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ou're probably still a bit gun-shy about
visiting Colombia, put off by the country's
long history of cocaine-fueled mayhem.
Travel qualms diminish or subside entirely,
however, when you're the guest of a trusted
local who assures you that Pable Escobar
is dead and buried. Which may explain
why a class of well-connected travelers has
recently been alighting in the Caribbean port city of
Cartagena and raving about the place upon their return.

Call them "sophistenauts™ — those wide-
roaming wrban nomads, often third-culire
kids, expats or growe-up diplo-brars who rend
e live outside their countries {plural!) of
citizenship and bounce around a social web
connecting them o equally geographically
flexible, curious confreres, The sophistonauts
have not been visiting Colombia because
they are braver than vou and me. Nor have
they been going for Cartagena’s balmy climare
or the city s peculiar colonial avchitecture
ar its rowdy history of pirates and plunder,
The sophistonaurs are Hocking o Cartagena
becanse thevve been invired, in this case by
proud Colembian friends eager 1o show of f
their favorite national beaury spot in full flower
afver decades of abandonment.

1ade Dubamel, a waifish halli-French, half-
Mexican 22-vear-old who currently resides in
Buenos Aires, came 10 Cartagena foralong
wieekend this past sprang, Tt was her fiist visin,
arwd one morning at 3 a.m., she was dancing
energetically ar Quichra Canro, a dimly lie salsa
clubs in Cartagena’s old ciry, *1 heard of
Carsagena from friends in Paris, but Timagined
it different, like a Spanish-speaking Jamaica or
something," she said, *You know, big spleefs
and cold coconuts, [ never thought it would be
50...." She searched for the right adjective and
then offered twor “civilized but wild.”

She camee as the guest of a pal. a voung
Cobombsian woman whe was expertly hip shaking

nearby. The two were waving cubua libes at the
juking-and-jiving crowd geting down 1o a song
extolling the restorative virtues of cating salchicha
con husevos (sausape with eges) at dawn aftera
long might of fun, “We call this rmbeands,” the
Ctdurri‘i.m friend said. *Partving, dancing

all nighe, gerting drunk, waking up early 1o go

tor the beach, then doing it again.”

“Imyposing but intimate™ are two adjectives
that alse work o describe Cartagena’s old ciy.
It 15 circumseribed by massive fortifications —
bigh, salt-bleached stone walls buile in the 17th
and 18th centurics to thwart pirates during
the long strerch when Carragena was the New
World's collection paint for loat en route 1o
Spain. [f buccaneers took R& K on the island
Tortuga, they earned their keep marauding
ships coming and going from Cartagena. Aza
result, the old ci::.'f:ltx retained an air of
cloistered coziness. You can walk from one end
of iv ta the other in hall an hour although its still
cAsy b et turned around in the |.1|::1.'n'nt hof
martow cobblestone strects and find yourself
stepping out into a plaza different froni the one
you intended to reach,

“Cartagena’s old ciry is like .., well, let's see —
cam [ use more than two adjectives?" asked Gian
Luca Brignone, an Italian new media producer
whis lives in Manhattan and was visiting
Cartagena to attend the wedding of 1 Colombian
fricad. “I% like Isranbul, bur in the Caribbean,
All those massive walls, but instead of the calls
e prayer, it's salsa music everywhere and at all

hours of the day, You peel a banana or open vour
glove compartment, and music comes our.”

A few decades ago, Cartagena wasn't
aurracting many high-end vovagers. Wealthy
locals had fled 1o modern neighborhoads
oursade the walls of the old ey, transforming
the colontal center into a dilapidated ghost
townof abandoned mansions and tlophouse
vouth hostels. The only forcigners visiting back
then were the young and fearless rruffle pigs
world travel — British geesers on ther gap
year, Iseaeli backpackers just finished sith thes
military service, American college students
channeling Kerouac — who are always sussing
out the interesting places before they are quite
safe encugh for the rest of us, Even the truffle
pigs were scarcd away in the '$0s, a period when
Colombia was carning its well-deserved
reparation for frenzied vialence as drug capos
areempred w teansform the country into one
grant, streamlined cocaine facrory,

While car bombs and kidnappings terrorized
Bogotd, Cartagena was virrually enrouched,
mostly because after decades of decline it was
the center of exactly nothing and so the target
of exacrly no one, Wealthy Colombians from
the interior of the country recognized the
unique beauty of historie Carragena and started
buying crumbling piles {a1 bargain-bin prices)
and restoring them for vacation homes.

“We make fun of Cartageneros for throwng
away this jewel,” said Patricia Mejia Ferninderyd
Calombian-borm interior designer who has
pestoted a doren houses here over the past 15
years, “But ic's understandable, We havean
expression — Lt confranza di agco, lamilianty
breeds contempr. Outsiders were needed 1o 528
the value of Cartagena. Locals only saw . rortiE
antique.”

Not all outsiders are w0 sanguine abour
Cartagena or Colombia in general, The Stare
Drepartment issued its most recent rravel
warning abour Colombia in January 2006, TJ"
warning fist isa Judas kiss for countries seekif
to abtract American tourists, amd it's casy (o8
why —Calombia shares company in this
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gallery with Céee d'vorre (paging civil war with
mobis parpeung foreigners) and Indonesia (jihadi
i ide bombers), Narco-ternorisas and
kidiapping are the principal perils that the Stave
Deparement thinks vou should know abour,
dthougeh the ravel warning nods toward
Hmyprovement, S1.‘|Ii-l‘|1.t that "vinlence in recem
Years has decreased markedly in most urban

areas, including Bogotd, Medellin, Barranguilla
and Cartagena.” Locals complain that the travel
warnimg does not fairy represent Colombia
snproving stabiliey, but the general negative
imipression held by foragners isn't ameliorated
bw recent stores about leftist guerrillas
atempting to assassinate the mavor of MNewa,
asmall eity in the interior, and governmens

officials being linked to paramilitary groups.
“When has the Bush government been right

about anything? " scolfed Amaury Musoz, the
press attaché for the citvs mavor, expressing

a frequently encountered Colombian disdain for
United States foreign policy, “It's been 10 years
since viodence in the cities, and it never really
touched Cartagena, Let them all kill cach other
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i the jungles and the moureains, who cares!
First vou gringos give us these narco-problems
because vou love our cocame. Then because
of the problems vou pave us, vour government
tells all of vou nos to visit Colombia, 1o the
worse gringo by pocrisy!™

Hypocnsy or not, Colombia’s negative
reputation can pase 4 formidable obyecle for
lowals attempring to lure American friends to
visit. When Dan Gertsacow, an American film
executive who lives in New York, and his

will soon make moot any official admonitions.
“My rwio adjecrives are ‘aechirectueally
uniform.” e said. “That's whar makes
Cartagena such a serangely beautiful plage.”
When informed that technically he was an
adjective shorr, Zavala Haag rook a moment
and then complied, "CLK., then, 'chic!
*Architecturally uniform’ and 'chic. The place
15 pretty goddamn chic.”

Savala Haag s correcy thae conservation of
st of the original colonial buildings is one of

CARTAGENA [5 'LIKE [STANBUL

but in the Caribbean,’ explained one recent visitor,
'All those massive walls, but instead of calls to rayer,
it's salsa music everywhere and at all hours of the (i]

wite, Andrea, who hails from a lairge Bogotd
tamily, were planming their wedding listvear,
many of their guests ex prevsed strong concerns
abwwar traveling 1o Colombia, “Abowr 4 third of
the Americans sccepred immediately, Another
thied sent their reggrets a bit lazer — they asked
.1.I'l|ﬂ.ll'i|.i .1.I'I.d dﬂ:i)d.l:'d it L D TR ] d,ln].:crun\,"
Gertsacow explamed. “Another third were on
the fence.” So the couple set up 2 wedding Web
site with links to recent mewspaper articles thar
talked aboun the improved securiny, Gertsacov
sancdy “That dud i, The fence-sierers just necded
something to balanee out all the old Pablo
Escobar headlines.”

The Gernsacovs might have also sent clippings
from iHola! magazine, where the Cartagena
wedding party has become a fixture —
bulltighters and press barens, politicians and
pacecar drvers, ex-beaury queens and risiag
pop staes, all squinting and sweating in the vear-
rowend sauna-licious heat. There is also.a battle
raval of elegant heanse partes during New
Year's, with swners competing 1o see who can
give the splashiest event for guests from around
the world.

Aruro Lavala Haag, 2 Swiss-Mexican
photographer and architect who divides his time
between Paris and Mexico City, thinks thas the
fase-spreading word about Cartagena’s charms

the e allures. The same lornfications thar
once protected the grandees also loreed the
neighborhoods of modern Cartapena o grow
at a remenve from the old ciey, sparing mast of
the original structures within the walls from
breing ripped down i the name of progress.

(G ood thing, too, as the barrios of Bocagrande
and Lagumma, About V5 mamstes away by car, are
deeply unlovely, with rows of towering
apartment buildings.) Te' as if Manhatan
below Wall Streer had kepa s Dutch settlement
architecture,

The houses thar line the old cinvs
cobiblestone streets give the place a magieal
ambnence, The residences have a distinet
Spanish colonial architecture, with tall shurters,
thick wood-beamed balconies and stome wowers
in the back that orginally served to spy ships
o the hoszon, Buildings of siamlar sovle can
b found theoughout Spain's erstwhile colonial
persessioms — crumibiling to preces in O
Havana, beteer preserved in O San Juan,
Puerto Bice, and Veracruz, Mexico, Bur only
Carnagena has hundreds of these elegane
edifices in wadely varving states of repair, from
roofles shells 1o lovingly restored wonders,

Ifthe old eiry’s fornificanions revall the davs of
pirares scheming toseeal ercasure thae the

Spanish had themselves purloined from all mg
the Continent. then the dark-skinned face
seen on the streets do as much 1o remind yoy
that centuries of slive trading also sérved 1o
tanren the city's cotbers, Cartagena was one of
only 3 few parts on the Spanish Main where the
sale and purchase of human beings was
permitted. Ridnapped Afncans arrived here by
the pestilent and overcrowded boatload o
travel onward to labor in the sibver mines of
Peru and the sugar-cane plantations of Manam,
{ A who do vou think built all these
impressive fornficatmonsF)

A large cobblestone courmvand near the clock-
tower emtrance to the old city (now Mazade Los
Cirches) was the cinv's main slave marker,
although there is no sign commemorating it as
sich. The courtvard is now surrounded by
raugous bars, and vou can sit oueside inthe
evening drimking rum over oe while reenage
trowpes perfora mterpretations of teaditional
Afriean dances 1o the aceompaniment of
thundering dewems, The rum, the drums, thesea
breeze, the dark, Hailing limbs of the daneers —
it all raises an mteresting question of a type
pleasure travelers seldom confront: should vou
really be boozing it upin a defunce shave market?

Sadiy, there is ule intormation availabbe in
Cartagena about the history of the gity's
African population. Only 2 small section of an
exhitbat on the history of the city i the Museur
ok thye Tnapisiswn, Ganotber of bstoric
Cartagena’s happy insttutions) isdedicated to
the slave rrade.

At the very least, visitors should probably
rike the time to note how one of the principal
legacees of slivery in the modern world — the
negative correlation berween shan pigment
and wealth — has color-coded Cartagena’s old
iy, Regentrificanon has resulied in an inflix
of white faces and a pushing-oute of darker-
skinned renters, El Centro, which bas the most
smpressive old edifices as well s many of the
city's prominent churches, was the fiese ared o
b refurbished, The wealthy Colombians who
reninaced the old mansions here tend o be faie
skinned, as do the well-heeled guests of the nes
bourique hoels,

In comrast, there is Gersemani, whose loa
snnall houses bor centuries served as the aivs
slave quarters. Few afflaent Colombians ever
veniture it this part of town cxcepr o visit 115
dance clubs, There are not many renovated
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