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Football games are only one of the ways the men of Surin, Thailand, 
show off their animals’ skills.

Salto de Chilascó: Central 
America’s Highest Waterfall

The Savvy Traveler’s 
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Thailand’s Elephant Festival

T he province of Surin in Thailand’s rural northeast is 
something of a backwater much of the year, but every 
November it explodes into life.

First held in 1960, the annual elephant round-up is a relatively 
new phenomenon. Men of the province have long been renowned 
for their skill at capturing and training elephants as work animals. 

But with wild stocks 
running low and modern 
farming practices 
rendering the elephants 
less valuable, the mahouts 
(elephant trainers) began 
to shift their focus to 
entertainment.

During the event, 
the mahouts display the 

strength, skill, and intelligence of their animals. There are elephant 
football games, elephant street parades, elephant tugs of war, and 
colorful reenactments of ancient battles the Thais fought against the 
neighboring Khmers.

But it’s not all hard work for the elephants—the weekend event 
starts on Friday morning with the “Elephant Breakfast,” when 
300 or so animals march through the streets to the “Elephant 
Roundabout,” where they are treated to a lavish all-you-can-eat 
banquet of fruits and vegetables.

“
The weekend starts 
with the ‘Elephant 
Breakfast.’”

I n an ankle-length skirt and dance pumps, our 12-year-
old guide, Verónica, leads us daintily along a muddy path 
between steep fi elds of broccoli and maize. Climbing uphill 

away from the hand-tilled patches of land, we are engulfed by the 
luxuriant trees of the forest. Vivid orchids, giant bromeliads, and 
ferns thrive here in the heavy moisture. 

We’re on our way to the remote Salto de Chilascó, which 
locals say is Central America’s highest waterfall. The cascade lies 
deep in the Sierra de las Minas Biosphere Reserve in north-central 
Guatemala. 

This is the largest cloud forest in the region and a part of 
Guatemala that is completely unspoiled. It’s superb for outdoor 
activities such as hiking, horseback riding, mountain biking, bird 
watching, and camping.

The trek to the falls is 
less than two miles and you 
can also take a separate path 
to the smaller waterfall of 
Saltito, where you can swim. 

An hour into our hike, we 
hear the roar of water and 
catch our fi rst glimpse of the 
lofty falls, almost hidden in 
the swirling cloud. Another 
20 minutes downhill and we 
reach a better viewpoint of 
the thundering torrent. 

Although seldom visited, 
it’s well worth the trip. Tours 
run by Aventurasturisticas.com 
during the dry season (March 
to May) are one easy way to 
get here.

Renting a car is another (see: Budgetguatemala.com.gt). If you’re 
driving from Guatemala City, take the highway to Cobán in Alta 
Verapaz, turning off at Km. 145 (signposted Chilascó) and continue 
along the dirt road for around seven miles. The village of San Rafael 
Chilascó is 97 miles from the capital and takes about three to four 
hours to reach.

Stop at the Centro Turístico in the village to pay the admission 
fee of $4.50 and hire a guide for the same amount again. You also 
have the option of going on horseback for about $13 an hour. Our 
guide’s father is the local community tourism administrator, and 
he will welcome you warmly. You’ll need wet-weather gear and 
walking boots during the rainy season, but you can rent them for 
around $1 at the tourist center. 

Grab your boots, hit the north 
Guatemalan trails, and have the 
Chilascó waterfall all to yourself. 

Lucy Brown
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