.

colonial artifacts – you could 

end up in prison for trying to 

take these out of the country. 

Arriving, you can bring pretty 

much anything legal as long 

as it’s obviously for personal 

use and not for resale within 

the country.

  Electricity

120V/60Hz

120V/60Hz

  Embassies & 
 Consulates
  The following offices are 

located in Managua unless 

otherwise noted.

  Canadian Embassy 

(%2268-0433; Los Pipitos, 2c 

abajo, Bolonia) 

  Costa Rican Consulate 

Managua office (%2251-

0429; consuladocrmanagua@

yahoo.com; Rotonda Rubén 

Darío, 2c E, 500m N; h8am-

3pm); Rivas office  (%2563-

5353; ichaves@rree.go.cr; 

frente Hospital) 

  Danish Embassy (%2276-

8630; Plaza España, 2c N, 

1½c O) 
  French Embassy (%2228-

1056; www.ambafrance-ni.org; 

Iglesia El Carmen, 1½c O) 

  German Embassy (%2266-

7500; Rotonda El Güegüense, 

1½c N) 
  Guatemalan Embassy 

(%2279-9606; Carretera a 

Masaya, Km 11.5 ) 

  Honduran Embassy 

(%2276-2406; Av del Campo 

298, Las Colinas; h9am-5pm 

Mon-Fri) 
  Honduran Consulate 

(%2341-8974; consulhn@

cablenet.com.ni; Palí, 20m 

S, Chinandega; h9am-4pm 

Mon-Fri) 
  Mexican Embassy (%2278-

1859; http://embamex.sre.gob.

mx/nicaragua; Altamira d’Este, 

frente Claro) 

  Panamanian Embassy 

(%2266-8633; Cuartel General 

de Bomberos, 1c E) 

  Salvadoran Embassy 

(%2276-2132; Av del Campo 

142, Las Colinas) 

  Salvadoran Consulate 

(%2341-2049; esquina de los 

bancos, ½c S, Chinandega) 

  US Embassy (%2266-6010; 

Carretera Sur, Km 5.5) 

  Food
  Eating establishments in 

this guide are separated into 

budget categories and then 

listed according to author 

preference.

 Many Nicaraguans eat 

lunch on the go, but the 

majority eat dinner at home, 

so outside tourist areas 

you may find eating options 

are reduced in the evening. 

Budget eateries including 

comedores (basic eateries), 

where you choose from a 

variety of ready-prepared 

dishes, and market stalls 

serve a limited range of filling 

dishes and set meals from 

US$2 to US$5. Also in this 

price range are fritangas 

(grills), which serve grilled 

meats and fried sides. Mid-

range eateries will have a 

decent-sized menu charging 

US$5 to US$10 per plate. 

Top-end establishments 

(mostly found in Granada, 

Managua and San Juan del 

Sur) will have an even better 

range, including dishes from 

around the world, costing 

more than US$10. 
 While both breakfast and 

dinner are often served with 

a big scoop of gallo pinto (a 

common meal of blended 

rice and beans), at lunch 

the rice and beans are usu-

ally separate – it’s said to 

be more filling that way. Be 

sure to keep an eye out for 

local specialties including 

nacatamales (banana-

leaf-wrapped bundles of 

cornmeal, meat, vegetables 

and herbs), baho (plantain 

and beef stew) and rundown 

(seasoned fish or meat 

cooked in coconut milk with 

root vegetables).
 Nicaragua has a wonderful 

array of fresh fruits which 

are often sold cut up in small 

 EATING PRICES

  Price indicators for eat-

ing options in this book 

denote the co  of a 

typical main course.

 Price Indicator US$

 $ less than 5

 $$ 5-10

$$$ more than 10

 MEDICAL CHECKLIST

  antibiotics

  antidiarrheal drugs (eg loperamide)

  acetaminophen/paracetamol (Tylenol) or aspirin

  anti-inflammatory drugs (eg ibuprofen)

  antihistamines (for hay fever and allergic reactions)

  antibacterial ointment (eg Bactroban) for cuts and 

abrasions

  steroid cream or cortisone (for poison ivy and other 

allergic rashes)

  bandages, gauze, gauze rolls

  adhesive or paper tape

  scissors, safety pins, tweezers

  thermometer

  pocket knife

  DEET-containing insect repellent for the skin

  permethrin-containing insect spray for clothing, tents 

and bed nets

  sunblock

  oral rehydration salts

  iodine tablets (for water purification)

  syringes and sterile needles

  tampons

  preferred contraceptive pills

UNDERSTAND
Get more from your trip
Learn about the big picture, to 
make sense of what you see.

 Redrawing the Map
   Simmering tensions over the  Río San Juan, Nicaragua 

and Costa Rica’s favorite patriotic flash point, once 

again boiled over in late 2010 regarding Managua’s 

dredging operations in the river’s delta.

 Costa Rica lodged a demand against Nicaragua 

before the International Court of Justice (ICJ) in the 

Hague claiming that Nicaragua was hacking a new 

canal through a Costa Rican island in order to annexe 

part of the territory. Nicaragua rebutted by claim-

ing to simply be cleaning an existing channel (with 

dredging boss and former Contra leader Eden Pastora 

even pulling up Google Maps to prove a point) and 

launched a counterclaim suggesting that Costa Rica’s 

construction of a new highway along the river was 

damaging the local environment.

 While the two countries were still trading barbs, 

the ICJ handed down its final ruling in another case 

involving Nicaragua, the disputed maritime border 

with Colombia in a potentially mineral-rich area 

of the Caribbean Sea. In November 2012 the court 

awarded ownership of several small islands to Colom-

bia, but 100,000 sq km of sea formerly within Colom-

bia’s boundaries was handed over to Nicaragua.

 President Ortega sent a small flotilla of lightly 

armed ships and fishing boats to the disputed waters 

to exert sovereignty. However, shortly afterward, the 

Nicaraguan government was forced to admit that Co-

lombia, which rejects the ruling, was still patrolling 

the zone.

 Petroleum Economy
   Since the FSLN’s return to power, the government’s 

economic and social programs have been bankrolled 

through aid, loans and subsidized fuel from its part-

ner in the Alianza Bolivariano por Las Americas 

(ALBA), Venezuela. 
 And while the hunger eradication programs, new 

houses and other initiatives have been well received 

by FSLN supporters, the lack of transparency of their 

funding has caused controversy.

 The issue was brought to the forefront by the death 

of Venezuelan president Hugo Chavez. Many analysts 

suggest the Nicaraguan economy is overly dependent 

on Venezuelan handouts and changes in policy by a 

new government in Caracas could have a devastating 

impact on the country’s economy.

 This uncertainty has left ordinary Nicaraguans fol-

lowing the political situation in the South American 

country almost as closely as Venezuelans themselves.

 Election Controversy
   Prior to reclaiming the top job, President Daniel Ortega 

had appeared on the ballot paper in every one of the 

previous four Nicaraguan elections, so it was not a huge 

surprise when, as his return term was nearing its end, 

reports surfaced that the FSLN leader was not too hot 

on the idea of handing over the reigns to a successor. 

 Confirmation that Ortega was not yet ready to relin-

quish power surfaced in 2009 when the Frente Sandinista 

de Liberación Nacional ( Sandinista National Liberation 

Front; FSLN)-dominated Supreme Court overturned a 

constitutional ban on consecutive presidential terms. 

The opposition launched legal challenges in an attempt 

to overturn the ruling without success.

 Despite the controversy, the lead-up to the November 

2011 election was somewhat subdued. Ortega’s return to 

the presidency had not turned out to be the disaster that 

many on the right had predicted. During his five years 

in office, the economy had performed strongly with ex-

ports doubling and foreign direct investment increasing 

fivefold.
 Polls leading up to the election showed Ortega well in 

front, confirming the suspicion that many in the once-

rabidly anti-FSLN private sector had gotten over its dis-

trust of the former rebel.

 In the end, Ortega cruised to victory with 62.7% of the 

vote, more than twice that of his closest rival, conserva-

tive radio personality Fabio Gadea, who claimed fraud. 

Observers from the Organization of American States 

reported significant irregularities, but not sufficient to 

change the outcome. 
 Ortega’s democratic credentials were further chal-

lenged in local elections in 2012, in which the FSLN won 

127 of the 153 municipalities. Monitoring organization, 

Ética yTransparencia (Ethics and Transparency), identi-

fied irregularities in 70 municipalities it surveyed.

NICARAGUAMEXICO

≈ 1 person

population per sq km
USA

 AREA: 129,494 SQ KM

 POPULATION: 5,869,859

 GDP: US$7.18 BILLION

 GDP GROWTH: 4.7%

 INFLATION: 8.1%

 UNEMPLOYMENT: 7.3%  
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5 would identify as Indigenous
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 Be  in  Film
 La Yuma Portrays the challenges fac-

ing a female boxer from Managua.

 Palabras Magicas The making of 

modern Nicaragua through the lens of 

a young  lmmaker.

 Walker Biopic of a megalomaniac 

with music by the late, great Joe 

Strummer.
 Carla’s Song British bus driver falls 

for Nicaraguan dancer in exile in 

romantic drama with a political edge.

 Pictures from a Revolution The 

story behind the famous war images 

of Susan Meiselas.

 Be  in  Print
 Blood of Brothers (Stephen Kinzer) 

Fascinating account of revolution 

and war.
 The Country Beneath My Skin 

(Gioconda Belli) Autobiography by 

revolutionary poet.

 Selected Poems of Rubén Darío 

(translated by Lysander Kemp) Bilin-

gual anthology of the master poet´s 

best work.
 The Jaguar Smile (Salman Rushdie) 

Accessible insider’s look at the Sandi-

nistas during the revolution.

 Tycoon’s War (Stephen Dando-

Collins) Documents the epic battle 

between imperialists Vanderbilt and 

Walker.

  Like him or loathe him,  President Daniel Ortega’s re-election has delivered something that 

Nicaragua has lacked for a long time: a sense of stability. Gone are the transport strikes, 

debilitating power rationing and unpredictable rallies. And, after being devastated by the 

civil war, the country’s economy and infrastructure are slowly being reconstructed. But all 

is not rosy, Nicaragua remains the poorest nation on the American continent and questions 

continue to be raised at home and abroad over perceived erosion of democracy.

 Nicaragua
Today
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ON THE ROAD
Your complete guide
Expert reviews, easy-to-use 
maps and insider tips.

 Why Go?
   Managua is a shambles. It is chaotic and broken, poetic and 

mesmerizing, all at once and all at the same time. 

 And while most travelers are now skipping the city alto-

gether – and arranging quick airport transfers from nearby 

Granada – stay a day or two and you will see that big, bad 

Managua ain’t so bad after all, and that this truly is the 

heartstring that holds the nation’s culture, commerce and 

conscious together. 
 Aside from diving into the whir of a magnificent beehive 

of honking horns, sprawling markets, garbage and rancor, 

this low-rise city with its improbable trees, remarkable 

street art and spirited monuments also gives you easy access 

to nearby lagoons, nature reserves at Montebelli and Choc-

oyero-El Brujo, a smattering of fun beaches like Pochomil, 

and the hot springs at El Trapiche. 

 When to Go
    September through April is the best time of year for bird-

watching. It is also good for turtle tours at nearby beaches 

and wild encounters in the lagoons and natural attractions 

just outside the city.
 December through April are the dry months. Coming 

around now makes plying the city’s streets easier, market 

days drier and chance encounters just a little more pleas-

ant. Hotels can be a bit pricey during this time and during 

Semana Santa, so book ahead.

 The best festival days are for the annual Taxi Grand Prix, 

the last week in March, the Day of the Revolution on July 19 

or the Festival of Santo Domingo, the first 10 days in August.

 POP 

 Managua
 POP 1,028,800  /  ELEV 90M

  Best Places to 
Eat

  Doña Pilar (p 15 ) 

  Tercer Ojo (p 15 ) 

  La Casa de Los Noguera 

(p 16 ) 

  Best Places to 
Stay

  Managua Backpackers 

(p 14 ) 

  Hotel Contempo (p 14 ) 

  Hotel Europeo (p 12 ) 
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All reviews are ordered in our authors’ preference, 
starting with their most preferred option. Additionally:

Sights are arranged in the geographic order that we 
suggest you visit them and, within this order, by author 
preference.

Eating and Sleeping reviews are ordered by price 
range (budget, midrange, top end) and, within these 
ranges, by author preference.

1 Sights

r Beaches

2 Activities

C Courses

T Tours

z Festivals &
Events

4 Sleeping

5 Eating

6 Drinking

3 Entertainment

7 Shopping

8
 Information 
& Transport

% Telephone number
h Opening hours
p Parking
n Nonsmoking
a Air-conditioning
i Internet access
W Wi-fi  access
s Swimming pool
v Vegetarian selection

E English-language menu
c Family-friendly
# Pet-friendly
g Bus
f Ferry
j Tram
d Train

PLAN YOUR TRIP
Your planning tool kit
Photos & suggestions to help 
you create the perfect trip.
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 Río San Juan

5 Once favored by 

pirates and prospec-

tors as a path to riches, 

today the  Río San Juan is 

exalted by nature lovers. 

All along the river, scores 

of birds nest on branches 

overhanging its slow surg-

ing waters while its lower 

reaches are dominated by 

the Reserva Biológica In-

dio-Maíz (p 256 ), an impen-

etrable jungle that shelters 

jaguars and troupes of 

noisy monkeys. The only 

arti  cial attraction along 

the river’s entire length 

is the grand Spanish fort 

(p 254 ) over the rapids at 

El Castillo.

Pearl Keys

 6 As you approach the 

dozen tiny islands 

ringed by snow-white sand 

and brilliant Caribbean 

waters that make up the 

 Pearl Keys (p 230 ), you 

will enter the realms of the 

ultimate shipwreck fan-

tasy. Fortunately, you’ll be 

marooned with a capable 

Creole guide that will cook 

up a spectacular seafood 

meal and source ice-cold 

beers from a mysterious 

supply, leaving you more 

time to swim, snorkel, spot 

sea turtles, or just lie back 

in your hammock and take 

in the idyllic panoramic 

views.

Coffee Country

 7 A visit to Nicaragua’s 

 co  ee zone is about 

more than just sipping 

plenty of joe, it’s about get-

ting out and seeing where 

it all comes from. Hike 

among the bushes shaded 

by ethereal cloud forest 

around Jinotega (p 189 ) and 

pick ripe cherries alongside 

your hosts in a community 

farming cooperative near 

Matagalpa (p 194 ). And 

why stop there when you 

can follow the beans to the 

roasting plant and then 

learn to identify  avors in a 

cupping session. After this, 

you’ll savor your morning 

cup in a whole new way. 

Co  ee beans from the mountains 

of Matagalpa

 León

 3 A royal city with revolutionary under-

currents,  León both enchants and 

ba   es. Within the city, you’ll  nd an artsy, 

slightly edgy vibe originally fueled by the 

Sandinista revolution and now by the uni-

versity (p 148 ) and a 120-horsepower party 

scene. Come sunrise, you can spend a good 

day exploring the Catedral (p 143 ), muse-

ums and downtown area, before heading 

out to honey-blonde beaches, volcanoes 

and Old West cowboy towns. View from León 

Catedral

 Isla de Ometepe

 4 Lago de Nicaragua’s beloved center-

piece,  Isla de Ometepe (p 112 ) has it all: 

twin volcanoes, lush hillsides cut by walking 

tracks, archaeological remains, ziplines, 

monkeys and birdlife, waterfalls, lapping 

waves at your doorstep, and a laid-back 

island air that keeps travelers in the now as 

they make their way through this lost para-

dise found again. At the heart of the island’s 

charms are the cool hostels, camping areas 

and peaced-out traveler scenes. Custom-

 t your experience from high-end luxury 

lodges to groovy-groupie hippie huts. 
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 Volcano Boarding on 
Cerro Negro

 14 What goes up must come down. But 
why walk, when you can strap on a 

custom-built  volcano board and rip-roar 
your way down a slope of  ne volcanic ash? 
That’s the genesis of volcano sur ng. And 
one of the best spots on the planet to dig 
this new adrenaline sport is atop 700-plus-
meter  Volcán Cerro Negro in northwestern 
Nicaragua’s Reserva Natural Pilas–El Hoyo 
(p 159 ). Tour operators in León will even 
provide you with cool jumpsuits for your 
dusty-bottomed descent. 

Reserva Natural Estero 
Padre Ramos

 15 The  Reserva Natural Estero Padre 
Ramos (p 167 ) is a vast nature 

reserve located in the far northwestern 
corner of Nicaragua. The largest remaining 
mangrove forest in Central America, the 
reserve is home to ocelots, alligators and 
a universe’s worth of birds. While this is a 
wild corner of Nicaragua, basic tourist serv-
ices will get you into the spider-webbing 
mangrove forest, to the beaches where sea 
turtles lay their eggs and good surf domi-
nates, and into local communities. 

 Wildlife-Watching

 12 From the colorful parakeets  ying 
over busy Managua to ubiquitous 

iguanas scratching across your hotel roof, 
exotic  wildlife is everywhere in Nicaragua. 
Dedicate some energy to the pursuit and 
you’ll discover some truly phenomenal 
natural spectacles. Head into the rugged 
rainforest-covered mountains of the Bo-
sawás (p 214 ) to spot three types of mon-
keys, toucans and tapirs, while reptile fans 
will not want to miss getting close to the 
alligators of Los Guatuzos (p 251 ). Wherever 
you go, keep your binoculars handy. Baby 
green iguana

Canopy Tour in Managua

 13 Big- brawling Managua doesn’t 
make it onto many traveler top 10 

lists, and one of the best parts of visiting 
this city is getting away. But you won’t 
have to go far. Within the city’s con nes, 
the Parque Historico Nacional Loma de 
Tiscapa (p 43 ) is home to the silhouetted 
statue of Augusto Sandino and was once 
the site of the presidential palace. Today 
the highlight of the park is a homegrown 
canopy-tour operation that swings you 
through the lush foliage. Zipline canopy tour, 
Parque Historico Nacional Loma de Tiscapa

14
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10 
DAYS

If you’ve got limited time in Nicaragua, 
a trip through the southwest is big 
on awesome and small on hours in 
the bus. The region is a condensed 
wonderland of barreling surf, volcanoes, 
crater lakes, colonial towns and 
artisan villages that includes many of 
Nicaragua’s must-see highlights.

Fly into Managua (p40) and take in the 
view across town from Sandino’s silhou-
ette on the Loma de Tiscapa before head-
ing south and descending into the lush 
crater at Laguna de Apoyo (p75) for the 

night. Spend the next day swimming in the 
rich sulfuric waters or spotting birds and 
howler monkeys in the forest, before enjoy-
ing the spectacular night sky. 

The following morning, visit the artisan 
workshops of the nearby Pueblos Blancos 
(p76), including the pottery cooperative at 
San Juan del Oriente.

Then head 30 minutes down the road 
for some colonial splendor in charismatic 
Granada (p83). Spend three nights taking 
in the wonderful streetscapes, visiting the 
museums and churches, and dining in the 
fine restaurants. While you’re here make 
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Cascada San Ramón, Isla de Ometepe

day trips to kayak through the islets just 
offshore and hike among the cloud forest 
atop Volcán Mombacho.

Next head down the highway to San 
Jorge, from where you’ll take the ferry 
across to the out-of-this world Isla de 
Ometepe (p112) with its twin volcanoes 
and endless outdoor activities. Spend one 
night among the howler monkeys at Reserva 
Charco Verde and another at the base of 
Volcán Maderas, from where you can hike to 
the crater lake surrounded by cloud forest.

Then head across the isthmus to the 
surfing capital of San Juan de Sur (p127), 

where you’ll spend three days lazing on 
the splendid surrounding beaches or surf-
ing some of the many excellent breaks in 
the area. Take a day trip to the charming 
fishing village of El Ostional or, if you’re 
lucky, to watch sea turtles arrive en masse 
at Refugio de Vida Silvestre La Flor. In the 
evenings, work your way though the hap-
pening beachfront bars and restaurants.

On your way back to Managua, stop off 
at Masaya (p67) to shop for souvenirs and 
gifts in the excellent Mercado Artesanías 
(National Artisans Market) and visit the 
hammock workshops.
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3 
WEEKS

Rich in nature and revolutionary culture, 
northern Nicaragua serves rugged and refined 
equally. In one trip you’ll go from sipping 
organic coffee at the source to surfing an 
active volcano. Charge your batteries, you’ll 
want to take plenty of pictures or no one will 
believe you when you get home.

Upon arrival skip through Managua (p40) and 
head for the crumbling colonial beauty of León 
(p139) to give Nicaragua the fantastic introduc-
tion it deserves. Spend three days exploring this 
endearing city on foot, visiting fascinating muse-
ums, spacious mansions and glorious churches. 
If you’re feeling energetic, hike one of the nearby 
volcanoes or surf the slopes of Cerro Negro. 

From León head out west to the beach at Las 
Peñitas (p156) and find a spot in a sand-floor 
beachside bar for the spectacular sunset. In the 
morning make an early start to travel north to 
Jiquilillo (p166) and spend a couple of days 
soaking up the ambience in this pretty fishing 
village and paddling through the mangroves of 
the nearby Reserva Natural Estero Padre Ramos. 

Then travel across the Maribios Volcanic chain 
and into the mountains to Estelí (p172), where 
you can visit cigar factories and check out the 
revolutionary murals. After a couple of days head 
into mountains in the Área Protegida Mira-
flor (p177) for two days of horseback riding, 
wildlife-spotting and farm-culture immersion. 

Move on to Somoto (p181) and to Monumento 
Nacional Cañon de Somoto to swim, jump and 
rappel your way through the canyon. 

Next morning travel to Matagalpa (p194) for a 
few caffeine-fuelled days picking coffee beans and 
hiking on local plantations. Continue climbing 
higher into the mountains, stopping at the gor-
geous Selva Negra coffee estate, before arriving in 
Jinotega (p188), gateway to the cloud forests of 
Reserva Natural Cerro Datanlí–El Diablo. Spend 
a day in town to climb Cerro la Cruz and then 
spend a couple of days hiking in the reserve.

Give your muscles a break with a boat cruise 
on Lago de Apanás (p193) before continuing 
on to San Rafael del Norte (p187) to visit one 
of Nicaragua’s most magnificent churches or 
fly through the pine forest on a zipline. On your 
way back to Managua call in at Chagüitillo 
(p202) to view the pre-Columbian petroglyphs.
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Top: Monumento Nacional Cañon de Somoto 
Bottom: Iglesia de La Recolección, León
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3 
WEEKS

Rich in nature and revolutionary culture, 
northern Nicaragua serves rugged and refined 
equally. In one trip you’ll go from sipping 
organic coffee at the source to surfing an 
active volcano. Charge your batteries, you’ll 
want to take plenty of pictures or no one will 
believe you when you get home.

Upon arrival skip through Managua (p40) and 
head for the crumbling colonial beauty of León 
(p139) to give Nicaragua the fantastic introduc-
tion it deserves. Spend three days exploring this 
endearing city on foot, visiting fascinating muse-
ums, spacious mansions and glorious churches. 
If you’re feeling energetic, hike one of the nearby 
volcanoes or surf the slopes of Cerro Negro. 

From León head out west to the beach at Las 
Peñitas (p156) and find a spot in a sand-floor 
beachside bar for the spectacular sunset. In the 
morning make an early start to travel north to 
Jiquilillo (p166) and spend a couple of days 
soaking up the ambience in this pretty fishing 
village and paddling through the mangroves of 
the nearby Reserva Natural Estero Padre Ramos. 

Then travel across the Maribios Volcanic chain 
and into the mountains to Estelí (p172), where 
you can visit cigar factories and check out the 
revolutionary murals. After a couple of days head 
into mountains in the Área Protegida Mira-
flor (p177) for two days of horseback riding, 
wildlife-spotting and farm-culture immersion. 

Move on to Somoto (p181) and to Monumento 
Nacional Cañon de Somoto to swim, jump and 
rappel your way through the canyon. 

Next morning travel to Matagalpa (p194) for a 
few caffeine-fuelled days picking coffee beans and 
hiking on local plantations. Continue climbing 
higher into the mountains, stopping at the gor-
geous Selva Negra coffee estate, before arriving in 
Jinotega (p188), gateway to the cloud forests of 
Reserva Natural Cerro Datanlí–El Diablo. Spend 
a day in town to climb Cerro la Cruz and then 
spend a couple of days hiking in the reserve.

Give your muscles a break with a boat cruise 
on Lago de Apanás (p193) before continuing 
on to San Rafael del Norte (p187) to visit one 
of Nicaragua’s most magnificent churches or 
fly through the pine forest on a zipline. On your 
way back to Managua call in at Chagüitillo 
(p202) to view the pre-Columbian petroglyphs.
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Top: El Castillo fort overlooking the Río San Juan  
Bottom: Capuchin monkeys
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Refugio Bartola

2 
WEEKS

The southeast corner of Nicaragua is an 
unparalleled playground for nature lovers of 
all dispositions, boasting both comfortable 
eco-retreats and more strenuous adventures 
among lush wetlands and towering 
rainforests that are filled with fascinating 
ruins, colorful reptiles and first-class birdlife.

From Managua (p40) fly or bus it to San Carlos 
(p244) or pick up the ferry in Granada or Om-
etepe. Dedicate a morning to checking out the 
old Spanish fort and waterfront before taking the 
afternoon boat over to the enchanted archipelago 
of the Islas Solentiname (p247). Spend a night 
on both Isla San Fernando and Isla Mancarrón, 
following jungle trails to in situ petroglyphs, 
swimming in the clear waters and visiting local 
artist workshops. 

From Mancarrón, charter a boat to the Río 
Papaturro (p251) in the Refugio de Vida Silves-
tre Los Guatuzos, stopping to spot the amazing 
birdlife at some of the smaller islands on the way. 
Hike through the thick monkey-inhabited forest 
or kayak in the wetlands before heading out on 
an alligator safari in the evening. 

Next take the public boat back to San Carlos 
to pick up a riverboat down the Río San Juan to 
Boca de Sábalos (p252), a small river town sur-
rounded by steamy jungle. Take a tour to a local 
cacao plantation and chocolate factory or simply 
relax on your hotel balcony and spot aquatic birds 
on the banks of the majestic river.

After two nights in Sabalos, continue down-
stream to El Castillo (p254), where an imposing 
Spanish fort looms over the rapids. Spend two 
days here riding horses through the rolling green 
hills and feasting on giant river shrimp. 

The following stop is the Refugio Bartola 
(p256) biological station, with a network of trails 
through towering old-growth forest and kayaks 
to paddle up the narrow jungle-clad Río Bartola 
to crystal-clear swimming holes.

Continue the journey by picking up a riverboat 
heading downriver to San Juan de Nicaragua 
(p257), where the Río San Juan pours into the 
Caribbean Sea. Give yourself three days to explore 
the ruins of Greytown, spot manatees in hidden 
lagoons and head up the Río Indio into the heart 
of the Reserva Biológica Indio-Maíz. From San 
Juan fly direct back to Managua. 
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2 
WEEKS

The southeast corner of Nicaragua is an 
unparalleled playground for nature lovers of 
all dispositions, boasting both comfortable 
eco-retreats and more strenuous adventures 
among lush wetlands and towering 
rainforests that are filled with fascinating 
ruins, colorful reptiles and first-class birdlife.

From Managua (p40) fly or bus it to San Carlos 
(p244) or pick up the ferry in Granada or Om-
etepe. Dedicate a morning to checking out the 
old Spanish fort and waterfront before taking the 
afternoon boat over to the enchanted archipelago 
of the Islas Solentiname (p247). Spend a night 
on both Isla San Fernando and Isla Mancarrón, 
following jungle trails to in situ petroglyphs, 
swimming in the clear waters and visiting local 
artist workshops. 

From Mancarrón, charter a boat to the Río 
Papaturro (p251) in the Refugio de Vida Silves-
tre Los Guatuzos, stopping to spot the amazing 
birdlife at some of the smaller islands on the way. 
Hike through the thick monkey-inhabited forest 
or kayak in the wetlands before heading out on 
an alligator safari in the evening. 

Next take the public boat back to San Carlos 
to pick up a riverboat down the Río San Juan to 
Boca de Sábalos (p252), a small river town sur-
rounded by steamy jungle. Take a tour to a local 
cacao plantation and chocolate factory or simply 
relax on your hotel balcony and spot aquatic birds 
on the banks of the majestic river.

After two nights in Sabalos, continue down-
stream to El Castillo (p254), where an imposing 
Spanish fort looms over the rapids. Spend two 
days here riding horses through the rolling green 
hills and feasting on giant river shrimp. 

The following stop is the Refugio Bartola 
(p256) biological station, with a network of trails 
through towering old-growth forest and kayaks 
to paddle up the narrow jungle-clad Río Bartola 
to crystal-clear swimming holes.

Continue the journey by picking up a riverboat 
heading downriver to San Juan de Nicaragua 
(p257), where the Río San Juan pours into the 
Caribbean Sea. Give yourself three days to explore 
the ruins of Greytown, spot manatees in hidden 
lagoons and head up the Río Indio into the heart 
of the Reserva Biológica Indio-Maíz. From San 
Juan fly direct back to Managua. 
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Off the Beaten Track: Nicaragua 

At the end of one of the worst roads in 
Central America you’ll find this 
spectacular 100m-high split-level 
waterfall that makes every bump, 
ditch and pothole seem insignificant. 
(p186)

SALTO EL ROSARIO

Take a boat ride through these vast 
wetlands close to the Honduran 
border to spot alligators and 
migratory birds backed by the 
magnificent Volcán Cosigüina.
(p164)

DELTA DEL ESTERO REAL

On the back roads between León and 
Estelí is this sleepy mountain town 
cut straight from an old Western 
movie. The surrounding mountains 
are strewn with waterfalls and hiking 
trails. (p160)

EL SAUCE The ultimate remote river adventure 
takes you from Wiwili in the northern 
highlands all the way to the Waspam 
in the Caribbean stopping in tiny 
Miskito villages along the way. Only 
hardcore adventurers need apply. 
(p215)  

DESCENDING THE RÍO 
COCO
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Spend the night with welcoming 
Miskito lobster fishers in their stilted 
wooden houses that jut out of the 
turquoise Caribbean Sea among 
rocky outcrops and coral reefs some 
50km offshore. (p213)

MISKITO KEYS

Accessed from the town of Río Blanco 
on the Managua–Siuna Hwy, this 
ruggedly beautiful mountain reserve 
has almost a dozen peaks over 
1400m and as many dramatic 
waterfalls. (p283)

RESERVA NATURAL 
CERRO MUSÚN

A perilous ride through the open seas 
in a small boat keeps the best 
beaches on the Caribbean mainland 
completely empty and undeveloped. 
(p227)

MONKEY POINT

This Creole community accessed by 
boat charter from San Juan de 
Nicaragua is the gateway to superb 
wildlife-watching in this seldom-
visited part of the Reserva Biológica 
Indio-Maíz. (p227) 

CORN RIVER

Deep in the Indio-Maíz, the 
indigenous Rama community of 
Makenge is surrounded by the class 
of jungle you’ve probably only seen in 
wildlife documentaries. (p257)

MAKENGE 
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