


Time froze in the half-lit streets of a working-class neighbor-
hood. Freshly scrawled graffiti proclaimed “Viva el FSLN"—
long live the Sandinista National Liberation Front—the same
slogan you saw 30 years ago, perhaps even limned by the same
hand. But now, I knew, bearded revolutionaries had become ty-
coons, and erstwhile communists had declared themselves born-
again Christians. Thus the living anachronism Daniel Ortega, the
Sandinista president in the eighties, has returned to power in a
country that wants to be famous not for ideology but for idylls.
“We fight against the yanqui, enemy of humanity,” they used to
sing. Now they summon travelers to their “eco-amazing” shores
to surf and swim, to hike their jungle trails, to snowboard on the
black sands of their volcanoes.

Managua has a few pretty good international hotels these
days: the Hilton, the InterContinental and the pyramid-shaped
Crowne Plaza (the former InterContinental), where eccentric
billionaire Howard Hughes hid out in the early 1970s and where
I spent my first days in Nicaragua. The old Intercon was the cen-
ter of Managua’s social and diplomatic life back then.You'd come
across Filipino revolutionaries and Libyan functionaries, Italian
communists and American human rights activists. Bianca Jag-
ger hung out by the pool in the afternoons, then went to dusty
roadside restaurants wearing Halston to eat steaks, drink Coke
and talk politics late into the night.

Being there now, I decided the new hotels were too new and
the old ones had, really, too many memories. So I bunked that
first night at the little Casa Naranja, a bed-and-breakfast with
the air of a boutique hotel. I ordered a Flor de Caia rum with
Coca-Cola as a nightcap, smooth sweetness on top of sweetness,
with a little bite. In my room, a gecko crawled across the ceiling,
defying gravity. The fan whirred gently, hypnotically. I slept easily.
In the morning, after a breakfast of scrambled eggs mixed with
chorizo, rice and beans, tortillas and guava jelly spread across the
extraordinarily airy bread called pan de agna, 1 was fortified for a
journey into the country’s history as well as my own.

ETTING AROUND NICARAGUA BY CAR, AT LEAST IN THE

most frequently touristed areas in the western

part of the country, is fairly easy—and safe—
— thanks to the brand-new highways that now lace

together the major towns and cities. Rather than

renting a car, [ hired a driver for around a hun-
dred bucks a day and traveled comfortably to my first stop, Gran-
ada, about an hour’s drive south of Managua. Built in the 1500s,
then sacked by British pirates, rebuilt, then burned to the ground
by American adventurers who briefly conquered the country
in the 1850s, Granada now gleams, restored, like a collection
of rough-cut jewels near the shores of a vast inland sea that has
many names but is best known as Lake Nicaragua. Horse-drawn
carriages still meander through the pastel streets, past the ancient
convent and the cathedral. Locals gossip, sip soft drinks and play
with their babies around the fountain and trees of Plaza Colon.
In the shade of columned porticoes from colonial times, Ameri-
cans and Brits, Germans and French, who are sunburned pink
and shining with sweat, stroke the cool dew on the sides of their
Victoria beers. Granada, I thought, would be the ideal getaway—
if so many others had not had the same idea.

Over the last 20 years, the old city has become the expatriate
capital of the country, a society of transients who never quite
leave. On the side streets, Internet cafés and hostels, bars and
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little restaurants attract a steady flow of backpackers, adventur-
ers, retirees and real estate speculators. Tour companies organize
excursions onto the lake or into the cloud forests on the Mom-
bacho volcano, which looms over Granada like Vesuvius tower-
ing over Naples, only closer. There’s an elegant and unobtrusive
hotel, La Gran Francia, just oft Plaza Colén, with 21 rooms and
an atrium surrounding a small pool that feels like a world all its
own. Granada no longer seems so deliciously anachronistic as
it once did. And yet, if it was not the wilds of Nicaragua, it still
gave a good first taste of that delicious, slightly unpredictable and
utterly unpackaged otherness I was seeking,

“SHORT BOAT RIDE FROM GRANADA, ON A TINY
private island out in the lake, sits the Jicaro Island
Ecolodge. Beautifully situated, it’s a recent ex-
ample of just the sort of ecotourism Nicaragua is
promoting. On the way there I watched ospreys

A hunting and cormorants diving. Mombacho

loomed in the background, with the only clouds in an otherwise

clear sky hovering just above its crater. There were a handful of
guests in the Jicaro bungalows that day, and over lunch with the
hotel manager and a couple of tour operators, the conversation
soon turned to the history that many people trying to build

Nicaragua's travel industry see as the country’s curse.

Nicaragua is in fact one of the safest places—maybe the saf-
est place—in Central America. The wars are long over, even if

took you across to a spot south of Granada; and then all that
separated you from the Pacific was an easy transit of about 12
miles to San Juan del Sur, where another ocean liner picked you
up for the final leg of the voyage to San Francisco.

All that ended later in the century, as railroads joined one coast
of the United States to the other and then the Panama Canal
joined the seas. By the time I first visited San Juan del Sur in the
1980s, more stray dogs than people wandered the streets. But
the town has been repopulated in recent years by surfers and
sun-seekers, backpackers and retirees, whose languorous days are
interrupted every so often in the winter months by brief inva-
sions of cruise-ship tourists.

Where to hide out? A top American diplomat in Central
America, an old friend from the war years, recommended a
resort that’s called Pelican Eyes in English and Piedras y Olas
(Stones and Waves) in Spanish. Built on a steep hillside at the
back of town, it offers one spectacular view after another from its
restaurants and rooms and from three swimming pools, each at a
difterent altitude. The bay during the day is beautiful, but Pelican
Eyes is focused above all else on the evening spectacle of the sun
settling beneath the far edge of the Pacific. Whether over a drink
or lying by the pool, or both, it’s easy to slip into that tropical
reverie that shows you, at last, the green flash.

In the end, though, I went a few miles up the coast to Mor-
gan’s Rock, another ecolodge and probably the most famous
in Nicaragua. The property is a curious mix of the primitive

Even if contentious politics remain, the
wars are long over. Nicaragua is now one
of the safest places m Central America.

contentious politics remain. The police force is respected and ef-
fective, and there’s almost none of the gang-related crime that has
given Guatemala, El Salvador and Honduras some of the highest
murder rates in the world. Yet it is Nicaragua’s image from those
long-ago war years that lingers in the global imagination. “If we
had none of that history, like Costa Rica, it would be a different
story here,” said Pierre Gédéon, the director of Nicaragua Ad-
ventures, a local company that provides transportation and tours,
often for clients of Leigh Ann Cloutier, whose Austin company
Rico Tours specializes in travel to Nicaragua and Costa Rica.

In the afternoon, my driver and I set out for San Juan del
Sur on the Pacific Coast, taking roads built in the 1850s by the
American tycoon Cornelius Vanderbilt. Now hat was a travel
industry. At the height of the California Gold Rush, hundreds
of thousands of people on the East Coast of the United States
suddenly wanted to be on the West Coast, but the transconti-
nental railroad was still just a dream. Wagon trains crossing the
United States could take months, and it would be another 63
years before the Panama Canal was built. ButVanderbilt managed
to organize a route that would take you from New York to San
Francisco in 20 days by crossing Nicaragua. His ocean liners put
you on the Caribbean coast at the mouth of the San Juan River;
specially built iron-hulled riverboats ran upstream through the
jungle and over the rapids to Lake Nicaragua; another steamer

and the sophisticated, and staying there is a little like an upscale
safari. The 15 gracefully designed bungalows are perched on a
hill above the sea, accessible from the main buildings only by
crossing a long wooden suspension bridge, then hiking up a
short trail that seems to grow steeper later in the day. There are
no televisions in the bungalows, no telephones or WiFi, and the
coverage for iPhones and Blackberries is spotty. There’s just the
gentle rhythm of the sea and, every now and again, animals call-
ing out in the forest. The beach, down another winding trail, is
wide and white and utterly deserted except for the few people
who venture onto it from the hotel.

N THE EVENING, AFTER WATCHING THE SUN SET AND BEING
summoned by the Morgan’s Rock staft to see newly
hatched baby turtles scrambling across the sand to the
water, [ had a subtly spiced dish of lobster and fish as
fresh as it is possible for lobster and fish to be. At the bar
= [ listened to an engineer from Chicago talking about
his expertise in guns and beers, an interlude that lent a certain
Graham Greene-like aura to the evening. In the morning, a
member of the staff delivered coftee through an opening in the
door of my little compound. I rinsed off in the outdoor shower,
then went for a ride on horseback through miles of forest trails

on the hotel’s property. CONTINUED®
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