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Santiago, Chile –  I kept thinking of the lyrics, It's a long way to Tipperary, from the old WW I tune of the same name as we attempted to sleep on the long flight here from Washington, D.C.    I say "attempted" because I have trouble staying comfortable, much less sleeping, on these long flights.  As a result, when we finally arrived at the airport here in early morning, we took a taxi and immediately crashed (not in the taxi) in our hotel beds for several hours before checking out this interesting Chilean city.
Feeling refreshed, we started walking in the lovely Parque Forestal directly across the street from our hotel.  The park is parallel to the river, Rio Mapocho, which runs through the center of this large city of seven million.   It was a lovely summer day and couples were lying in various stages of intimacy throughout the park, interspersed with children running and playing.   Everyone seemed to be in an ebullient mood.  We certainly were, especially after having a very cold Cristal cervesa in a large one liter bottle at a street-side bar.  
Shortly we reached the Zoologico Metropolitano, a wonderful zoo situated on a hillside on the west side of the river.  We found the entrance after a very steep climb via a series of paved switchbacks up the hillside.  The good news was that the entrance fee was very low for us senior types.  Inside we discovered the usual collection of exotic animals which are housed in very visitor-friendly surroundings.   We were able to get close and personal with a giraffe and several other of the zoo inhabitants.
On the way back to the hotel, we did see some local soccer hooligans get into a fight on the street, but everyone seemed to just get out of the way and let them do the fisticuffs thing until the police arrived.  No one seemed to suffer serious injury.   So we had another cervesa at a different sidewalk restaurant.
They following day we took a half day walk to various barrios (neighborhoods) in the vicinity of our hotel.   What a delight!  Our hotel is in Barrio Lastarria, which we found to be an artist enclave.  The previous night we had been treated to an impromptu parade of gyrating female dancers followed by a brass band winding down the narrow street.  During our walk the next morning we saw several street performers doing various acts, such as Chilean flamenco style dances.   Later we wandered into the grounds of Castillo Hidalgo.  It was the original fortress and was located on a steep hill in the middle of present day downtown Santiago.  There are several prominent mini-mountains in the downtown area.  This one made an excellent fortification with which to defend against invaders.  Today it offers sensational 360 degree views of the entire city for those willing to scale the steep stone steps.  
Our next stop was Plaza del Armas, the home of old municipal buildings and the famous Catedral.  Today it serves as a center not only for tourists, but also for Chileans who flock here for free entertainment from street performers and singing groups.  Most pass a hat for donations following their act.  One fellow near the Catedral was painted in gold while posing like a Buddha-like statue.  We have seen similar mute performers in other places during our travels around the world, but this guy was special.  He had some accompanying music and would occasionally strike various poses.   Again we saw several different dancers performing in the area.  
Throughout the late afternoon from our hotel room we had heard a person using a loud speaker somewhere in the adjacent Parque.  There was occasional chanting, so I assumed that it was some form of political rally.  Wrong!   When we investigated, we found a performer entertaining several hundred children and parents in a grassy area.   When we arrived he was pretending to do a strip tease with the children shrieking, "No Mas!"   Of course, he was joking, but he was actually preparing to do some amazing acrobatics high in the air on some wide colorful cloth ribbons attached over tree limbs high above.  It was an incredible athletic (and entertaining) performance.   
Throughout our first two days here we were mightily impressed with the friendliness of the Chileans.   There are problems, of course - in our travels we have found no perfect place.  For example, Santiago has major congestion issues.  Traffic is often at a standstill in the downtown region.  Sadly, many of the younger residents, particularly the women, seem to be following the world-wide affluence-driven trend of being overweight.  But the city is remarkably clean for a major urban area, and prices are comparable, or slightly lower, than in the U.S.   Hotel prices are significantly lower.  Our room, for example, is just over $100 a night, with breakfast included.  Try doing that in New York or Boston.   And the ice cream!   There are lots of small stores selling pastries and ice cream.  After a great fish dinner at a local restaurant in our barrio, we declined their dessert and headed straight to our favorite ice cream store.  As an old U.S. beer commercial exclaimed, "It doesn't get much better than this, boys!"
I thought you might like to know.
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