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hesliver of raw alligator tail

is firm and fishy, served

with pickled molle pepper

and thin slices of kohlrabi.

Next comes the cepe culon, a
glossy black ant harvested from
Bolivia’s Madidi National Park and pre-
sented with beet leaves and avocado
emulsion. More enticing is water buf-
falo, radish and frozen yoghurt with
hibiscus powder, while the Lake Titi-
caca trout paired with a glass of Cepa de
Oro Vischoqueiia is sublime.

Such are the gastronomic delights
that await at Gustu, the elegant restau-
rant opened by Claus Meyer, co-founder
of Noma in Copenhagen, in La Paz’s

Il-heeled Zona Sur neighb

five years ago. Its aims were to cham-
pion the little-known but astonishingly
diverse produce of this landlocked
Andean nation, and to kick-start sus-
tainable social and economic develop-
ment. The project has succeeded —
Meyer’s educational initiative, Manq'a
Food Schools, has so far taught basic
skills in cookery and bakery to 3,000
graduates, while 600 Bolivian students
now have stable jobs in the culinary
world. Meanwhile, Gustu has garnered
numerous foodie awards that are
proudly displayed in the kitchen — not
in the reception — “because that’s where
theybelong™.

The highest-altitude administrative
capital on Earth, La Paz rests inside a
mountainous bowl of jagged peaks that
feelslikea caldera but isin fact a mighty
canyon carved by rivers sweeping down
from the snowy heights of the Cordillera
Real. Inside this a sea of unfinished red-
brick houses slops around the hillsides
w]nle lnmpy ofﬁce blocks and s]uny

valley floor.
F‘rommthm, laPazsabreathlesswh:rl
of narrow, minibus- clogged streets
vh y corner resi-
dent cholita (indigenous Aymara or
Quechua woman) wearing the iconic
dress of bowler hat, shawl and volumi-
nousskirt withlayered petticoats.

Many people in this disheveled city
agree that La Paz has benefited from
what is inevitably known as “the Noma
effect”. “Gustu is fully responsible for
the gastronomic revolution here,” says
Mariano Ugalde, curator of the invita-
tion-only Salar Galeria del Arte in the
cultural district of Sopocachi. A decade
ago, he decided to “throw away the tie”
in his US banking job and join the art
world, returning to his home city two
‘years ago. “I've seen incredible changes
here,” Ugalde says as he reels off a list of
hotels, bars, restaurants and cafés that
have recently opened.

Most of his clients are international
art collectors who come, often by pri-
vate jet, to discover La Paz and a portfo-
lio of artists that includes his 74 year-old
father, Gastén Ugalde. Dubbed the
“Andean Warhol”, Ugalde is known for
provocative works that frequently fea-
ture coca leaves, obsolete bank notes
and the dreamy landscapes of Salar de
Uyuni, the world’s largest salt flats,
which can be visited on a day trip by air.
“I've lived through 40 Bolivian presi-
dents,” the artist reflects — and when I
askif he'd prefer tolive by the sea, there
is a hearty laugh. “We Pacefios are con-
dors,” he says proudly. “Not pelicans.”

The best place to admire Gastén
Ugalde’sartisin the Atix Hotel inupscale
Calacoto, where more than a hundred of
his works enliven an eight-storey tower
designed by New York architect Stuart
Narofsky. Opened in August 2016, it
makes a welcomingly calm base, com-
plete with a rooftop bar and 53 serene
rooms from $123 a night. In another city
they could easily command a much
higher price, and the all-round afforda-
bility of La Paz is part of its growing
appeal —even at Gustu, a top-class cock-
tail costsjust 40 bolivianos (£4.40).

Later this year the city’s historic cen-
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at The Writer’s Coffee
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tre will gain a new, design-driven lux-
ury hotel, Altu Qala, which owner Boris
Alarcén, a Berlin-based Bolivian who
has worked with the late Zaha Hadid,
has been developing for a decade. Heis
already responsible for upping the
quality of coffee here, having opened
The Writer’s Coffee, a café adorned with
vintage typewriters that sits inside a
bookshop dating from 1907. He also
installed HB Bronze Coffee-Ba at the
base of what will soon be the 10-suite,
five-star Altu Qala.

A 1900s townhouse ingeniously
capped with two contemporary floors,
its mixes period interior features with
mid-century gems from Alarcén’s pri-

Tection. includine Kienzle clock

Motoko Ishii lights and 400 pieces of
Murano glass. “My wholelife ishere!” he
says enthusiastically. The hotel will be
fed by Chola en Borsalino, a Bolivian-
Italian restaurant promising dishes
such as red beet risotto with llama
salami and a pork terrine with five dif-
ferent Andean potatoes.

Shortcuts: from Champagne to Shanghai
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Today many of the most appeal
places to eat in La Paz boast chefs who
once worked at Gustu, such as Diego
Rodas, who five months ago launched
Popular with two partners. A small,
lunch-only, no-reservations restaurant
near Plaza Mayor de San Francisco, it is
devoted to contemporary Bolivian cui-
sine and gives his alma mater a sermus

animal suf-
fering in factory farms, and his plant-
based cuisine might typically include a
beetroot ceviche with corn and sweet
potato. There is no menu, just a choice
of three, five or seven courses. “Ilike the
mystery,” explains Quiroga, who clearly
has additional talents as an interior
designer. Earlier this year he opened a
ion bar, Umawi, that makes

run foritsmoney. Th | three-
course set menu, which changes weekly,
costs a mere 50 bolivianos (£5.50)
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as a dessert inspired by mocochinchi (a
traditional drink made from dried

masterﬁxluseof the fluore.went destina-

the country’s indigenous majority is
reflected in the naming of its stations in
Aymara with Spanish subtitles. The
first three lines, Roja, Amarilla and
Verde (the colours of the national flag)
have since been joined by four more,
with a further three due by the end of
ideinth ilentand
spotless cabins, which costs just three
bolivianos (33p) per line, must be one of
the best-value adventures in Latin
America. Some routes, like Roja, are
often busy so you might well share with
another seven passengers varying from
uniformed schoolboy to phone-fixated
office-worker to bowler-hatted street-
trader. Others, such asthe new Azul line
that soars up to El Alto, a younger sister
city of almost a million people, can be
surreally quiet. Gliding above its traffic
jams and crowded markets selling folk
medicines and llama foetuses, I feel like
some bemused god surveying the chaos,
stress and poverty below Mi Teleférico
isnotjustabouti i trans-
port and sensational views — it also
gives its passengers some much needed
aerial time out.

“In El Alto no house is over 35 years
old,” explains Amara Ruder, a guide
who takes me to its famous cholets, the
grand and gaudy mansions that pros-
perous Altefios have built here over the
past decade. The term is a fusion of
“cholo” (a word that can have negative
undertones referring to people of indig-
enous heritage, but now proudly
embraced by some) and “chalet”. These
unashamedly flamboyant piles consist
of a ground floor of shops, a communal
party floor with interiors as vivid as a
pinball machine, one or two levels of
family apartments, then a lavish own-
ers’ house crowning the roof.

Many staff who work in the
restaurant scene enjoy one
of the most spectacular
commutes in the world

Brightly coloured with abundant
tinted and mirrored glass, cholets look
more brassy than classy but are ebul-
lient evidence of the resurgence of
Aymara culture. The native talent for
exuberance is also apparent in cholita

atwice-weel staged
inarudimentary sports hall, the Coliseo
12 de Octubre. Here traditionally
dressed women step into a ring, care-
fully remove their bowler hats, showy
earrings and tasselled shawls, then start
throwing each other around with a
fierce and thumping verve. Itis a bizarre
whirl of pigtails and petticoats, in which
the referee often adds a punch and a
kick for good measure, that soon has
locals and tourists in hilari;

Equally unexpected are a cluster of
tower blocks, lost in the badlands out-
skirts of El Alto, that bear powerful
murals by Roberto Mamani Mamani, an
Aymara artist renown for his vibrantly
coloured paintings of Andean gods,
characters and natural forces. Gazingup
at these 12-storey blocks, which rise
above the plains like psychedelic bea-
cons, I feel a thrilling sense of surprise
and discovery that is at the very heart of
why weall bother totravel. “La Paz Mar-
avillosa”, the city’s slogan, seems
entirely appropriate for such an exhila-
rating place. High up in the Bolivian
Andes, wonderful things are indeed
happening.

tion si with
long runs of e]ectnc cables that refer-
ence how La Paz appears to be laced
together by crazy bundles of wires at the

peaches) that features chocolate ice
cream, citrus crumble and dehydrated
meringue. Why the low price? Another
partner, Alexandra Melein, forthrightly
explains that the trio are determined to
keep Popular accessible to local people.
There is a similar sense of focus at
nearby Ali Pacha, which was opened in
'March 2016 by another Gustu alumnus,
Sebastian Quiroga. He converted to
veganism after watching Earthlings, a

top ofevery h pole.
Many of the staff who work in La
Paz’s burgeoning bar and restaurant
joy one of the most 1
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Nigel Tisdall was a guest of Aracarl (aracarl.com)
who offer a five-day ‘Cultural La Paz package
from $1,171 per person Including four nights at
Atix Hotel with breakfast, transfers, a cify and
cable car four, a private view of Salar Galerla del

fo the cholets In El Alto

eommutes in the world, travel]mg ona
23km, Austrian-built network of cable
cars strung above the city like a line of
Christmas baubles. Inaugurated in
2014, Mi Teleféricolooks set to be a star

Double rooms at Hotel Atix (hotelatix.com)
cost from $123 with breakfast. Altu Qala
(altuqala.com)and Chola en Borsalino will
‘open later this year. Recommended

legacy of Bolivia’s leftwmg ids
Evo Morales, whose ing of

All Pacha Gal o
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Riviera Maya Back in 1976 the Mexican
architect José Luis Moreno bought 500
acres of jungle and gone-to-wild
coconut plantation 40km south of

pool) promises a 1,570 sq m spa and a
restaurant (one of four) under the
direction of Mexico’s celebrated chef,
Jorge Vallejo of Quintonil in Mexico City,

last week. From about $600 a night.
www.chableresort.com

Champagne Between the villages of

proliferation of new hotels. The past
month has seen the opening of Katikies
Mykonos (from €345) in the Cyclades, a
sister property fo the infinitely

Neoclassical building dating back to
1916, which now houses ifs Chinese
restaurant, Bao Li Xuan, while the Ifalian
chef Niko Romifo, whose Abruzzo

Thilisl For years the obvious place to
stay in the Georgian capital was the
Radisson Blu (for the views as much as
everything). But then Rooms opened,



