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Santiago, Chile – Sometimes while traveling I come across a street or a section of a city which fascinates me.  Here in Santiago it is a relatively narrow, but very busy, street which runs only about 4 or 5 blocks from the Rio (River) Mapocho to the entrance to the city zoo.  I do not know why it is called Pio Nono – in fact, I could not find a consistent translation, other than Nono being ninth.  At any rate, no matter the meaning or translation, I always found it to be full of Chilean life.   This is not a destination for most tourists, but rather an attraction for "ordinary" Chileans of all stripes.
The sidewalk vendors sell an interesting array of goods, ranging from “loaded” hotdogs (called completos) to children's binoculars to clothing to UNO cards to hats with NBA logos to toy guns which shoot out a stream of bubbles.  Those "loaded" hot dogs are really loaded!  One of the mandatory ingredients for Chileans is a gob of guacamole spread on top of all the other goodies.  Yummy!  These are 5 napkin treats, but you are lucky if you get one.  I found the Chileans to be very skimpy when it comes to handing out napkins.  
Each block of Pio Nono has its share of musicians and street performers who do acts for donations.  I have heard everything from opera singers to a one-man drum brigade.  This latter fellow has two drums and a cymbal, all on his back.  He plays all three while also whirling around in a dance. I have seen several of these drummers, including some female variants.  Jugglers do their thing at intersections while the light is red for a given direction of traffic.  One guy was juggling four balls with the added trick of periodically using his foot to kick one of the balls coming down behind his back to send it high in the air for him to catch in front as he continues to juggle the other balls.  When the traffic light turns green he then hustles among the cars to solicit donations as they start to move forward.  Interestingly, he was rather successful passing the hat.  I never saw him get shut out on any light cycle.   
Nearly all of the establishments on Pio Nono are restaurants/bars.   Each has its own shill in front working hard to get passersby to stop there to eat or drink.   The menus are posted on chalkboards showing prices.  Because the competition is fierce, the prices are low.  I would estimate that well over 95% of the customers are Chileans.  You had better have at least a minimum working level of Spanish to join the fray here, because little English is spoken.  
We ate at several of these "joints" while visiting Santiago.  I found the beer to always be ice cold, and the food to be excellent, considering the surroundings.  This is not fine dining, but it certainly is authentic.   Most of the cervesa (beer) choices are local.  My two favorites were Cristal and Escudo.  Both are lagers and are typically served in large one-liter bottles; if you are with someone, you will receive two frosted glasses.  One of the specialties is a large plate of meat (chicken, lamb, or beef) surrounded by papas fritas (french fries) on top of a bed of fried onions.  Two sunny side up eggs are always on top.  The local name for the beef variant is Bifstek a la Pobre, or you can point to the menu, bearing in mind that what you receive may not be what you pointed at.  The two condiments provided with the fries are catsup and mustard.  If you have not tried mustard with your fries, give it a try.  We always chose to sit at tables on the sidewalk.  These tables have small chairs and are jammed tightly together to provide maximum customers per square meter.  As you eat, traffic moves by literally at arm's length.  It is a fabulously chaotic scene.  
Of course, there are also the ever-present perros (dogs) which roam everywhere throughout Santiago (and all of Chile).  Although these animals are homeless, they seem to do rather well.   I never saw a skinny dog, nor did I see one hit by traffic.  They simply glide everywhere in a seamless fashion, apparently doing well at handouts.  There are numerous "water holes" for the dogs throughout the city consisting of small buckets or dishes of water just for these perros.  Almost all of them are large dogs, but I did not see one which was aggressive or a nuisance.   Several passed us by as we enjoyed our papas fritas.  Apparently they also find Pio Nono to be a delightful way to spend a summer afternoon.  And they do not ask for handouts!
I thought you might like to know.
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