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A
NTIGUA IS GUATEMALA’S MOST BEAUTIFUL 
city, and the center of its cultural life and Spanish-
colonial heritage. If you want to taste a little of 
everything Guatemala has to offer, this is the place 
to come.

To start with, Antigua is nestled amid some of the country’s 
most dramatic landscape. This local geology hasn’t always been 
kind, however. Earthquakes in the 18th century led the Spanish to 
move their capital to the site of modern-day Guatemala City. But 
while Antigua’s population declined—today it’s around 47,000—
more than enough of the city’s impressive architecture remained.

Along a grid work of cobblestone streets (Antigua itself is 
completely fl at) you fi nd boldly-colored houses painted pastel 
shades of red, blue and yellow. Blossoms cascade down walls and 
there’s no neon or lurid advertising—even McDonalds hides 
behind its painted façade. The city’s shady plazas are the perfect 
place to idle away an afternoon gazing up at baroque churches, and 
exploring some of the city’s earthquake-shattered ruins is a must.

There’s not really a bad time to visit Antigua. Cradled in the 
Panchoy Valley in the central Guatemalan Highlands, it has a 
year-round, spring-like climate, with January through April being 
the warmest months. Getting there is easy, too; the international 

airport is only about 
45 minutes away at 
Guatemala City.

My favorite 
landmark is La Merced, 
an impressive yellow 
baroque church dating 
from the 18th century 
with an immense 
fountain inside the ruins 
of a monastery. Another 
favorite within the city is 
the ruins of the 16th-
century San Francisco 
monastery, its tumbling, 
weather-beaten masonry 
and grassy slopes a perfect spot for relaxing. And just a couple of 
blocks from the central plaza, you’ll fi nd the rambling ruins of the 
Santa Clara convent.  

The city’s focal point is the central plaza, anchored by a fountain 
of mermaids, complete with water spurting from their breasts.  
From there, walk along the 5ta Avenida Norte, the main tourist 
drag, past some of the city’s most popular restaurants. You’ll walk 
under the mustard-colored Arco de Santa Catalina. (The arched 
bridge was used by nuns in the 17th century to get from one part 
of the convent to the other, avoiding the outside world.) Look back 
on a clear day for Antigua’s classic vista of Volcán de Agua framed 
by the iconic arch.

To probe deeper into Antigua’s history, take a three-hour 
walking tour with historian and U.S. expat Elizabeth Bell 
(Antiguatours.net). 

The $20 tour, which focuses on the city’s history and culture, 
includes a visit to the Paseo de los Museos, a museum and gallery 
complex within the convent ruins of Hotel Casa Santo Domingo. 
This fi ve-star hotel is built on the site of the Iglesia y Convento de 
Santo Domingo, the largest and richest convent in 16th-century 
Antigua. If you go it alone, walk around the exquisite hotel 
grounds at no charge, or for $6 you can enter the convent ruins 
and visit the museums dedicated to Mayan artifacts and colonial and 
contemporary art. 

Antigua is a walkable city, but if you want to rest your feet, 
jump into a horse-drawn carriage at Parque Central. Negotiate a fee 
before getting in. Expect to pay around $3.50 for six blocks.

Antigua is one of the prime spots in Central America for 
studying Spanish and there are plenty of language schools. Private 
classes start at around $120 for 20 hours a week, while afternoon 
and group classes cost less. It’s worth asking about discounts for 
longer study periods and price reductions during low season. 

Mermaids and Convents 
in Guatemala
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For a bird’s-eye view of Antigua and the surrounding volcanoes, 
take a short hike up to Cerro de la Cruz, the cross on the hill. It 
takes a leisurely 45 minutes from Parque Central.

To get another stunning vista of the volcanoes and surrounding 
villages, take a free shuttle from Hotel Casa Santo Domingo to 
Santo Domingo del Cerro, a few minutes’ ride from town.

Agencies and tour operators all over town offer coffee and 
macadamia plantation tours or trips to nearby indigenous towns.

Other agencies specialize in adrenalin-pumping action, from 
day trips to expeditions catering to all budgets and fi tness levels. 
Hike up to the edge of a red-hot lava fl ow, camp on the slopes of 
an active volcano, mountain bike or horseback ride along ancient 
trails, take a canopy tour, go rock climbing, caving, white-water 
rafting and kayaking, or hop on a motorcycle or helicopter tour.

O.X. Outdoor Excursions (Guatemalavolcano.com) are the 
volcano experts, Old Town Outfi tters (Adventureguatemala.
com) the adventure specialists, and CATours (Catours.co.uk) the 
motorcycle pros. All have solid reputations.

ACTIVITIES AROUND ANTIGUA

By Lucy Brown
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popular with locals, expats, and visitors alike for its spectacular 
volcano view at sunset. Try the michelada at $4.35: cold beer laced 
with lime juice, chile, and assorted sauces.

Antigua is packed with hostels, family-run guesthouses, 
boutique inns, and plush fi ve-star hotels with a price tag to match. 
For a great value stay with rooftop views of the volcanoes, I 
recommend Hotel Tradiciones Antigua (Hoteltradicionesantigua.
com). Another colonial stay worth considering is Hotel Los Pasos 
(Hotellospasos.com/en), or splurge on the Posada de los Leones 
(Posadadelosleones.com), a luxury colonial mansion-style hotel. 

An alternative for peace-seekers and nature lovers just 
outside town is the eco-friendly mountain Earth Lodge 
(Earthlodgeguatemala.com), offering sweeping views over Antigua, 
the surrounding villages, and volcanoes. A night in a hillside tree 
house costs $28 and a cabin $20.50 (prices are for two people).

Guatemala is one of the world’s major sources of jade and 
Antigua is the country’s main distribution hub for this highly-
valued stone. Many of the town’s numerous jade stores have 
adjoining workshops where you can watch craftsmen polishing 
jade before transforming it into exquisite jewelry, sculptures, and 
pre-Columbian-style replicas. Prices start around $25 for a Mayan 
day glyph (jade disk pendant engraved with your Mayan birth sign), 
and the cheapest pre-Columbian replica mask goes for about $220. 
Jades, S.A. offers free museum tours explaining everything you 
want to know about jade (see: Jademaya.com).

If you’re a chocoholic, Antigua is 
a dream destination. Locally-grown 
cacao beans are used to produce rich 
dark chocolate, and the recently-
opened ChocoMuseo (Guatemala.
chocomuseo.com) is the best place to 
delve into the secrets of the chocolate 
arts. Its two-hour workshop takes 
you through the whole process “from 
beans to bar” for $20. 

There are other small-scale 
chocolate producers such as 
Chocolalala, Sabe Rico, and Kaffee Fernando’s, where you can 
combine two addictions—handcrafted chocolate with a cup of 
Joe. Antigua’s coffee is fresh from local coffee plantations and a 
delicious cappuccino costs just over $1.50.

If you’re interested in the roots of your brew—or your 
chocolate—you can take a tour. There are agencies all over town, 
but for coffee I recommend going to the Museo del Café in the 
Centro Cultural la Azotea (Centroazotea.com). A one-hour tour 
costing $7 takes you through the entire process in the coffee 
museum and plantation, ending with a cup of its brew. For 
chocolate, take a full-day cacao plantation tour with ChocoMuseo. 
It will cost you $70, including transport, guide, and meals. 

For souvenirs and colorful photo opportunities, wander through 
the vibrant daily artisans’ market alongside the municipal market. 
Brimming with handicrafts from all over Guatemala, this is the place 
to get your Mayan woven textiles, tapestries, hammocks, and bags 
or traditional, painted wooden masks. 
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I recommend checking out a few schools before deciding. Take 
a look at the facilities, meet teachers, and see the programs and 
extra-curricular excursions offered. Christian Spanish Academy 
(Learncsa.com) and San José el Viejo (Sanjoseelviejo.com) are two of 
the most reputable schools. 

For a small city Antigua has an impressive range of dining 
options. You can have French, Thai, Japanese, Italian, Arabic, 
Peruvian…the list goes on. Many restaurants and cafés feature 
open-air patios and courtyards with colonial-style fountains. Others 
seduce with volcano-vista dining on rooftop terraces. 

Head to the Argentine steakhouse Ni-fu Ni-fa, where a 
succulent sirloin and all-you-can-eat salad bar will set you back $13. 
Another of my favorites is Ubi’s Sushi. I get the “Titanic Mix,” an 
immense boat of mixed sushi, sashimi, and veggie rolls for $19. For 
an ultra-relaxing setting in an oasis of greenery, with a menu packed 
with healthy, organic, international grub, look no further than the 
herb gardens of Sabe Rico.

Alternatively, sample the fl avors of typical Guatemalan dishes. 
A favorite eatery is La Casa de las Mixtas, where $2.50 will get 
you a simple set lunch on its rustic terrace—homemade fruit juice, 
soup, main course of chicken or beef with rice or pasta and veggies, 
served with the ever-present corn tortillas and chiles followed 
by a small dessert. A bottle of Gallo, Guatemala’s most popular 
“rooster” brew (gallo means rooster in Spanish) costs less than $2.

For a truly traditional Antigueño atmosphere, salivate over 
the selection of cakes and desserts in Café Condesa. Try the 
“borracho,” a sweet cake soaked in rum. Another old Antigua 
favorite is Doña Luisa, whose bakery offers more variety than the 
average Guatemalan panadería. You can buy a loaf of its famous 
banana bread (the best in town) for $3.30, or kick back on the 
restaurant’s leafy patio to sample its breakfast and lunch options. 

Wash it all down with a drink on the rooftop bar of Café Sky, 

Well-tended and 
affordable, Antigua is 
easy to walk around.

“If you’re a 
chocoholic, 
Antigua is a 
dream 
destination.”
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