
 
 

 
 
Lima: Who Needs Clubs When Everyone Is at the Cafe?  
By ANN MARIE GARDNER  
www.nytimes.com - April 16, 2006  

YOU feel the buzz as you approach La Mar — in a smart industrial-gray cement building 
in a neighborhood of auto body shops. Chauffeurs line up around the block and stand 
outside their cars after dropping off the sun glassed socialites who stream down the 
entrance walkway. Bamboo lines the path like paparazzi, and everyone turns to see who's 
arriving. The upbeat music of the Colombian pop group Aterciopelados blasts from 
speakers overhead. It's a party, but what could be going on now, at 1:30 on a Tuesday 
afternoon?  

Inside, attractive Peruvian 20-somethings drink pisco sours at the bar, ogled by slick-
looking men dressed in black and wearing black Gucci sunglasses. Businessmen in suits 
eat plates of raw fish while the crowds lining up at the hostess's stand scan the 
surroundings for empty tables.  

The open dining room feels more like an outdoor terrace: sheltered with leafy palms, 
roofed with bamboo and partly open to the sidewalk. Everyone appears to know 
everyone, and you'd think you had dropped in on the most exuberant party at the beach, 
although it's unlikely you would find such impeccable service, or ceviche served in 
martini glasses, at a beach joint.  

In a country where the restaurant scene is in full gastronomic swing, La Mar, in the 
prosperous district of Miraflores, is the most exciting new spot, embodying a cuisine that 
is bringing together disparate ethnic influences both on the dinner plate and in a new 
national pride. The owner is Gastón Acurio, a celebrity chef who also runs the more 
formal Astrid y Gastón with his wife, Astrid. Perhaps it is because he is the son of a 
former prime minister and senator, Gastón Acurio Velarde, that Mr. Acurio holds an avid 
interest in the power of culinary success to bring not only international recognition but 
also, by extension, a feeling of national identity that can move Peru forward.  

"Food is becoming a powerful symbol of what we are, and the most important thing 
about our food is the mixture," Mr. Acurio said. "We are proud of that mixture now." The 
word that describes their mixture of Andean, Spanish, Italian and Asian — in both food 
and culture — is criollo.  

"The moment we became as proud of what we are as we are of our food," Mr. Acurio 
said, "is the moment the country can turn."  



Eating is the gateway to Lima's social scene, and one day and night, beginning with 
lunch, is enough to get a feel for the social landscape.  

In the same way Americans eat sandwiches for lunch, Peruvians eat ceviche (raw fish 
soaked in lime juice) or other fish. La Mar is a cevichería, one of hundreds in Peru. Like 
other cevicherías, it is open for lunch but not for dinner. "Seafood is for lunch, " Mr. 
Acurio said. "A long time ago, you would get sick at night from the raw fish, so it 
became a habit at night to eat meat and pasta."  

Mr. Acurio styled La Mar after a neighborhood spot called Sonia. "I wanted to keep the 
basics of the classic rustic cevichería," he said. "You don't need to find wonderful food 
only in pretentious restaurants."  

La Mar's enormous sea-blue menu is arranged like a sushi menu: it starts with raw fish 
and works into tempuras and entrees of rice and cooked fish. The ceviche of raw Dover 
sole is served in the typical Peruvian style, with sweet potatoes and pieces of corn, the 
sweetness offsetting the acidity of the lime.  

At the original Sonia, in the beach neighborhood of Chorrillos, customers sit at simple 
wooden tables in a colorful blue and green room. A slatted bamboo roof lets in light. The 
walls are hung with fishing nets and photographs of the owner, Sonia Baramonde, with 
luminaries including the chef and food writer Anthony Bourdain. ("Lunch in Lima is 
exciting and very sophisticated," Mr. Bourdain said. "It reminds me of the daytime 
version of Barcelona food culture — it is very metropolitan.")  

The fare at Sonia's is fried calamari and ceviche, plates of rice and Inca Kola or chicha 
morada, an extremely sweet blue corn drink that is an acquired taste. Lunches are loud 
and energetic, with platters passed around tables and people eating off one another's 
plates and drinking Cusqueña beer (supposedly made with the best water from Cuzco). 
Lunch goes on for hours, and while the food is less remarkable than La Mar's it is equally 
fresh, and the restaurant draws a fashionable crowd.  

Another boisterous lunch scene can be found at Canta Rana, just north of the city in the 
trendy neighborhood of Barranco. Soccer memorabilia covers the walls, and a handsome 
crowd munches corn kernels and drinks Inca Kola while waiting for scallops Parmesan. 
Some patrons eat, walk around the neighborhood and then come back and join another 
table, or linger and order a second lunch.  

After lunches that are this much fun, one might think Lima night life would be 
disappointing. But it's a whole other world, with a whole other menu. Jaime Barco, a 
lawyer who grew up in Lima and is part of the Peruvian party set, described the night 
scene as "better than Santiago and worse than Buenos Aires."  

Mr. Barco was having dinner one night in Barranco at LA 73, named after the bus stop 
across the street and considered very cutting edge in conservative Lima. In a room with 
subway-tiled walls covered in art posters, cool-looking artists dine on novo Andean 



dishes next to aristocratic bohemian families from the neighborhood. The manager, 
Marco Pacheco, said: "We try to combine gourmet food in an informal atmosphere. 
Typically, people eat here around 9 and then go to parties or clubs afterward." LA 73 
serves delicious strudel de carne, a flaky pastry enclosing rich meat spiced with hot 
pepper and what tasted like cinnamon. The house dessert is churros, fried dough in sugar 
dipped in hot chocolate sauce.  

Or for a classic Lima restaurant experience, the evening could begin at La Gloria, a 
formal place in Miraflores with white tablecloths where well-turned-out families — 
fathers and boys in blazers, women displaying their jewelry — have subdued 
conversations. The food and service are impeccable: delicate pasta dishes, elegant meat 
and an exquisite wine list.  

After dinner, the Lima party crowd goes dancing. At Café del Mar in San Isidro, one of 
the most happening spots, a restaurant turns into a lounge with electronic music after 
midnight. Another favorite place, El Dragón (within walking distance of LA 73) is more 
off-piste — an underground jazz club with live music and an atmosphere that's industrial 
meets tiki lounge: cement floors, red lacquered posts, exotic lighting and beautiful 
waitresses.  

The real late-night scene is a rave scene. For some reason, Lima has taken to putting on 
electronica raves similar to what was happening in London nearly 10 years ago and with 
a lot of the same D.J.'s — Oakenfold, Fat Boy Slim, Digweed. You can usually find one 
rave party each weekend, with information passed around by word of mouth. Tickets are 
sold only the day before, and it's easier to get them if you know someone, but a Web site 
for the rave season lists the expected D.J.'s and the schedule. In March and April, night 
life picks up again because wealthy Peruvians return from the nearby beach town of Asia, 
their version of the Hamptons. The raves are often at Gótica, a popular discothèque in 
Miraflores.  

At 3 or 4 a.m. the crowd disperses for — guess what? — more food. The routine is to 
stop at a sandwich place before going to sleep, partly in hopes of avoiding the next day's 
hangover. A popular spot is Super Rueda, near Gótica.  

The Lima restaurant scene, vibrant because of criollo, opens the door to a broader picture 
of Peru and the Peruvians.  

"It's all in the mixture," Gastón Acurio said. " I believe in not just a bite, but an 
experience."  

If You Go  

WHERE TO STAY  
Miraflores Hostal Señorial, José Gonzáles 567, 51-1-444-5755. A sweet boutique inn 
with great service and simple but elegant rooms. Doubles from 190 soles (about $54, at 
3.5 soles to the dollar).  



Miraflores Park Plaza, Avenida Malecón de la Reserva 1035, 51-1-242-3000; www.mira-
park.com. An Orient-Express hotel within walking distance of Barranco and the beach. 
The rooftop pool is a great spot for lunch. Doubles from 1,365 soles.  

WHERE TO EAT  
La Mar, Avenue La Mar 770, Miraflores, 51-1-421-3365; ceviche and a beer, 20 soles.  

Sonia, Pesccados de la Isla, Agustín Lozano La Rosa 173, Chorrillo, 51-1-467-3788; 
calamari and blue corn drink, 22 soles.  

Canta Rana, Genova 101 Barranco 51-1-247 7274. The best time is Sunday lunch, around 
2 or 3 p.m. Scallops Parmesan and an Inca Kola, 20 soles.  

LA 73, Avenue El Sol Oueste 175, Barranco, 51-1-247-0780; strudel de carne and a glass 
of wine, 20 soles.  

La Gloria, Calle Atahualpa 201, Miraflores; 51-1- 445-5705; pasta and glass of wine, 30 
soles.  

WHERE TO DRINK AND DANCE  
El Dragón, Nicolas de Piérola 168, Barranco, 51-1-797 1033. Thursday nights (late) are 
liveliest; the cover charge of 15 soles includes a drink.  

Café del Mar, Avenue Santa Cruz 850, Miraflores, 51-1-221-5218.  

Gótica, Centro Commercial Larcomar, level 5, Malecon de la Reserva 610, Miraflores, 
51-1- 422-7852; for raves, usually 85 soles, otherwise no cover.  

A monthly rave moves around. A promoters' Web site, www.djsessions.com.pe, has 
information.  

LATE-NIGHT SANDWICHES  
Super Rueda, Avenue José Pardo 1224, Miraflores, 51-1-445-6919; a sandwich and 
beverage, about 12 soles.  
   

 


