ADVENTURE
ON THE
COCONUT COAST
THE PALM-STUDDED WHITE SAND BEACHES
OF PUNTA CANA, DOMINICAN REPUBLIC, ARE
A VACATIONER’S DREAM. BUT THERE’S MUCH
MORE TO THIS TROPICAL PLAYGROUND.
BY LE BAW IT LILY G IR M A

PHOTOGR APHS BY ANTHONY GIACOMINO
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THIS PAGE: Step away from the

beach to take in the region’s
vibrant culture. OPPOSITE PAGE:
View the diverse landscape of
this tropical destination.
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On my first day

in Punta Cana, I checked into my deluxe
suite at the Barceló Bávaro Palace Deluxe
and rushed to the beach. My gaze ﬁxated
on powdery white sands as far as the eye
can see and coconut trees too tall for my
camera frame. I got what all the fuss was
about. The surprise? Discovering a side
of this resort region that I didn’t expect:
nature reserves hiding Taíno caves and
sinkholes, a lush countryside with cacao
and horse farms, colorful local beaches,
award-winning restaurants and an exhilarating nightlife. It’s the Dominican
Republic you might otherwise miss.

christopher columbus ﬁrst set foot in
Dominican Republic in 1492, so it may come as a
surprise that Punta Cana has only been around
for 44 years. In 1971, tourism mogul Frank Ranieri
purchased a large swatch of land in the area, with
plans of opening the Punta Cana Club hotel. Nautical charts indicated that his land was located in
Punta Borrachón (or Drunken Point). As a more
suitable and marketable name, Ranieri decided
on Punta Cana in honor of the “cana palma,” an
endemic palm tree abundant on his property.
Today, Punta Cana is synonymous with Dominican Republic, if not the Caribbean. Thirty miles of
near-continuous white sand beaches, ﬂanked by
towering coconut trees and all-inclusive hotels,
make it the quintessential island escape. Among
the region’s top destinations, it’s easily accessible
thanks to nonstop charter ﬂights from major US
cities, including Chicago, Milwaukee, Minneapolis
and St. Louis. The newly-expanded Punta Cana
Airport is the second largest in the Caribbean,
receiving over 2 million passengers a year.
THIS PAGE:

(left) Punta Cana’s
signature “cana
palma” trees.
(upper right) The
Taìno caves feature
vibrant blue
waters. OPPOSITE
PAGE: Entrance to
Scape Park
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TAÌNO TRADITIONS
For travelers who want to wander beyond the
beaches, there are more protected parks and caves
along the eastern coast of Dominican Republic
than in any other part of the country. Don’t miss
Scape Park at the southern tip of Punta Cana. Its
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247-acre forest is home to ancient caves once used
by the Taíno—Dominican Republic’s ﬁ rst inhabitants—and now open to the public for swimming or
spelunking. The “cenotes,” or sinkholes, are the
highlight here.
“We believe it’s the God of fertility,” says Omar
Rodriguez, in charge of marketing for Scape Park,
explaining an original pictograph found on the
limestone wall inside the newly-opened Cenote
Indígena Las Ondas. An outdoor Taíno exhibit
keeps hikers informed along the trail leading to
the mouth of the cave, where a steep wooden staircase takes visitors into an underground, waterﬁ lled chamber once used for Taíno rituals.
Arguably one of the most beautiful places in
Scape Park—and all of Punta Cana—is the open-air
Hoyo Azul, or blue hole, at the foot of a 246-foot
limestone cliﬀ. The only thing standing between
you and this freshwater haven are a suspension
bridge, a medicinal plant trail and an orchid garden.
Funjet Vacations Senior Vice President Jorn Kaae
says Scape Park was one of the highlights of his
recent trip to Punta Cana.
“My daughter and I especially loved the cenotes—their breathtaking beauty was unlike anything we had ever seen before,” says Kaae.
TIP: Travel one hour south of Punta Cana and spend
the afternoon in the tiny cliff top ﬁ shing village of Boca
de Yuma, where you can spelunk in the pictogramﬁlled Cueva Berna, at the entrance of the National
Park of the East.
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More lovely lagoons can be found at the 1,500-acre
private Indigenous Eyes Ecological Reserve. “Anyone can come and visit the reserve for a fee, but it’s
free for our guests,” says Giselle Gonzalvo, public
relations supervisor at the Westin Puntacana, as
we hike through the lush subtropical forest. “And
the amazing thing is the beach is right on the other
side of the park,” she adds.
The reserve’s network of trails leads to 12 freshwater lagoons fed by an underground river. The
Taíno believed these lagoons resembled eyes because of their oval shape, hence the park’s name.
One of the most beautiful of these, also called Ojos
Indígenas, is a jade and turquoise color and can be
reached after a 20-minute hike.
If you can pull yourself away from this paradise
pool, head across the street from the reserve to
visit Puntacana Ecological Foundation, an awardwinning nonproﬁt working to mitigate the eﬀect
of development in the Punta Cana region. Walk
around the organic garden, which area restaurants use to source their produce. Better yet, donate some of your vacation time to the foundation,
and help preserve Punta Cana’s natural sights and
resources.
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OTHER DESTINATIONS TO EXPLORE
La Romana

“The Foundation oﬀers a range of
volunteer positions that support our
mission to protect and restore the natural resources of the Punta Cana region
and to contribute to the sustainable
development of Dominican Republic,”
says Victor Galvan, ecological research
coordinator. “We have a growing database of interested volunteers, who are
thoughtfully paired with tasks that ﬁt
with their interests and talents.”

IN THE CAMPO
Punta Cana’s nature parks and reserves are a breath of fresh air, but the
Dominican “campo,” or countryside,
is a rugged reﬂection of the island’s
landscape. And it’s just a 30-minute
drive out from the resort town. The
Runners Adventures Caribbean Safari
VIP excursion oﬀers a great glimpse,
taking you on bumpy roads and muddy
paths in safari style oﬀ-road trucks. In
the small town of La Otra Banda, you’ll
spot canvas bags ﬁlled with spices and
herbs, meat hanging from ceilings and
fruit spilling out of crates. The locals
are friendly and always willing to stop
for a chat or recommend things to do or
eat nearby. Afterwards, you’ll stop at a
public school and then sample strong

PUERTO PLATA. To the north is a treasure trove
of beaches, outdoor adventure and cultural
experiences. In addition to its historical
signiﬁcance—this is where Christopher Columbus
ﬁrst set foot in the Americas in 1492—it offers almost
50 miles of pristine sand along the breezy Atlantic
Ocean, mountains hiding waterfalls, manatee
inhabited rivers, amber mines tucked in the valleys,
coffee farms, national parks and offshore islands.
Renowned for its kitesurﬁng town of Cabarete and
upscale resorts at Playa Dorada, and the unique blue
amber it produces, Puerto Plata is experiencing a
renaissance.
SAMANÁ PENINSULA. Nature lovers will ﬁnd their bliss
in this uncrowded region straddling the Atlantic
Ocean. The Bay of Samaná is blessed with the visit
of humpback whales every year from mid-January to
mid-March, while the nearby bluffs of Los Haitises
National Park are worth a trip for bird watching and
Taíno history. To the east, the sleepy ﬁshing village
of Las Galeras awes with its dramatic cliffs and neardeserted white sand stretches, some of which can
only be reached by boat. Head west and you’ll ﬁnd
the French-inﬂuenced beach town of Las Terrenas,
where sidewalk cafes, gourmet restaurants and
nightlife options abound.
SANTO DOMINGO—“La Capital,” as Dominicans call

it, was the ﬁrst city of the Americas and served as
Spanish colonialists’ base for their conquests across
the New World. Visit the recently renovated Colonial
City, declared a UNESCO World Heritage Site in
1990, and admire its breathtaking Spanish colonial
and Gothic architecture, from sprawling plazas to
the ﬁrst Cathedral of the Americas. Stroll along
the Malecón seaside promenade, and learn about
Dominican history at Plaza de la Cultura’s museums.
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TOP ROW FROM LEFT: Cave at Scape Park; popular
Domincan dish of pastelitos (empanadas);
market in the town of Higüey.
BELOW: Catch of the day at Capitán Cook
restaurant.

LA ROMANA—Located on Dominican Republic’s
southern shore, this town has a history as a source of
sugar production. These days the area is dominated
by Casa de Campo, a sprawling resort complex that
includes 90 holes of championship golf designed
by Pete Dye, a large marina and a 245-acre shooting
facility. Nearby is the village of Altos de Chavón,
a replica of a 16th-century Mediterranean village
with open-air amphitheater, boutiques, ﬁne dining
and art galleries. For day trips, explore the nearby
unpopulated islands of Isla Catalina and Isla Saona.
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EDITOR’S PICKS

WHERE TO STAY

Hard Rock
Hotel & Casino
Punta Cana
Stay at Hard Rock
for a taste of the VIP
lifestyle. The pools are
lavish, the dining superb
and the entertainment
is exactly what you’d
expect. All ages can be
treated like rock stars,
with tons of activities—
including a rock wall,
exceptional golf and
a kids’ club. And with
special events from
chart-topping artists,
you may even run into a
real rock star.

Grand Palladium
Palace Resort
In the heart of Bávaro
on Cortecito Beach, this
resort is a great choice
for couples or families.
Try the unique twolevel loft suites. Part
of a larger Palladium
complex, the resort
offers guests access to
the restaurants and bars
throughout the grounds.
The Mini Club has tons
of activities for the littlest guests, and teens
can hang out at the
Black & White Junior
Club.

Riu Palace Macao
Tucked within the large
Riu Resort complex on
Arena Gorda beach, Riu
Palace Macao is exclusively for adults. Recently
renovated rooms have
a contemporary ﬂair.
The buffets are plentiful
and the a la carte dining
ranges from Italian to fusion cuisine. But the real
draw is the wide beach
with plenty of shade
provided by palm trees,
and the sparkling sea just
beyond.

Iberostar
Grand Bávaro
Facing a glorious stretch
of Playa Bávaro, this
resort boasts butler service, upscale furnishings
and linens, and marble
baths. The ocean front
luxury suites are worth
the splurge and come
with reserved poolside
cabanas, although
equally tempting are the
pool suites with walkout
access for a private dip at
all hours. The ambiance
is more laid-back than
party central, but be sure
to ask about the Ship Bar.

Excellence
Punta Cana
Located on the
secluded white sands
of Uvero Alto, this
adults-only resort has
a sophisticated design
with its winding pools
and bridges. Excellence
Club members get
extra perks, including a
personal butler, private
beach, pool access and
a bar lounge.

AlSol Del Mar
Luxury Village
Located in the posh
Cap Cana zone, this
new oceanfront stunner is family-friendly,
offering children’s
activities and kitchenettes in every suite.
But our favorite feature
is the infinity pool
overlooking the beach,
with its in-the-water
lounge chairs, waterfall
and hot tubs.

Barceló Bávaro
Palace Deluxe
This upscale familyfriendly resort is all
about the activities.
Choose from golf,
kayaking, windsurﬁng,
sailing or wandering
on the world-famous
Bávaro Beach. After all
that fun in the sun, dine
at one of 11 restaurants
ranging from Japanese
to traditional Mexican
fare, or unwind at the
excellent U-Spa.

CHIC Punta Cana
by Royalton
This new adults-only
boutique resort, in the
up-and-coming Uvero
Alto area, features
luxury suites all facing
the Atlantic Ocean.
From neon purple-lit
rooms to rain showers, reservation-free
ﬁne dining, including a
unique Middle Eastern
cuisine restaurant, and
free international calls
home, the vibe is one of
exclusivity.

Memories Splash
Punta Cana
Near Bávaro Beach,
this family-friendly
resort features the
largest water park in the
Caribbean, complete
with splash pads, pools,
slides, tubes, wave pool
and more. The dining is
excellent, with four onsite restaurants and six
bars plus access to the
Italian restaurant and
bars at the next-door
Royalton Punta Cana.

Paradisus Palma
Real Golf & Spa
Resort
This luxury resort on
Bávaro Beach oozes
romance with its central
courtyard opening
onto the pool, sea
and towering coconut
trees. Restaurants are
also a highlight here,
notably the AAA FourDiamond-rated Passion
by Martín Berasategui,
a seven-time Michelin
starred chef.
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ABOVE: (clockwise

from top left) Maria
Luisa del Rosario
from Maria’s House
preparing cocoa
beans to be roasted;
Paradisus Palma Real
Golf & Spa Resort;
beachside cocktail
on Playa Blanca; man
rolling cigars at the
Cigar Museum.
BELOW: Bávaro Beach

Dominican coﬀee and hot cocoa at Maria’s House.
Maria graciously opens her bright pink home in
the hills to visitors during the day, so they can see
how she and her family make chocolate and roast
coﬀee as their livelihood.
Past the small towns, the vistas turn into broad
swaths of pastureland, dotted with grazing cows
and horses, and sugar cane ﬁelds stretching into
the horizon. A unique exploration of the island’s
largest sugar cane ﬁelds follows, and you can even
pick a stem and taste its sweetness. The day ends
at the Cigar Museum, where you’ll learn to roll a
“habano” for yourself.

FUNKY BÁVARO
A safari excursion is not the only way to get down
with the locals. The Bávaro area, stretching north
of the Punta Cana Airport, is home to two small
beach communities—Los Corales and Cortecito—
which are ideal for experiencing the local culture
and getting lost in the crowd.
Start on Playa Los Corales, with its wide-open
white stretch, dotted with ﬁshing canoes and
tourists parasailing above the coast. Stop in at
Huracán Cafe, a white-washed beachfront lounge
with sun beds and a dreamy second-story sea
view, and sip on a Cuba Libre while the DJ spins.
Continue walking west and you’ll end up on
Playa Cortecito, with more foot traﬃc, arts and
crafts shacks, mobile vendors and glass bottom
boats swaying in the water. There’s a distinct
beach town hustle and bustle here, and that’s part
of the Dominican charm. Enjoy a seafood lunch at
Capitán Cook’s–easily spotted thanks to a ﬁshnet
hanging over the entrance–popular with locals
for its sea-to-table meals. Pick your seat and select
your lunch from a wooden trunk stuﬀed with
fresh catch of the day, from snapper to Mahi Mahi.
Grab a cold Presidente while your meal is prepared, and watch the world go by, toes in the sand.
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PUNTA CANA
C O N T I N U E D F R O M PA G E 4 1

AFTER DARK
After you’ve felt Bávaro’s local pulse, it’s
time to take it up a notch. Because you
can’t leave Dominican Republic without
experiencing its award-winning restaurants and exhilarating nightclubs.
Designed by Oscar de la Renta, the
romantic open-air setting of the AAA
Three Diamond-rated La Yola—on a

white draped bamboo deck perched
over Punta Cana Marina—is only
surpassed by its Mediterranean menu
with a Dominican twist. Try the sautéed
shrimp in a coconut sauce with “moro
de guandules,” or the baked eggplant
layered with sweet plantain and mozzarella cheese. Pick a table with an
ocean view and look at the turquoise
sea while a trio of Dominican musicians
serenades you.
Over in Bávaro, the culinary inﬂuence of foreign expats is evident. Vegans

and omnivores alike will delight in the
new AmaLuna, set outdoors on a residential street and oﬀering a ﬁve-course
organic menu with Japanese, Indian,
Italian and Spanish cuisine options.
Just a few minutes away, the poolside
terrace of Balicana Restaurant serves
up a taste of Thai in the Caribbean, with
plates of spicy green seafood curry and
ginger teriyaki ﬁsh.
After all that food, there’s one thing
left to do until dawn in Dominican Republic. A short jaunt into Bávaro town
will land you on a strip where merengue
and bachata echo out of bars and dance
clubs. The most popular spot is Drink
Point, an open-air lounge set across
a Texaco gas station, with a thirtysomething crowd spilling out onto the
sidewalk terrace.
The ultimate in disco fever is the new
Coco Bongo, set in Downtown Punta
Cana. “It’s a fun late night dance party,
until the early morning hours,” says
Sara Schuldt from Funjet Vacations.
“You can see impersonators, from Beyoncé to Spiderman.” From the visual
eﬀects to performers ﬂying across the
room, it’s a night you won’t experience
anywhere else in Dominican Republic.

SEA AND SAND

A LIFETIME SUPPLY OF DINNER CONVERSATIONS. INCLUDED.
With five family-friendly resorts in Mexico and Jamaica, the FlowRider®
Double Wave Simulator, Wired Teen Lounge and roughly a million other amazing
amenities, you’ll keep enjoying a Palace vacation long after your tan fades.
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Let’s face it, beach combing sugar white
sands and getting that perfect tan are
bona ﬁde pursuits in these parts. But
not all beaches are created equal, even
in Punta Cana. Prepare to gasp as you
turn the hill on approach to the public,
northern Playa Macao, close to Excellence Punta Cana. The initial view of an
iridescent blue Atlantic Ocean, velvet
sand and towering coconut trees is
breathtaking. There are no resorts or
concrete structures on the beach and
that’s what makes it stunning. This is
the perfect spot for a Dominican lunch
of whole fried ﬁsh, “tostones” and
avocado.
On the southern tip of Punta Cana,
Playa Juanillo shimmers against a phosphorescent blue sea. It’s worth a stop
for a cocktail or a fresh coconut. Playa
Blanca’s smaller size and ideal location for wind and water sports make it
a popular escape for the day. For lunch,
try the casual Playa Blanca Restaurant.
Opt for a bowl of shrimp ceviche, yucca
empanadas, or a plate of spicy goat stew
with coconut rice, all washed down
with the best margarita in town. Q

FALL/ WINTER 2015 HERE ANDBEYONDMAG.COM

pg 42-50.indd 50

9/29/15 9:49 AM

