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CANCÚN, COZUMEL & THE YUCATÁN

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE

[image: jpg]

Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún | Grindstone Media Group/Shutterstock ©

On my first trips to the Yucatán, I eagerly ticked off the blockbuster sites – hiking through jungle-fringed Maya ruins and snorkeling over reefs along the Caribbean coast. On later journeys, I slowed things down a notch and realized just how much I’d been missing on my rush across the peninsula: the bumpy rides past little-visited temples along the Ruta Puuc, the hilltop climbs in Chiapas offering astonishing views of forest-covered mountains, and unhurried boat journeys past flamingos on the wing near Río Lagartos.

More than places though, it’s the people who captivate me the most in the Yucatán. On a recent trip, I spent a few days in Celestún, where I met ecotourism pioneers – former fishers turned environmentalists, fighting to preserve the landscape they love so dearly. Hearing about their two-decade reforestation project filled me with hope, and reminded me that the best days for the Yucatán may still be yet to come.

Regis St Louis

@regisstlouis

Regis writes about culture, food, travel and adventure in Mexico, and has contributed to more than 100 Lonely Planet titles.
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My favorite experience is indulging in a Yucatecan (and vegetarian) feast of papadzules then walking it off in Mérida’s Gran Museo del Mundo Maya, which is packed with architectural treasures.


WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places that, for them, define Cancún, Cozumel & the Yucatán
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ALFREDO MATUS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

The Maya ruin of Calakmul is so big that it is visible by airplane, and climbing to the top of its structures gives you a thrilling 360 degree view of virgin jungle all around. It’s a wonderful reminder that there are still wild places left in this world – precious, unspoiled, and beautiful. Come here to commune with spider monkeys and marvel at mysteries we still have yet to solve.
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Ray Bartlett

@kaisoradotcom

Ray Bartlett is a travel writer, photographer, and novelist.
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Cozumel’s underwater environs (pictured) are appealing across the board but, on this particular trip, I was determined to see a splendid toadfish. These rare creatures are mostly confined to Cozumel’s reefs and are known for their vibrant yellow fins, zebra-striped heads and whiskered chins. I would like to thank my excellent dive guide Pedro for pointing out not just one, but five toadfish, on a whirlwind drift dive through El Cedral Pass – I will remember it as long as I live.
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Ashley Harrell

@where_smashley_went

Ashley is a California-based freelance journalist who writes about travel and the outdoors. She’s co-authored more than 50 Lonely Planet guidebooks across the Americas, Southeast Asia and Africa, and has often chosen assignments based on where she can go scuba diving.

CONTRIBUTING WRITER
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Nellie Huang

@wildjunket

Nellie is a book author, adventurous mom and experienced travel writer obsessed with Mexico, her adopted home.
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Maya Ruins

The Yucatán Peninsula boasts some of the best-preserved and most remarkable ruins in Mexico. Here you can stroll beneath temples perched atop sea cliffs, or cycle along forested paths to stonework slowly being swallowed by the jungle. There are famous pyramids that attract visitors both day and night (when sound and light shows bring the past to life) and little-visited ruins that you can have all to yourself, plus a few climbable temples affording magnificent views.
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Casa del Adivino, Uxmal | JAVARMAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Crafts

Don’t immediately dismiss craft-sellers, many of whom have Maya ancestry. Some are skilled artisans who make their own works and support their families on their sales.
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Opening & Closing Times

Wherever you go, including Chichén Itzá (pictured), you’ll find smaller crowds if you visit at opening time or at the end of the day when the tour buses have all departed.

[image: jpg]

EMILIAN DANAILA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Cooling Off

Many ruins have cenotes nearby. These can be great places for a dip, so bring your swimsuit and a towel.


Best Archaeological Experiences

[image: ]

Head to the hilly Puuc region for a wander past the soaring pyramid and exquisite temples of Uxmal 1.

Listen to the sounds of wildlife surrounding Palenque 2 while walking through the steamy rainforest-covered hills past towering ruins.

Spend a day admiring Chichén Itzá 3, one of the ‘new seven wonders of the world’, then return at night to see the site under starry skies.

Hop on a bike and pedal your way past the massive ruins of Cobá 4, including the tallest pyramid in Quintana Roo.

Marvel at the headquarters of the once mighty Snake Kingdom in Calakmul 5, atmospherically set in a jungle-clad biosphere reserve.








Underwater Exploring

The turquoise waters of the Caribbean set the stage for stellar diving all along the eastern shores of the Yucatán. Divers and snorkelers have some tough choices to make given the bewildering number of sites dotting the world’s second-largest reef system, known as the Mesoamerican Barrier Reef. Surprisingly, there are also great underwater adventures to be had inland as well. Deep cave systems in some cenotes feature sparklingly clear water, which makes for otherworldly exploration.

[image: jpg]

Scuba diving, Isla Mujeres | Mike Corey/500px ©

Ditching Sunscreen

Read up on the regulations before you go diving or snorkeling. Some places do not allow the use of sunscreen so bring a long-sleeved rash shirt.
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Felipegsb/Shutterstock ©

Giants of the Sea

The best time to see whale sharks is from mid-June to late August, but keep in mind the waters will be crowded with other boats then.

[image: jpg]

Ken Kiefer 2/Getty Images ©

Dry Skies

Peak diving time is from December to March. It’s busy, but the skies are clear and sunny, and showers are minimal.


Best Underwater Experiences

[image: ]

Spend your days taking in the colorful coral reefs near Isla Cozumel 1, one of the world’s top diving destinations.

Enjoy the variety of settings off Isla Mujeres 2, home to snorkeler-friendly shallow reefs, shark caves and an underwater sculpture museum.

Go inland from Tulum for a dive in the astonishing subterranean world of Cenote Dos Ojos 3.

Don your mask and follow a naturalist guide into the marine sanctuary off Akumal 4, where you can spot sea turtles in action.

Look for sunken ships and American crocodiles at Banco Chinchorro 5, the largest coral atoll in the Western Hemisphere.








Architectural Treasures

Even if you don’t consider yourself much of an architecture buff, the historic cities in this corner of Mexico will likely leave you impressed with their intricately designed churches, imposing fortresses and lively plazas with old-world charm. Founded centuries ago, these photogenic places also harbor museums, art galleries and restaurants dishing up regional cuisine.

Food Markets

A good add-on to an architecturally themed walk is a visit to a food market – fascinating places to tap into a city’s energy.

[image: jpg]

NORMAN NICK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Free Tours

In Mérida (pictured), Valladolid and San Cristóbal de las Casas, you’ll find free walking tours, which give a good overview of each city’s history and its most important buildings.

[image: jpg]

REGINA ZUMARRAGA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Weekends

Try timing your visit for a weekend, when historic centers are at their liveliest and you might catch live music, street food and craft markets.


Best Architectural Experiences

[image: ]

Stroll the grand boulevard of Merida’s Paseo de Montejo 1, dotted with mansions transformed into boutiques and house museums.

Let your swashbuckling fantasies run wild as you visit fortresses once used to fend off pirate attacks in Campeche City 2.

Roam the cobbled streets of San Cristóbal de las Casas 3 in the Chiapas highlands, stopping off at colorful open-air markets.

See both Maya and European architecture on a walk along the shop- and gallery-lined street of Calzada de los Frailes 4 in Valladolid.

Search for Maya stone-work while walking beneath the arcades of the 16th-century Convento de San Antonio de Padua 5.








Remote Getaways

The Yucatán Peninsula is famous for its well-loved Caribbean beaches, but you’ll also find idyllic getaways set amid little-visited forests and coastlines. You’ll have to work a little harder to get to these off-the-beaten-path locales, but the rewards are many – from full immersion in nature to memorable opportunities taking part in small-scale community tourism.

[image: jpg]

Sunset, Champotón | ALFREDO SCHAUFELBERGER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Sufficient Funds

Given the lack of banks in remote areas, make sure you have enough cash (and fuel if you’re driving) to cover the duration of your stay.

Mountain Air

The highlands of Chiapas can be chilly – a surprise for visitors arriving from the lowlands. Pick up something warm in one of San Cristóbal’s famed markets.


Best Off-the-Beaten-Path Experiences

[image: ]

Snorkel an unspoiled reef system, then bask on the beach in Xcalak far from the crowds. This is the Caribbean coast as it once was 1.

Make the drive east from Progreso to Dzilam de Bravo 2, home to a breezy white-sand beach and some rustic cabins – the ultimate escapist’s retreat.

Hire a boatman in San Felipe 3 to take you to Maya ruins or a scenic island beach.

Stay with a Maya family, take guided walks in the Lacandón Jungle and see shimmering waterfalls at Lacanjá Chansayab 4 in Chiapas.

Recharge while relaxing on the shore and strolling the historic center in the tranquil town of Champotón 5 in Campeche.








Beaches & Lagoons

Golden sands lapped by gentle surf and backed by swaying palms: this is the stuff of daydreams and surprisingly easy to find all along the coastline. The peninsula is famous for its picturesque beaches, clear waters and aquatic activities. You’ll also find dreamy lagoons and thousands of cenotes, ideal for a leisurely day by the water. Offshore, the islands of the Yucatán offer further temptation, with a mix of festive party-loving hangouts and more secluded tropical getaways.

[image: jpg]

Laguna Bacalar | Rubi Rodriguez Martinez/Shutterstock ©

Beating the Crowds

You’ll find the thinnest crowds on the beach during the shoulder season months of May to June and September to November. For pure liveliness visit in January.

[image: jpg]

wanderluster/Getty Images ©

Seaweed Season

From April to August, sargassum (a type of seaweed) washes ashore, which can make for less than ideal swimming conditions.

[image: jpg]

Fabian Montano Hernandez/Shutterstock ©

Fashion Sense

Beachwear is for the beach. Cover up if you need to make a quick trip to a cafe or are leaving the shore for the day.


Best Waterfront Experiences

[image: ]

Take in the rich color palette of blues and greens while frolicking along the shores of Laguna Bacalar 1, the peninsula’s largest lagoon.

Enjoy the feeling of finding a hidden tropical oasis at Hacienda Cenote Oxmán 2, a gorgeous watering hole draped with dangling vines.

Watch the sunrise while strolling the sands at Punta Esmeralda 3, a lovely expanse of undeveloped beachfront in Playa del Carmen.

Spend the day exploring the tranquil, less-visited beaches of Isla Holbox 4, then return at night to look for bioluminescence.

Sip tropical drinks while digging your heels in the sand and watching the world at play from a beach club in Tulum 5.








The Night is Young

Kick off the evening with sunset cocktails and then let the night unfold at buzzing spots sprinkled across the Yucatán Peninsula. Whether you’re looking for something low-key (ambient grooves in a backyard bar) or a wild night out (joining the party people at a coastal megaclub), you won’t lack for options in these nightlife-loving corners of Mexico.

[image: jpg]

Margaritas at sunset | Lux Blue/Shutterstock ©

Forest Revelry

Tulum is famous for big dance music festivals like Day Zero set in a jungle-like environment. Expect a celebratory crowd, innovative design and a memorable sunrise at the end.

Yucatecan Drinks

There’s a growing number of craft breweries around the Yucatán. You may encounter Xtabentún, an anise-flavored liqueur that, when authentic, is made by fermenting honey.


Best Nightlife Experiences

[image: ]

Munch on creative bites and sip cocktails, then join the hip-swinging salsa action at Mercado 60 1 in Mérida.

Join the revelry at Coco Bongo 2, a Cancún nightclub famed for its performances and dance parties.

Party by the beach to DJ sets and live music at Papaya Playa Project 3 in Tulum.

Enjoy margaritas and snacks while watching a magnificent sunset from Hemingway Lounge & Night Club Bar 4 on Cozumel.

Hop between jazz joints and flashier nightclubs along  Quinta Avenida 5 in Playa del Carmen.








Arts & Crafts

In villages across the Yucatán Peninsula, you’ll find specialized artisans working with ceramics, textiles, jewelry and wood – all part of the vast craft-making scene. Making objects by hand goes back centuries, and shopping here helps support these vital and sustainable industries. Apart from browsing markets, you can also visit museums and galleries that showcase fine work from other regions of Mexico.

Fiber Content

Henequén used to be processed for the shipping industry. Nowadays, the plant fiber is used for making handicrafts, which are sold in places like Sotuta de Peón.

[image: jpg]

gustavo moguel/Shutterstock ©

Hamacas

The Maya have a deep fondness for the hammock, and many homes have more hammock hooks than beds. Given the improved air circulation, they’re ideal for hot climates.

[image: jpg]

Gabriela Le/Shutterstock ©

Maya Pox

Craftmaking traditions also extend to certain beverages. Pox (pronounced ‘posh’) is a corn-based aguardiente (distilled spirit) that has been produced by Maya since ancient times.


Best Handicraft Experiences

[image: ]

Take a stroll along the bustling main strip in Tulum 1 to see shops selling artwork, textiles, pottery and more.

Learn about craft-making traditions on a visit to the Centro de Textiles del Mundo Maya 2 and other markets in San Cristóbal de las Casas.

Choose the perfect hammock at Cielo Hamacas 3 in Mérida, which sells responsibly sourced works made by a Maya women’s collective.

See some of the finest examples of folk art from across Mexico at Casa de los Venados 4, a private home turned gallery in Valladolid.

Browse art at the Centro Cultural y Artesanal 5 on Izamal’s main square and the many craft shops lining the cobblestone streets.








Into the Wild

Sitting pretty between two seas, the Yucatán Peninsula spoils nature lovers with an extra-ordinary variety of plant and animal life in its biosphere reserves and national parks. Whether you like watching sea turtles as they nest on beaches, swimming alongside massive whale sharks, looking for birds on forest walk, or venturing out on a boat to spot flamingos and crocs, you’ll always find plenty of nature activities to enjoy here.

[image: jpg]

Spider monkey, Jardín Botánico Dr Alfredo Barrera Marín | Laura Kathleen Lewis/Shutterstock ©

Flamingo Finder

The densest concentration of flamingos in Celestún is from February through April. Northeast of there in Río Lagartos, March to June are the best months.

[image: jpg]

Stephen Frink/Shutterstock ©

Lending a Hand

Bring a plastic bag with you so you can pick up any garbage you encounter – and leave the place a little cleaner than when you arrived.

[image: jpg]

Antonio Tanaka/Shutterstock ©

Improving Your Field of Vision

Good binoculars are invaluable, and will allow you to better identify birds and other creatures wherever you go.


Best Wildlife Experiences

[image: ]

Go for a scenic paddle through the mangrove-lined waterways of the  Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún 1 to observe flamingos and crocs.

Join an eagle-eyed guide for a boat ride in the Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Lagartos 2, home to countless bird species.

Watch frigate birds soaring overhead as boobies dive in formation off Isla Contoy 3, an uninhabited island and bird refuge.

Spy crocodiles, spoonbills, snakes and egrets on an excursion to Punta Mosquito, a lagoon and seaside nature escape on Isla Holbox 4.

Look for leaping spider monkeys and sauntering coati amid the incredible plant diversity of the  Jardín Botánico Dr Alfredo Barrera Marín 5.









REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

Cancún & the Caribbean Coast

[image: ]

Allow: 6 days     Distance: 570km


The road from Cancún to Bacalar is chock-full of surprises. Along the way you’ll find fun-filled cenotes (limestone sinkholes), astonishing Maya ruins and buzzing beach towns with sugar-white sands. There’s just as much going on offshore, with colorful coral reefs and wildlife-filled aquatic reserves fronting beaches visited by nesting sea turtles.


[image: ]
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Laguna Bacalar | Rubi Rodriguez Martinez/Shutterstock ©

1 CANCÚN [image: ] 1 DAY

Get things started with a dip in the sapphire waters along the Zona Hotelera of Cancún or hit the secluded beaches north of downtown on Isla Blanca. In the afternoon, visit the Museo Maya de Cancún, which houses an impressive collection of artifacts. In the evening, head out for a seafood feast overlooking the water, followed by cocktails and perhaps some salsa dancing.

[image: ] 2 hours
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JDROSS75/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 PLAYA DEL CARMEN [image: ] 1 DAY

Take a morning walk along the sands of Playa del Carmen near picturesque Punta Esmeralda, then have a beachside lunch overlooking the crashing waves. In the afternoon, check out the street performers at Parque Fundadores, and go for a stroll along vibrant Quinta Avenida. Cap the day with Cuban beats at La Bodeguita del Medio.

[image: ] 1 hour
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JESSICAGIRVAN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 isla cozumel [image: ] 1 DAY

Get your fill of snorkeling or diving in one of the legendary aquatic playgrounds of the Caribbean. After seeing the coral reefs, go for a spin along the island road, stopping to check out scenic beaches and Maya ruins along the way. You can see both at Punta Sur Eco Beach Park, along with migratory birds and crocodiles.

[image: ] 1 hour [image: ] 1 hour
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BRIAN LASENBY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


4 tulum [image: ] 1 DAY

Back on the mainland, explore the impressive Tulum Ruins perched on a cliff over the sea. Near-by, you can refresh with a swim off the beach. In the evening, enjoy live music and famous mojitos at Batey.

[image: ] Detour: Spot sea turtles while snorkeling the Tsúuk Akumal Parque Natural, then take a dip in the lovely Laguna Yal-Kú. [image: ] 4 hours

[image: ] 1 hour
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Matteo Colombo/Getty Images ©

5 cobÁ [image: ] 1 DAY

Get an early start to reach the ruins of Cobá at opening time (before the buses arrive). When inside this massive site, rent a bicycle and marvel at jungle-fringed temples connected by ancient paths. Have lunch overlooking the lake, then hop on a bike once again to reach one of the nearby underground cenotes for a swim beneath the stalactites.

[image: ] 4 hours
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Stefan Cristian Cioata/Getty Images ©

6 bacalar [image: ] 1 DAY

Enjoy a different side to the region at Laguna Bacalar, the largest freshwater lake in the peninsula. Go kayaking on the mirrorlike waters and then check out the ruins of Fuerte San Felipe. In the evening, enjoy Yucatecan cooking and mellow nightlife.

[image: ] Detour: Climb the pyramids of Chacchoben and look for spider monkeys leaping through the trees. [image: ] 2 hours
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ITINERARIES


Yucatán State

[image: ]

Allow: 7 days Distance: 680km


The journey across Yucatán State takes you to colonial towns, wildlife-rich nature reserves and Maya temples. There are plenty of blockbuster sites along the way, including Chichén Itzá, as well as places to sit back and enjoy present-day life, like the restaurants and nightspots of Mérida.


[image: ]

[image: jpg]

Cenote Ik-Kil | YuziS/Shutterstock ©

1 Valladolid [image: ] 1 DAY

Start off in the historic center of Valladolid. Check out the folk art collection at the Casa de los Venados and browse the boutiques and galleries of Calzada de los Frailes. Later, rent a bike for a spin to a cenote outside of town.

[image: ] Detour:  Admire the well-preserved carvings and lofty temple views at Ek’ Balam. [image: ] 2 hours

[image: ] 2 hours
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Marco Bottigelli/Getty Images ©

2 Río Lagartos [image: ] 1 DAY

Take a sunrise boat trip in the Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Lagartos and look for flamingos, herons, egrets and countless other birds – not to mention crocodiles. In the afternoon, head to San Felipe for a boating excursion to Isla Cerritos, followed by drinks on Isla Bonita.

[image: ] Detour:  Take a guided bike ride around the startling pink waters of Las Coloradas. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: ] 3 hours
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vermontalm/Getty Images ©

3 Chichén Itzá [image: ] 1 DAY

Arrive at opening time for a less-crowded (and cooler) visit to one of Mexico’s most famous archaeological sites. Spend a few hours exploring the highlights, including massive temples, an inscription-covered ball court, eerie skull-emblazoned platforms and a sacred cenote.

[image: ] Detour:  After a day of walking in the tropical heat, cool off with a swim in the Cenote de Yokdzonot [image: ] 2 hours

[image: ] 2 hours
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jjansen85/getty images ©,


4 Mérida [image: ] 2 DAYS

The cultural capital of the Yucatán Peninsula is packed with delights, including one of the region’s best Maya museums, buzzing markets and well-preserved colonial mansions. Don’t miss a stroll along elegant Paseo de Montejo or a peak inside historic buildings like the Palacio de Gobierno. In the evening, feast on Yucatecan cooking, then enjoy cocktails and live music.

[image: ] 1½ hours
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PHORTUN/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Celestún [image: ] 1 DAY

The Yucatán’s west coast has far fewer crowds and more wildlife watching opportunities than the east side. In the Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún you can go kayaking with a guide who will shed light on this biologically rich mangrove-filled wilderness. Later, you can take a bike ride along empty dirt roads to an abandoned hacienda slowly being over-taken by the jungle.

[image: ] 3 hours
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FrentaN/Shutterstock ©

6 uxmal [image: ] 1 DAY

Transit back through Mérida and continue to Uxmal, a magnificent Maya site located in the hilly forests of the Puuc region. Get your fill of ancient architecture, then head across the road for a visit to Choco-Story. Set in a garden-like expanse, this interactive place relates the history of chocolate, and there are also rescue animals (like squirrel monkeys) that you can feed.

[image: jpg]
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ITINERARIES

Chiapas, Tabasco & Campeche

Allow: 8 days Distance: 1075km


[image: ]

Explore some of the lesser known wonders of Mexico on this road trip around the south. You’ll spend your days wandering through pastel-hued colonial towns, visiting Maya temples and browsing craft markets.


[image: ]
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Market, San Cristóbal de las Casas | Aleksandar Todorovic/Shutterstock ©

1 Comitán [image: ] 1 DAY

Known in Tzeltal Mayan as ‘the place of the nine stars’, Comitán is a delightful small town to explore with its pretty Parque Central, fascinating historical museums and faded colonial architecture.

[image: ] Detour:  See the little-known Maya ruins of the Tenam Puente archaeological site and then continue on to the Cascadas El Chiflón, a series of picturesque waterfalls that form natural pools. [image: ] 3 hours

[image: ] 2 hours
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Francky38/Shutterstock ©

2 San Cristóbal de las Casas [image: ] 2 DAYS

It’s easy to fall for San Cris, a vibrant highland town known for its colorful textiles and rich indigenous heritage. You’ll also find grand colonial buildings, anthropology museums and inviting cafes that showcase local produce.

[image: ] Detour:  See the blend of Maya-Catholic religious traditions in the nearby village of San Juan Chamula. [image: ] 1 hour

[image: ] 1 hour
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Seyhan Ahen/Shutterstock ©

3 Chiapa de Corzo [image: ] 1 DAY

Spend the day exploring Chiapa de Corzo, a riverside town of artisan shops and tranquil squares. Take a boat trip along the Río Grijalva, where you’ll pass soaring rock formations and abundant bird life.

[image: ] Detour:  Make the drive along the rim of the Cañón del Sumidero, a steep canyon dotted with overlooks for taking in the dramatic views [image: ] 3 hours

[image: ] 6 hours
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Unai Huizi Photography/shutterstock ©


4 Tapijulapa [image: ] 1 DAY

Stroll the streets of Tapijulapa, a lovely village in the state of Tabasco that’s ringed by verdant hillsides. From the pier, hop on a boat for the short ride down to the Reserva Ecológica Villa Luz. Amid these wildlife-rich forests you’ll find a former villa turned into a history museum, some picturesque waterfalls (bring your swimsuit) and a cave full of sightless fish.

[image: ] 3 hours
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MManson/Shutterstock ©

5 Palenque [image: ] 1 DAY

It’s a long drive, but well worth the effort, to reach Palenque, an ancient Maya site set deep in the jungle in northern Chiapas. Enjoy the magnificent views over the rainforest from atop the Temple de la Cruz, take in the intriguing carvings in the Templo de las Inscripciones and look for wildlife on the paths around the complex.

[image: ] 5 hours
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Mardoz/Shutterstock ©

6 Campeche city [image: ] 2 DAYS

After some long days of travel, unwind in Campeche City. Look for the ghosts of pirates while exploring the cobbled streets of the Unesco-listed walled city. Outside the historic center, take in the sea views from atop the 18th-century San Miguel Fort. In the evening, take a stroll along pedestrianized 59th St, and stop for an al fresco meal followed by drinks and live music.

[image: jpg]
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WHEN TO GO

Cancún, Cozumel and the Yucatán are year-round destinations with inviting beach escapes when temperatures soar and lively festivals throughout the year.


[image: jpg]

Clearing sargassum, Playa del Carmen | Arkadij Schell/Shutterstock ©

High season in the Yucatán falls between December and April, when visitors from more northerly regions (USA, Europe) flood the beaches between Cancún and Tulum. These months roughly overlap with the dry season, when there are fewer showers and temperatures are lower.

June to November in the Yucatán brings higher temperatures during the rainy season, which can mean occasional downpours (but plenty of sunny skies in between). This is also hurricane season, bringing the possibility of devastating storms hitting the peninsula.

Temperatures vary much more in the highlands of Chiapas. Evening lows in towns like San Cristóbal de las Casas (elevation 2100m) can drop into the single digits (low 40s in Fahrenheit).


I LIVE HERE

VERDANT TRANSFORMATIONS

Born and raised in Mérida, Andrea Mier y Teran guides visitors to the heart of the region as the longtime director of the magazine Yucatán Today (@yucatantoday).

“September is the perfect month for exploring because there are fewer visitors and you’ll see green everywhere you look. Driving by green-tunneled roads to culture-filled adventures with the Maya co-ops is by far one of my favorite activities. From under-the-radar cenotes and archaeological sites to cooking and birding with Maya community guides, sustainable, small-scale tourism is something I treasure.”




SARGASSUM SEASON

Sargassum, a type of large brown seaweed, can wash up on the beaches of the Caribbean coast year round, but the microalgae is most prevalent from April through August. Rising sea temperatures from climate change have only fueled the increased growth of sargassum.




WATERLOGGED LANDSCAPES

Even when hurricanes don’t strike the peninsula, heavy storms during the rainy season can cause flooding on roads and in riverside towns, and lead to mudslides in elevated parts of Chiapas and Tabasco. Some remote areas can be impassable then.

Big Holidays & Festivals


Mérida kicks off the new year with a bang when it stages concerts, dance per-formances and art exhibitions during Mérida Fest. Many events are free and held in the open air.

[image: ] January

The festive spirit of Carnaval comes alive in Chetumal, Isla Cozumel, Laguna Bacalar and elsewhere along the coast. Catch parades, street parties and merrymaking on the days leading up to Ash Wednesday.

[image: ] February/Early March

Mexico’s Independence Day is celebrated on the evening of September 15 when the ‘cry of indepen-dence’ is heard from town halls; September 16 is a national holiday.

[image: ] September

Colorful Day of the Dead altars pop up on November 1 and 2 to honor Mexicans’ departed loved ones; among the most spectacular displays you can see are those in Xcaret theme park during a three-day Día de Muertos festival.

[image: ] November

Local Celebrations & Religious Festivals


Tulum stages several big gatherings at the start of the year. One of the best known is Day Zero, where top DJs spin beneath a jungle-clad backdrop with laser lights and oversized art installations.

[image: ] January

Chiapas celebrates the return of spring during the Feria de San Cristóbal, a week-long festival of art and craft fairs, concerts, amusement park rides and traditional street food.

[image: ] April

On Cozumel, the Feria del Cedral honors War of the Castes refugees who settled on the island in 1848. It features a time-honored ‘Dance of the Pigs Heads’ tradition.

[image: ] May

A week or more of celebrations leads up to the Day of Our Lady of Guadalupe, which honors the Virgin of Guadalupe who appeared to an indigenous Mexican Juan Diego in 1531.

[image: ] December


I LIVE HERE

PINK SUNRISE

Conservationist and ecotourism pioneer José Isaías Uh Canul is based in Celestún. He is the founder of Los Guardianes de los Manglares de Dzinintún and has headed reforestation projects in the region.

“January and February are pure magic amid the estuaries of the west coast. I still remember the first time I saw those flamingos taking flight – thousands of them against the backdrop of sunrise over the mangroves. It’s a breathtaking sight, and when the conditions are right, happens repeatedly each year.”
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WINDY DAYS

Nortes (loosely translated as ‘northerlies’) are strong winds that blow across the Gulf of Mexico and create gusty, cooler conditions along the peninsula’s coastlines. They can occur from November to April, and are a delight to windsurfers (but not to divers since visibility diminishes).

Weather Through the Year – Cancún
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 6
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FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 5
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MARCH

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 3
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 30°C
Days of rainfall: 3
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 7

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 12
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JULY

Avg daytime max: 33°C
Days of rainfall: 12
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AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 34°C
Days of rainfall: 13
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SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 32°C
Days of rainfall: 14
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OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 31°C
Days of rainfall: 13
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NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 29°C
Days of rainfall: 7
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DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 7





GET PREPARED
CANCÚN, COZUMEL & THE YUCATÁN

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Woman selling textiles | Eduardo Rgz/Shutterstock ©

Clothes

Hot-weather fabrics No matter what month you come, there will be serious heat and humidity. You’ll want to bring lightweight, breathable fabrics to stay cool and feel less sweaty.

Layers In the evenings things cool off a bit, and it’s wise to pack a light jacket for breezy walks by the seaside. If heading to Chiapas, bring a fleece for those colder nights.

Hats Keep the sun off your face. A wide-brimmed sun hat is a good option.

Footwear Versatile walking shoes will serve you well on cobblestone streets and on dirt paths at Maya ruins. Water shoes come in handy when visiting cenotes and for protecting your soles on the beach.

Rain gear Precipitation is a year-round possibility, although the biggest storms happen from June to October. Pack a lightweight rain jacket.


Manners

If invited to someone’s home, take a small gift, such as flowers. Arrive a bit late (being on time is considered rude).

Use señor (for a man) or señora/señorita (for a woman), especially when requesting something.

Before dining, it’s polite to receive and initiate a buen provecho (‘enjoy your meal’).

When greeting or being introduced, Mexicans tend to touch: they shake hands or kiss on one cheek.




READ
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Gods of Jade and Shadow (Silvia Moreno-Garcia; 2019) Fantastical page-turner set in 1920s Yucatán, involving a girl’s quest and vengeful Maya gods.
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The Murmur of Bees (Sofía Segovia; 2015) Magical realist novel about a strange,gifted child set against the backdrop of the Mexican Revolution and the 1918 Influenza Pandemic.
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Incidents of Travel in Yucatán (John Lloyd Stephens; 1848) In this classic travel book, an American recounts his adventures with English artist Frederick Catherwood.
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The Maya: A Very Short Introduction (Restall and Solari; 2020) Covers history, culture and art, as well as contemporary life.




Words

‘Hola’ (oh-lah) ‘Hello’.

‘Buenos días’ or ‘buenas tardes’ literally translates as ‘good mornings’ or ‘good afternoons’ (plural) and is used regularly, even to strangers.

‘Mucho gusto’ (roughly, ‘A great pleasure’) Polite to say when you’re introduced to someone, accompanied by a handshake.

‘Ayúdame’ ‘Help (me)’.

‘La cuenta por favor’ ‘the check (bill), please’ – something you need to do in Mexican restaurants; a server does not initiate this.

‘No muy picoso, por favor’ Useful if you don’t want too much of a spicy kick in your cuisine.

‘¿Habla inglés, por favor?’ The most polite way of asking if someone speaks English.

‘No entiendo’ ‘I don’t understand’.

‘¿Cuanto cuesta?’ ‘How much is it?’

‘¿Tiene cambio?’ A perplexing issue around the Yucatán is the shortage of small change; you might be asked this if you hand over large notes.

‘¿Puedo verlo?’ Polite way of asking if you can look at something at a market stall or in a store.

‘Soy vegetariano/a’ (masculine/feminine) or ‘soy vegano/a’ or even ‘no como carne’. Non-meat eaters will need to use one of these to make clear that they’re vegetarian or vegan. Nevertheless, it might be assumed you eat chicken and fish, in which case you add ‘ni pollo, ni pescado’ (nor chicken, nor fish).

‘Por favor’ ‘Please’ – comes in very handy, even if you point to something in a store.




WATCH
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Alamar (Pedro González-Rubio; 2009) Moving docudrama about a Maya father-son relationship. Shot at biosphere reserve Banco Chinchorro.

Toro Negro (Carlos Armella and Pedro González-Rubio; 2005) Documentary about a self-destructive amateur bullfighter. Filmed in Yucatán Maya communities.

Don’t Blame Karma! (Elisa Miller; 2022) Whimsical romantic comedy set entirely in the Yucatán, with many recognizable Mérida scenes.

Coco (Lee Unkrich; 2017; pictured) A humorous and touching children’s animation and fantasy based on Día de Muertos (Day of the Dead).

Y Tu Mamá También (Alfonso Cuarón Orozco; 2001) Evocative coming-of-age road movie about friendship, love and mortality.




LISTEN

IV.- Buenos Adultos (Lng/SHT; 2022) Catchy album that grapples with complicated themes by an innovative lyricist from Cancún.

Beach Love (Melted Ice Cream; 2019) The surf-pop group from Chetumal lays out mellow, bilingual grooves perfect for the seaside.

Natural (Immasoul; 2021) The Afro-Mexicana singer who lives part-time in Bacalar blends hip-hop, R&B and Afro-Caribbean rhythms.

Rap Ich Máaya (Pat Boy; 2019) Born in a small traditional village, rapper Pat Boy brings pride to his indigenous community for his bold anthems sung in Mayan.






THE FOOD SCENE

The Yucatán serves up a tempting feast of traditional recipes, fresh seafood and an eclectic mix of global cuisine.
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Selling tamales, Valladolid | Rcav/Shutterstock ©

Food is a tremendous source of pride on the peninsula, and the origins of some of the most popular dishes can easily become a topic of hot debate. Local ingredients are integral to the preparation. These include well-known staples of corn, beans and a wide variety of chili peppers (particularly the habanero), as well as ingredients not commonly utilized in other regions like chaya (a spinach-like leaf that grows on trees), sour oranges, toasted pumpkin seeds and achiote (annatto seeds that impart a red color and a subtle nutty flavor).

You’ll also find variety within the peninsula, from locally sourced seafood along the coast to the ningüijute (a seed-based mole sauce with pork) and cuchunuc (an edible flower) in Chiapas.

The Yucatán is also home to three large cities (Cancún, Playa del Carmen and Mérida) with a wide range of international restaurants catering to a diverse population. No matter what you’re craving, you’ll find plenty of ways to indulge in one of Mexico’s great food destinations.

The Love of Corn

In the Popol Vuh, a sacred text of Maya mythology and history, the gods formed humans out of corn. Not surprisingly, maize in all its many forms remains an integral part of the diet in the Yucatán. Ubiquitous corn tortillas feature in many recipes, from street snacks that are topped with delicacies to side servings (held in a special tortilla warmer) that are provided with hearty breakfast and lunch fare. You’ll find tortillas in dishes that are baked, fried, cooked over charcoal or simply served plain.

Cornmeal is also a key culinary building block, and it features in tamales, which are stuffed with chicken, pork or other ingredients, wrapped in corn husks and steamed. Another corn dough favorite is the gordita (meaning ‘chubby’), which is indeed a rotund little pocket cooked over charcoal and stuffed with appetizing fillings. Corn even appears in some drinks in the region. In Tabasco, pozol, made of cooked corn (sometimes with cacao added in), has been a local beverage since before the Spanish arrived. Meanwhile in Chiapas, they take things up a notch with pox (pronounced ‘posh’), which is a grain alcohol made of corn.

Vegetarians & Vegans

In major traveler hotspots, vegetarians and vegans will find specialty restaurants (and even food carts on the street) serving a welcome array of plant-based dishes. In smaller towns beyond the Caribbean coast, visitors will have to be a bit more creative when it comes to diners. In any restaurant, vegetarians can request common ingredients – eggs, rice, cheese and avocado – with staples of corn, beans and chilis. Wrap these in a fresh, warm tortilla and you have yourself a tasty bite.

Many traditional Mexican snacks are vegetarian, like elote (fresh corn on the cob), and quesadillas stuffed with the likes of nopales (cactus-leaf), huitlacoche (corn fungus) or zucchini flowers.

However, be aware that some seemingly vegetarian dishes can be prepared using meat broths or animal fats, such as manteca (lard).


Best Yucután Dishes

COCHINITA PIBIL

Yucatán’s marinated, slow-roasted pork (like pulled pork) is served on tacos.

TACO DE PESCADO

Fresh pieces of fried (or grilled) fish in tacos are a favorite treat along the Caribbean coast.

SOPA DE LIMA

Tasty traditional soup of the Yucatán com-prising turkey (or chicken) with a delicious lime-enhanced broth.

PAPADZULES

Hard-boiled eggs diced and wrapped in corn tortillas and topped with pumpkin seeds and tomato sauce.

QUESO RELLENO

A hollowed-out ball of Dutch-style cheese stuffed with ground pork and smothered in tomato sauce.

PANUCHOS

Fried tortillas filled with beans and topped with chicken, lettuce, tomato and pickled red onion.

TAMALES

Corn dough with pork, chicken or turkey wrapped in corn husks or banana leaves and steamed.

POC CHUC

Pork marinated in orange juice, grilled and served with sliced pickled onions and tortillas on the side.
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FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Sabores de Yucatán (mid-November) Mérida’s newest culinary festival celebrates the region’s gastronomy, with tastings, master classes and markets.

Feria de los Tres Reyes Magos (January 6) At Tizimín’s famed gathering, you’ll find plenty of rosca de reyes, traditional wreath-shaped Epiphany bread topped with candied fruit (pictured above).

Fiesta Grande (mid-January) The big festival in Chiapa de Corzo culminates in the comida grande, a big feast of traditional fare, including roasted pork cooked in adobo sauce.

Día de la Candelaria (early February) For many locals, this ostensibly religious event is just a prelude to gorging on Yucatecan-style tamales, which are the best in Mexico.

Festival del Ceviche, Aguachile y Michelada (mid-July) The west-coast town of Celestún whips up mouthwatering seafood (and spicy drinks) right on the beach.
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Local Specialties


Whether you’re up for a grand feast or just want to sample the street food, you’ll find plenty of delicacies worth seeking out all across the peninsula.

Hearty Dishes & Seafood

Huevos Motuleños Fried eggs over black beans over fried tortillas. Served with chorizo, avocado, grated cheese and plantains.

Pibipollo Chicken tamales cooked underground and usually wrapped in banana leaves.

Lobster Sometimes prepared with chili and tamarind sauces, giving a distinctly Mexican taste.

Pan de Cazón Stewed shark placed between corn tortillas and bathed in a tomato sauce.

Huitlacoche (corn fungus) A terrible name for a delicious mushroom-like delicacy, this fungus was a Maya staple and makes fantastic crepes.

Relleno Negro Turkey dish seasoned with a sauce made of charred chilies that give it a mildly spicy flavor and the characteristic black coloring.

Tikin Xic A coastal delicacy of fish and seafood with achiote and other spices cooked in banana leaves.
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Street Food

Fish and shrimp tacos Beer-battered fish and shrimp topped with shredded cabbage and the salsas of your choice.

Elote Corn cob served on a stick with optional mayonnaise, cheese, chili powder and lime juice. Also served as esquites, cut off the cob in a cup.

Churros Fried dough sticks, sometimes filled with a chocolate or dulce de leche sauce, and sprinkled with sugar.

Salbutes Fried handmade tortillas topped with shredded turkey or chicken, avocado and onion.

Ceviche Raw fish or seafood marinated in lime juice and spices and served with tostadas.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

La Cueva del Chango A mix of classics and creative dishes (including vegan options) served in a lush garden in Playa del Carmen.

El Secreto Indulge in Chiapas recipes transformed into haute cuisine at this lovely spot in San Cristóbal de las Casas.

La Chaya Maya In Mérida, traditionally dressed staff serve up beautifully prepared dishes of Maya recipes like cochinita pibil and tikin xic.

Nixtamal Atmos-pheric jungle-like setting for meals cooked over a wood fire in Bacalar.

Casa Mission In a vintage mansion in Cozumel, you can tuck into coconut shrimp and king crabs while mariachis sing their hearts out.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

During Lent, many Yucatán families go meatless on Fridays and opt for favorite dishes like Brazo de Reina, which is made of corn dough, chaya leaves, toasted and ground pumpkin seeds, boiled eggs and tomato sauce.
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SUMMER

Lobster season begins in July (and continues until February). In fishing villages this usually means you’re getting the catch of the day. Many local fruits are in season too, including mango, guanábana (soursop; pictured) and mamey.
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AUTUMN

Pibipollos (chicken tamales) are cooked underground for Day of the Dead in many cities throughout the peninsula, while bakeries make pan de muerto (colorful seasonal bread) and calaveras de azúcar (sugar skulls; pictured).
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WINTER

The Mérida Fest in January brings food vendors to the city’s main plaza (pictured). In late February or early March you’ll find tasty street eats during Carnaval festivities in Cozumel, Chetumal and Campeche.
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THE OUTDOORS

The Yucatán provides multiple adventures when it comes to the great outdoors, from paddling beneath soaring ospreys to plunging into a technicolor wonderland of coral reefs.


[image: jpg]
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The region is famed for aquatic activities both above and below the surface. The Caribbean coast has a wealth of world-class dive sites, particularly off the island of Cozumel, while snorkelers can enjoy encounters with sea turtles and other marine life at spots along the eastern shores. Paddling, by kayak or SUP, is another way to experience the wonders of the peninsula, with its diverse plant and animal life and biologically rich biosphere reserves.

Diving

If you can visit only one dive destination in Mexico, the wonderful underwater world of Isla Cozumel is your best bet. Drift diving is the norm in Cozumel – local divers say there’s nothing like the sensation of gliding through the water as you’re carried by the strong currents. Along the way, you’ll see impressive drop-off wall reefs, sea turtles, moray eels, black grouper, barracuda, rainbow parrotfish, large coral and giant Caribbean anemones. If you’re a diver heading to this area, Cozumel’s Punta Sur and Palancar Gardens are well worth visiting.

The Banco Chinchorro, a sprawling coral atoll off the southern Quintana Roo coast, has over 90 coral species, and it draws fewer visitors than the reefs of Cozumel and Isla Mujeres. In the sea off Cancún, the Museo Subacuático de Arte (MUSA) is an underwater sculpture museum created by British artist and diving aficionado Jason deCaires Taylor. Built to draw divers from deteriorating coral reefs, this one-of-a-kind aquatic museum features some 500 life-size sculptures. The artificial reefs are submerged at a depth of 8.5m, making them ideal for snorkelers and first-time divers.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Walk the trails of Jardín Botánico Dr Alfredo Barrera Marín in search of coati, agouti and squirrel monkeys.

Snorkel a lagoon, float down an underground river and frolic on the beach at the Xcaret Adventure Park.

Look for flamingos and crocodiles while taking a guided boating excursion through the Ría Lagartos Biosphere Reserve.

Spend the day building sandcastles and playing in the shallow waters of Playa Norte on Isla Mujeres.

Watch the afternoon entertainment at Parque Fundadores then stop for snacks along Quinta Avenida in Playa del Carmen.

See fantastical displays on the great pyramid of Chichén Itzá during the sound and light show.



Snorkeling

Many places on the Yucatán’s Caribbean side make for some fine snorkeling. The best sites are generally reached by boat, including spots near Puerto Morelos, Cozumel and Tulum. In Akumal, you can take a guided snorkeling trip right off the beach where sea turtles come to feed. You can also find sea turtles off the nearby beach of Xcacel. Out on Cozumel, snorkelers will want to check out Dzul-Há, near the town of San Miguel de Cozumel, and Colombia Shallows on the island’s south side.

Snorkeling with whale sharks is another big draw. Just about all the dive shops in Isla Mujeres and Isla Holbox offer whale-shark tours.
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Kayaking & SUP

The lagoons, estuaries and island-dotted coastline make a memorable backdrop to paddling adventures in the Yucatán. Out on the island of Cozumel, you can take jaunts along the coast (beach clubs like Mr Sancho’s rent gear). On the south Caribbean coast, the town of Bacalar makes a great base for serene paddling adventures on the famous Laguna Bacalar (pictured left) and some guesthouses have kayaks and SUPs.

The peninsula’s west coast harbors the mangroves of the Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún, an incredible place for paddling amid a diverse range of plant and animal life, including colonies of flamingos. Another fine mangrove system lies along Isla Holbox, northwest of Cancún – you can enjoy sunrise kayaking adventures when the birds are most active on the lagoons, or take a nighttime tour over water glowing with bioluminescence.


Nature Immersion

BIRDWATCHING

Let your guide slow-boat you through mangrove-lined channels in the Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún as kingfishers, egrets and herons fly past.

FISHING

Whether casting a line into the lagoon or heading for deeper waters off the coast,  Xcalak is a fishing paradise.

HIKING

Follow the trail up Cerro Colorado for wide-ranging views over the mountainous landscape of Cañón del Sumidero national park in Chiapas.

HORSEBACK RIDING

Hop into the saddle for a memorable ride past mangroves and across the beach on Cozumel.

ZIP-LINING

Glide over treetops and a lake at Punta Laguna, a nature reserve run by the local Maya community.

CYCLING

Go for a spin past ancient temples and  stelae along the jungle-lined paths of Cobá.

CAVING

Take a spelunking adventure through stalactite-filled chambers and narrow tunnels in the Grutas de Calcehtok.



ACTION AREAS

Where to find Cancún, Cozumel & the Yucatán’s best outdoor activities
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EXPLORING MAYA RUINS

The Maya were city builders, astronomers and artists who left behind a remarkable legacy of pyramids, temples and ball courts, some of which date back more than a thousand years.
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When to Go

The best time to visit archaeological sites is from November to mid-December, when the peninsula has cooler climes and is generally dry. If you visit during high season, from Christmas to April and the months of July and August, you’ll be dealing with large crowds unless you arrive early in the day.

Where to Stay

Tulum makes a great base for visiting both the Tulum archaeological site and Cobá. For the ruins of Chichén Itzá and Ek’ Balam, consider staying in colonial Valladolid. In Chiapas, Palenque has many nice accommodations nearby. An overnight in Campeche is convenient for getting an early start at Edzná, and the tranquil town of Santa Elena is the perfect hub for exploring Uxmal and other sites of the Ruta Puuc.

What to See

Definite must-sees include Tulum, Chichén Itzá, Palenque, Uxmal and Edzná. For a remote site deep in the jungle, visit Calakmul.


BEHIND THE NAMES

Calakmul (adjacent mounds) Dubbed as such by US botanist Cyrus Lundell when he first came across the hidden jungle ruins in the 1930s.

Chichén Itzá (mouth of the well of the Itzaes) The ancient Maya city was built around a well that is known today as the ‘sacred cenote’.

Palenque (palisade) The Spanish name has no relation to the city’s ancient name, Lakamha, which translates as ‘big water’ and probably refers to the area’s springs, streams and waterfalls.

Tulum (wall) Refers to the stone walls that once protected the city. The original Maya name, Zamá, means ‘dawn’ or ‘sunrise’.

Uxmal (thrice built) Alludes to how many times the city was built, though it was actually constructed five times.




PRACTICALITIES

• Opening hours at most major sites are 8am to 5pm.

• Admission ranges from free to M$500; children under 10 often pay a fraction of the adult entrance fee.

• Official multilingual guides offer one-hour tours (from M$600 to M$1200). Legit guides carry government-issued badges.

• Some sights lack shade, and the heat and humidity can be intense, so be sure to drink lots of water and bring protection against the sun. Insect repellent keeps the mosquitoes away when visiting jungle sites.

• Explanatory signs may be in Spanish only, or both Spanish and English.

• Seldom-visited sites have no food or water available; pack a lunch or stop off for a meal or supplies along the way.

• Avoid midday visits when the sun is beating down and tourists are out in full force.

• Both Chichén Itzá and Uxmal project nightly light-and-sound shows.



Pinnacle of Maya History

Classic Maya (250–900 CE), seen by many experts as the most glorious civilization of pre-Hispanic America, flourished in three areas.

• North The low-lying Yucatán Peninsula.

• Central The Petén forest of Guatemala, and the adjacent lowlands in Chiapas and Tabasco in Mexico (to the west) and Belize (to the east).

• South Highland Guatemala and a small section of Honduras.

It was in the northern and central areas that the Maya blossomed most brilliantly, attaining groundbreaking heights of artistic and architectural expression.

Among the Maya’s many accomplish-ments, they developed a complex writing system, partly pictorial, partly phonetic, with 300 to 500 symbols. They also refined a calendar used by other pre-Hispanic peoples into a tool for the exact recording and forecasting of earthly and heavenly events. Temples were aligned to enhance observation of the heavens, helping the Maya predict solar eclipses of the sun and movements of the moon and Venus.

They also believed in predestination and developed a complex astrology. To win the gods’ favor they carried out elaborate rituals involving dances, feasts, sacrifices, consumption of the alcoholic drink balche and bloodletting.

They believed the current world to be just one of a succession of worlds, and the cyclical nature of their calendrical system enabled them to predict the future by looking at the past.

Life after an Apocalypse

As you probably heard, some folks were predicting the end of the world on December 21, 2012, when the Maya long-count calendrical cycle came to an end. In fact, the date actually signaled the beginning of a new bak’ tun (about a 400-year period).

Despite all the media hype focusing on doomsday scenarios, some good came out of all the attention: in the year leading up to that December day, federal and state governments poured some serious money into new Maya museums and into restoring existing archaeological sites. Some say the renewed interest in Maya culture was short-lived, but at the very least we can report that research and excavations do continue in the post-apocalypse era.


TOP MUSEUMS

Gran Museo del Mundo Maya

This world-class museum showcases more than 1100 Maya pieces exhibits focusing on culture, art, science and Maya worldview.

Museo Maya de Cancún

Quintana Roo’s best museum houses an important collection of Maya artifacts.

Museo Arqueológico de Campeche

Set in an old fortress, the collection contains pieces from the Maya sites of Calakmul and Edzná; the star attractions are the jade burial masks from Calakmul.

Museo de la Cultura Maya

Chetumal’s pride and joy illustrates the Maya’s calendrical system, among other intriguing objects. It’s organized into three levels, mirroring Maya cosmology.






THE GUIDE

CANCÚN, COZUMEL & THE YUCUTÁN

Chapters in this section are organised by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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CANCÚN & AROUND
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RESORTS, BEACHES, FOOD AND NIGHTLIFE

Welcome to Mexico’s premier tourist spot, known for its powder-sand beaches, turquoise water, incredible seafood and nightlife that pumps until dawn.
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Only decades ago Cancún was just a quiet fishing town. Today it ranks among the top vacation spots in the world. Mega-hotels line the Zona Hotelera’s white-powder beaches, and traffic jams occur nightly as people head for the clubs and bars to drink and party until the sun comes up. Over 2 million tourists a year flock here to sip cocktails at swim-up bars and lounge in the sand, not to mention that wild week that is spring break. Cancún has rightly earned its reputation as the Mexican sibling of Las Vegas, where anything and everything can happen – and often does.

Yet for all its glitz and glamor, there’s another side to this incredible city, a surprisingly authentic Mexican charm, and travelers who step out of their all-inclusive boundaries will discover it’s as pleasant in El Centro as it is poolside. Cancún has museums, Maya ruins, mercados (markets), and yes, even cheap places to grab local food.

Explore outside the city and you’ll find the Yucatán of old: crumbl-ing haciendas rise out of verdant jungle, tradition-al clothes are still worn, indigenous dialects are still spoken, and crafts and culture still shine as they did long before tourism arrived.

Cancún is as much about who you are and what you want your visit to be as it is about any clichéd definition.
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THE MAIN AREAS

CANCÚN

Glitzy tourist hub.

ISLA MUJERES

Island paradise.

ISLA HOLBOX

Windsports, beaches and nature.




Find Your Way

Cancún is the unofficial capital of Quintana Roo. Here’s how to explore the city and the surrounding region your own way. Museums, culture, tasty eats, and yes, plenty of nightlife awaits. Dive in!
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Plan Your Time

Cancún is a great place to party, let loose, kick back poolside and club until the wee hours. Plus it makes a great hub for exploring the rest of Yucatán.
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If You Only Do One Thing

• Head for the famous – or infamous – Zona Hotelera and do what comes naturally: relax, in whatever way you define it.

• Maybe take in Maya culture at the Museo Maya or cross the street and visit the ruin of El Rey. You may not even want to leave your hotel pool, but if you do, swim in the Caribbean at Playa Delfines or head out on a snorkeling tour.

• Have seafood, whether at a fancy spot on the water or a cheap taco stand in town. At night, pick a club, any club, and party till you drop.




Three Days to Travel Around

• After a day, and an unforgettable night, in Cancún’s Zona Hotelera, get to an island, specifically Isla Mujeres, where you’ll feel your cares and worries melt away the moment you step off the ferry. Grab your diving or snorkeling gear and check out the whale sharks if they’re nearby, or the MUSA underwater museum if they’re not.

• Fancy some fishing? Head to the port and get back on the water with a full- or half-day charter. Nights are lively and there are plenty of spots for a cocktail or two, or three.




If You Have More Time

• For those with a week or so to spare, bookend your visit with Cancún, get to Isla Mujeres, and then head north to even quieter Isla Holbox. In season, whale-shark tours leave daily, an all-day experience that – for many – is a bucket-list tick box. Check!

• Watch the bioluminescent waves glow along the shoreline as you sip margaritas and listen to the crickets or watch a bonfire. Be sure to head to Chichén Itzá, though other ruins may be just as exciting and far less crowded. Birders will want to make sure they visit Isla Contoy, an uninhabited birding paradise.



Seasonal Highlights

Cancún swelters in summer, meaning November to March is high tourism season. Festivals and events take place year-round.

JANUARY

There’s nothing like toasting the New Year at a tiki bar or poolside.
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FEBRUARY

Carnaval brings Brazilian-style outfits, festivities, music and, of course, plenty of dancing in the streets of central Cancún.
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MARCH

Spring breakers descend on the city. For many, it’s the reason to come – or not come.
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JULY

The region celebrates the arrival of the whale sharks with festivities, traditional dancing and other fun.
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AUGUST

Fiesta de la Playa is a massive beach party, with contests, food, drink and merriment for all.
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NOVEMBER

Day of the Dead is a chance to pay respects to the ancestors and to party in costume.
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DECEMBER

Christmas is revered in Mexico. On the 24th, families gather, share tamales and other traditional foods, and celebrate.
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CANCÚN
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The fishing town that Cancún once was is long forgotten; now the city is a burgeoning testament to the transformative power of tourism. The mega-resorts and clubs usually get the attention, but the food scene here is notable too, one of the best in the Yucatán. And if you know where to look, a memorable meal doesn’t have to cost an arm and a leg. Of course, on the other hand, if you’re here for all that big-city buzz you won’t be disappointed.

The city is roughly divided into two parts: El Centro, away from the water; and the Zona Hotelera, where the fancy all-inclusives are, which extends in a D shape and encloses a large lagoon. Not surprisingly, most of the more economical hotels and better-value restaurants are in El Centro.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Museo Maya

SIGHTS

2Mercado Ki Huic

3Palacio Municipal

4Parque de las Palapas

5Playa Caracol

6Playa Delfines

7Playa Gaviota Azul

8Playa Tortugas

ACTIVITIES

9Museo Subacuático de Arte (MUSA)

SLEEPING

10Hard Rock Cafe

11Iberostar

12Le Blanc

EATING

13La Palapa Belga

14Restaurante Lindo Oaxaca

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

1511:11

16Coco Bongo

17Laser Hot Bar Beer & Queer

18Route 666

19Señor Frog’s

20The City

TRANSPORT

21Avant Rent-A-Car




TOP TIP

Politely refuse any airport touts who want you to listen to timeshare sales pitches in exchange for free stuff. At best, it’s a waste of your time; at worst, a scam. Just say a polite ‘no’, keep walking, and find a normal taxi or look for your hotel’s shuttle.





Sunbathing in Paradise

SUNWORSHIPERS REJOICE, LOOK NO FURTHER

Look at Cancún from above and you’ll see that the entire Zona Hotelera is built on a thin strip of sand that surrounds a large lagoon, a bit like the letter D tipped over on its side. This means that basically anywhere along that perimeter there are amazing, white-sand beaches. Combine the soft, powdery sand with turquoise water that’s often as warm as a bath and you can see why so many beach-goers flock here every chance they get. People come back yearly for the chance to kick back and soak up that vitamin D in a relaxed spot that’s as pretty as it gets.

Here are some of the best locations:

• Playa Delfines This top-notch beach has parking, facilities and Caribbean water that redefines the word blue.

• Playa Caracol A small but popular beach within walking distance of many Zona Hotelera shops and restaurants.

• Playa Tortugas White sand beach near one of the ferries to Isla Mujeres.


The only thing that Cancún beaches aren’t is empty. Expect a party, pretty much anywhere – and any time – you go. For many, that’s all part of the appeal. Those who want a more serene experience head south, to the quieter spots in the Riviera Maya, the Costa Maya, or even Bacalar.

If you’ve booked a resort hotel, you may already have private access to a stretch of shoreline. If not, the trickiest part of a day at the beach is just getting here. Parking is limited, so the early bird will get the parking spot.
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BEST CANCÚN NIGHTCLUBS

Coco Bongo

Part-show, part-dance club. Nights start with lip-syncing performers before turning into a dance party.

Señor Frog’s

A spring break favorite with foam parties, conga lines and excess-induced craziness.

Route 666

Biker-themed bar in El Centro with loud rock and cheap beers.

The City

Vast venue that fills with party-goers dancing to tunes spun by famous DJs.

11:11

Pronounced ‘on-say on-say’, this is one of Cancún’s best gay clubs, offering drag shows, strippers, queen nights, themed parties and more. Look for the rainbow-colored crosswalks and you’ll know you’re getting near it.



BEST CANCÚN DIVE OPERATORS

Scuba Cancún

One of the oldest, this family-run dive shop offers MUSA, snorkeling, cenote and diving tours.

Manta Dive & Snorkel

Woman-owned shop which does MUSA and cenote tours, with friendly instructors.

Scorpio Divers

Small dive groups. Runs tours to Cozumel as well as the usual local spots in Cancún.

Underwater Worlds Await

INCREDIBLE DIVING AND SNORKELING

Slip on a snorkel or don scuba gear, plop over the side of your boat, and prepare yourself for underwater thrills that will dazzle, mystify and amaze. The reefs, the wrecks, the caves, the sculptures are teeming with fish and marine life, some of it found nowhere else in the world. It’s a bit surreal to have the world turn blue and see myriad shapes, colors and creatures. Moray eels, lionfish, rays, sharks, parrotfish, angelfish, tangs – the list goes on and on.

Thanks to growing awareness of how fragile corals are and the underwater museum Museo Subacuático de Arte (MUSA) drawing people to constructed wonders, the natural corals are showing signs of rejuvenation. Many people find Cancún is a perfect spot to get PADI certified, with courses ranging from quick open-water intros to more challenging deep-water or cave-diving.

Whatever you’ve chosen, you’ll find it easy to slip below the surface and explore the aquatic wonders that await.


MYSTICAL MUSA

There’s something mystical about any dive experience but the Museo Subacuático de Arte (MUSA) takes that to a different level: imagine diving among over 500 concrete statues, sculptures and works of underwater art, with plans to add more in the future.

The pieces are fascinating as art installations, but in addition, they provide tourists with the chance to snorkel and dive away from fragile corals, thus allowing the reefs to recover from decades of human interaction.

Made with pH-neutral marine concrete, the statues do not harm the existing wildlife and in fact are a home for fish and other marine creatures.



GREAT EATS IN CANCÚN

Harry’s

Top date-night spot: great food, amazing lagoon views, beautiful decorations and higher prices – but worth it. $$$

Peter’s

Small, intimate El Centro restaurant with personal service, a kind chef-owner and excellent food. $$$

El Fish Fritanga

Tasty seafood at reasonable prices. In the Zona Hotelera, with an amazing lagoon view. $

The Luxurious Zona Hotelera

GLITZ AND GLAMOR 24/7/365

For most visitors, Cancún’s Zona Hotelera simply is Cancún. The city is synonymous with the seemingly endless rows of giant hotels that perch right atop luxurious white-sand beaches and the countless fine restaurants circling the lagoon. It just doesn’t get any more Cancún than this. All the big names have a piece of this sandy pie. Couples will appreciate the luxurious Le Blanc for its tasteful adults-only experience (some stays even include a private butler), whereas places like the Iberostar and Hard Rock Cafe offer fun for the whole family. At all of them, though, you’ll get much of the same: pools that seem as large as football fields, private beaches that are just steps away, bottomless beverages and unlimited food. If you just want to plop down somewhere and and do virtually nothing for a few days, you’ve come to the right place.

Though in recent years the city has attempted to rebrand itself, it remains – for better or worse – a key spring break destination. In March the nightclubs fill with college kids doing college things, often forgetting or regretting it the day after. Yet the Zona, its beaches and its nightlife aren’t solely for tourists – you’ll find the beaches full of local families, and the bars and nightclubs draw a surprisingly varied Mexican and tourist mix.


I LIVE HERE: EXPERT CAR-RENTAL ADVICE
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Sarai Bonal, from Avant Rent-a-Car (https://avantrentacar.com) shares her tips for drivers:

• Ask all the questions about the insurance coverage before placing a booking so you do not have any surprises at your arrival.

• When you pick up your rental, test the emergency phone number right away so it’s there if you run into trouble later.

• Take photos of the car and any damage before you leave the rental office, so there’s a record of pre-existing damage.

• Only immigration officers are allowed to request your passport, not police. You may need to show the car rental document and the registration, and perhaps address infractions you’ve made. Insist on paying fines at the police station.



MARGARITAS WITH A VIEW

La Palapa Belga

Lagoonside Belgian food and possibly the best margarita in Cancún. $$$

Casitas

Romantic beachside tents make for an evening where anything might happen. $$$

Parole

Zona Hotelera Italian restaurant on a snazzy wooden dock that extends over the water. $$$

Cocktails by the Caribbean

LET THE PARTY BEGIN

Sometimes the whole point of a vacation is just to get away from it all, to have those cares and worries disappear, and to enjoy a few drinks and some self-pampering. Cancún’s all-inclusives offer everything you could want, most of it poolside. Step out of your hotel and you’ll find beach clubs at Playa Tortugas and Playa Delfines that let you sip without changing out of your bathing suit. Swim-up bars, private beaches, massage booths, water, waves and did we mention bottomless margaritas? Get those Jimmy Buffet tunes playing, slather on the sunscreen and don’t think about home until you step onto the return flight.

However, drinking here goes far beyond the usual margaritas, tequila shots and piña coladas, there’s also a lot more here to enjoy. Recently there’s been a delightful renaissance of craft tequilas and mezcals, bringing them to their rightful place on the top shelf. Xtabentún (a locally made anise-flavored liquor) is unique to Yucatán. And lighter mixed drinks like micheladas (beer and Clamato with a Tajín-seasoning rim) and palomas (grapefruit soda and tequila or mezcal) are worth trying as well. Do some full-on tequila and mezcal sipping at Restaurante Lindo Oaxaca, where a host of tasty tipples await.

Drink responsibly. Being drunk in public can land you in hot water with authorities, as can illegal activities, and nothing ends a fun trip faster than a visit to jail. And since Mexico has zero tolerance for drunk driving, take a taxi to and from your festivities, rather than getting behind the wheel.
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Dig into El Centro

DITCH TOURIST GLITZ AND EXPERIENCE THE REAL CANCÚN

Cancún’s city center, known as El Centro, is often overlooked. A shame, since it’s surprisingly authentic and can be a delightful place to experience the ‘real’ Mexico, if only for a few hours. Take a taxi or an R-1 or R-2 bus from the Zona Hotelera and discover colorful markets, cool cafes, bustling streets and tacos that don’t cost an arm and a leg. Take a walk on Avenida Nader and see the parks, the shops, the restaurants. Or cross to the Palacio Municipal on Avenida Tulum. Take a selfie with the Cancún sign and then meander the stalls of Ki Huic market, or cross over Avenida Tulum and find Parque de las Palapas.

For anyone who lives here, El Centro is the ‘real’ Cancún. Gritty, messy, chaotic, but also vibrant and fun, too. Travelers can forget that this isn’t just a vacation dreamworld, people live here. There are supermarkets and big box stores, little corner shops, fresh-squeezed juice stands, taco joints and neighbors saying ‘hi’ to each other on the street. Just walking around in the bustling center can be a thrill. Away from the tourist hot spots, there are fewer touts and vendors trying to get you to buy. If they are, chances are they’re saying the same things to the locals right beside you as well, not singling you out as a tourist.


PARKING TIPS

Some beaches (like Delfines) have parking, some don’t, but regardless, they fill up early and you may not be allowed to wait for a space. Get there as early as possible or late in the day for the best chance of snagging a spot.

Tipping the parking attendant a few coins may mean they watch your car or help you get back into traffic safely.

Most taxis will drop you off and return for you at a specific time; ask for the driver’s telephone number and text or call when you’re ready to be picked up.

Ask if your hotel or hostel has a shuttle to the beach. Many offer a free drop-off in the morning and free pick-up in the afternoon.



MORE ABOUT THE MAYA

El Rey

Small, compact ruin in the Zona Hotelera with structures, iguanas and the occasional crocodile.

Museo Maya

Comprehensive museum in the Zona Hotelera that gives visitors a great sense of the Maya.

San Miguelito

This ruin at the Museo Maya is in a surprisingly quiet, peaceful jungle setting.


Gay Cancún

WELCOMING, FUN AND FRIENDLY

Cancún is relatively accepting of gay and lesbian couples, and most of the time visitors and locals alike won’t bat an eye if two men or two women are holding hands or kissing. Public affection beyond that may be frowned on, but that’s the same for heterosexual visitors as well. Walk the streets, enjoy the markets, go scuba diving or snorkeling, and enjoy a nightlife scene that is like nowhere else in the world. Clubs offer strippers, burlesques, drag queens and theatrical performances, though you can expect a cover charge most of the time that may – as with many prices in Mexico – be more for tourists than for locals.

A night on the town might include a visit to one of the lovely beaches for a drink as the sun goes down. Clubbing can start in the Zona Hotelera, but might end in El Centro at 11:11 (pronounced ‘on-say on-say’). Nearby, Laser Hot Bar Beer & Queer has plenty going on. Another option is the fantastic show at Coco Bongo, with a great Freddie Mercury performance, as well as many others. Then back to the hotel if you’re sleepy, or to the beach if you’re not, where you can watch the sunrise. Playa Gaviota Azul is a popular choice among the LBGTIQ+ crowd.
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PARQUE DE LAS PALAPAS

At the weekend, locals throng Parque de las Palapas, a city center park where there is live music, food carts, and games for kids.

You’ll see extended families enjoying a bag of churros as toddlers sway and wobble on rental roller skates and cotton-candy vendors carry towers of pink and blue fluff that seem impossibly tall.

Mexicans love a good fiesta and nowhere in Cancún is this more evident than here. It’s as different as can be drinking and partying in the clubs of the Zona Hotelera, and well worth seeking out if you’ve got the time.

If you’re getting food, remember to find a cart with a long line, not a short one.




Getting Around

There are goods and bads in just about every transport method you can take in Cancún, but the best deal will be the bright-read R-1 and R-2 buses that zip and zoom in opposite circles around the Zona Hotelera and into El Centro, allowing you to hop on one and get to the beach or back for a few pesos.

If buses aren’t your cup of tea, taxis are ubiquitous and reasonable, though rates rise substantially late at night going back out of the Zona Hotelera. Most drivers are honest, but ask the rate first before accepting the ride. Ask for current rates at your hotel if you’re unsure. Tipping is the norm.





Beyond Cancún
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A world of rewarding, fascinating, exciting experiences await those who are willing to venture beyond the all-inclusive.


The entire region around Cancún has a wealth of fun for everyone, from solo travelers to honeymooning couples to families there for destination weddings. The question isn’t as much ‘what’s there to do’, but ‘what kind of fun are you looking for’?

There are a number of popular theme parks, most beginning with the letter X: Xcaret, Xplor, Xochimilco and so on. Caving, zip-lining, water-park action – all that’s easily available, too.

But get beyond the brochures and you’ll find other experiences that are more meaningful. Visiting the many cenotes – freshwater caves that the Maya thought were doors to the Xibalbá underworld – is a top draw; snorkeling or diving in them can be even more memorable.

Yes, everyone wants to experience Chichén Itzá, but there are so many other ruins to see, as well: don’t be afraid to head to these lesser-known ones, they’re just as fascinating.
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TOP TIP

Don’t hesitate to rent a car to escape the city for a while, but be alert for potholes and livestock.




Surreal Cenotes

UNDERWATER WORLDS BOTH MYSTERIOUS AND MAGICAL

Visiting a cenote is, for many, a highlight of their trip to the Yucatán. These swimming holes vary tremendously in size, shape and character. Some are simple and unadorned, with a rope ladder or even just tree roots that allow entry. Others are prepped for bus tours, with zip-lines, life jackets, a restaurant and a bar. Whatever experience you choose, you’ll find they’re refreshing, fun and unique to the region. The Maya revered them as portals to the underworld and, indeed, it’s hard not to think spiritually in these caverns: crystal clear water illuminated by shafts of sunlight that seem almost tangible. Don’t think that just because you’ve ‘done one’ you’ve done them all, either. Dos Ojos, for instance, is vastly different from Cenote Manati. Each one offers something slightly different.

Make sure that you don’t use sunscreen when visiting a cenote: the oily liquid collects in the water and ruins it for future swimmers. It’s also good to remember that many of these spots are very simple and stairs, ropes and surfaces can be slippery, so use appropriate care. They’re also often very, very deep, sometimes 60m or more, so don’t count on recovering anything that you drop in – once it’s gone, it’s gone forever.
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WHY I LOVE CANCÚN
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Ray Bartlett, writer, @kaisoradotcom

I arrived expecting Cancún to be just like the brochures say: all-inclusives and resorts and nightclubs that play music so loud it beats your heart for you. And all of that was true. La Palapa Belga with its lagoon view and excellent margaritas. The impressive Museo Maya and its exhibits about the culture that once ruled this incredible peninsula. And Parque de las Palapas in El Centro – what a delight to meander among the crowds there on a Saturday night. The more time I spend here, the more hidden gems I uncover.



CENOTES NOT TO MISS

Dos Ojos

Part of the longest under-water cave system in the world.

Cenote Manati

Wide cenote with azure water and lush mangroves; alas, no manatees.

Cenote X’Canche

This large cenote is at Ek’ Balam and is great for swimming.

Magnificent Maya

ANCIENT CIVILIZATION STILL RESONATING TODAY

While most visitors to Cancún hop on bus tours and go direct to Chichén Itzá, the region has dozens of other major ruins and for many, an off-the-beaten-track ruin can be as exciting as a mainstream one. The Maya were a highly advanced pre-Hispanic civilization with a calendar so accurate it rivals the atomic clock, a writing system considered by many scholars to be the most beautiful of all ancient languages, and astrological and mathematical skills that were on par with anything Europe had to offer. Yet mysteriously, their great cities were all abandoned and by the time John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood arrived in the mid-1800s, these great cities were buried under thick jungle. Excavating even small portions took weeks, and they could only guess at the meaning of the inscriptions they faithfully described.

Today, many of the ruins are easily accessible on tours or by car and much of the Maya language has been deciphered. Thrilling archaeological discoveries continue to be made every day. Some ruins still allow you to climb many of the structures, but pay attention to signs and remember that a misstep could send you to the hospital – or worse. If you do climb, use a zig-zag pattern to minimize the chances of a fall, and take plenty of water. Keep an eye out for monkeys, coatis, colorful birds and even a creepy-crawly insect or two as you explore.


INCREDIBLE CIVILIZATION

The wonders of the Maya may have remained unknown to the Western world for decades longer if not for the travels, writings and illustrations of two individuals, John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood. These two men were the first Westerners to realize how vast and advanced the Maya civilization had been, and they spent months traveling to Maya ruins, documenting their discoveries in writing and detailed illustrations.

Read Incidents of Travel in Yucatán or Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas, and Yucatán to understand what these ruins were like at the time of their rediscovery. Despite being published in the early 1840s, the books remain a top primary source of information.



NEARBY MAYA RUINS

Ek’ Balam

Impressive structures and incredibly preserved friezes at this remote site with a cenote.

Tulum

Waterfront Maya ruin with spectacular views and a large hilltop castle.

Cobá

The largest pyramid in Quintana Roo is still open for the public to climb, and has impressive sacbeob (sacred paths) as well.

Bird – and Birder – Paradise

AN ISLAND RESERVED FOR FEATHERED FRIENDS

A trip to Isla Contoy will be a thrill for anyone with an interest in birds and marine life. It’s an uninhabited island a bit north of Isla Mujeres, and in the absence of people, the small, sea-scrubbed, mangrove-studded isla has become a haven for birds. Birders can look forward to easy peeks at some common friends like brown pelicans and frigatebirds, but there are boobies, herons, egrets and avocets as well, not to mention a host of migratory and nonmigratory shorebirds.

Even nonbirdwatchers can enjoy a visit, as you’ll get a journey there and back across the incredible blue sea, with the potential to spot dolphins, porpoises and up to four different species of sea turtle, all of which nest on Isla Contoy. The dense mangroves offer a variety of animals and plants safe harbor against the nearby waves. Interestingly – and luckily for the birds – mammals are not found on Isla Contoy. This lack of predators allows birdlife and other creatures to flourish.

When you’re done visiting the island you can ask to stop at MUSA or another snorkeling spot as well. Keep an eye out for sea turtles and rays, and make a whole day out of the excursion.

[image: jpg]

Pelicans, Isla Contoy | lunamarina/Shutterstock ©


SEA TURTLE SAFETY

Cancún is graced with four species of sea turtle and chances are if you go snorkeling or diving you’ll spot one. Loggerheads, hawksbills, leatherbacks and the Mesoamerican sea turtle all frequent these delightful waters.

Keep these (and other) creatures safe by following a few important rules:

Look, don’t touch

Touching or attempting to touch wildlife can stress animals or harm them, or even harm you with bites, stings or rash-causing toxins.

Keep a safe distance

How far away depends a bit on the animal, but be sure to give them plenty of space.

Don’t wear sunscreen

Sunscreens, even biodegradable ones, can pollute the water. Wear a rash guard or full-body swimsuit instead, which also protects against jellyfish stings.




Getting Around

It’s easy to get place to place here. A robust bus system connects Cancún to other major cities, and smaller colectivos zip to and fro around the smaller towns and villages, costing a fraction of what a bus would.






ISLA MUJERES
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Many visitors will skip Cancún completely and head straight for this special offshore island, where the pace slows down and resorts shrink, and the waters seem even more turquoise somehow. Whatever the reasons for people to flock here, Isla Mujeres (the Isle of Women) is different in a sweet, charming way that resonates with many who find themselves overwhelmed by that frenetic ‘big sister’ city on the mainland. A 40-minute ferry ride whisks you away from it all, to a land where golf carts are the usual form of travel, where the town center is so small you can walk anywhere in under 20 minutes, and where the vibe is pleasant and peaceful. If you don’t need the opulence of a Cancún all-inclusive and want to discover and explore on your own, Isla Mujeres may be just what the doctor ordered.
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SIGHTS

1Buho’s

2Capilla de Guadalupe

3Garrafón de Castilla

4Goddess Ixchel

5Hermosa Caleta

6Hidalgo Street

7Iglesia del Sagrado Corazón

8La Trigueña

9Monumento a la Tortuga

10Parroquia Inmaculada Concepción

11Photography museum

see 12Playa el Cocal

12Playa Norte

13Punta Sur

ACTIVITIES

14Carey Dive Center

EATING

15Los Amigos

16Olivia

17Rooster

SHOPPING

18Avenida Rueda Medina

TRANSPORT

19Golf Carts Joaquín




TOP TIP

Convenient Ultramar ferry reservations can be made online, and can now go right into your phone. You can take the ferry from the Juárez port or from stops in the Zona Hotelera.



[image: jpg]

Ixchel statue, Punta Sur | mariakray/Shutterstock ©



Shop Till You Drop on Hidalgo Street

WHERE THE MAGIC HAPPENS

Hidalgo Street is pedestrian-only and runs the length of the town center, from the plaza all the way to the beach clubs on the north side. It’s filled with souvenir shops, restaurants, hotels and vendors.

At night, this is the area to go bar-hopping, unless you’re already encamped on a beach somewhere. Look for great food, tasty alcoholic beverages and shopping opportunities, all within an easy, fun, colorful meander. Seafood is a top draw, as is (no surprise) Mexican food. For all the offers from Hidalgo street restaurateurs hoping you’ll dine with them, you may find that the best food is actually off the main drag on little side streets and out-of-the-way alleys. Still, locals often go to Los Amigos, an old standby. Grab breakfast at Rooster, a little to the north, but look to other spots for afternoon beverages. Olivia restaurant is a lovely option for dinner. Find it on Matamoros, just after crossing Juárez. Or just wander up and down the street to your heart’s content and see what culinary gems you can uncover.

Even die-hard nonshoppers have a hard time saying no to the incredible array of items for sale here. Whether you’re looking for a T-shirt with a raunchy quip or a fine, hand-crafted objet d’art, chances are you’ll find it here. While most items are not made locally on the island itself, you’ll find a lovely selection of Mexican and broader wares that range from hammocks and textiles to silver and jewelry. Hidalgo Street is a top spot for shoppers, with store after store selling (as they put it), ‘What you need, cheaper than Walmart.’ It’s worth knowing that it’s not always cheaper than Walmart, depending on the item. But the quality may be higher if you shop carefully. Be careful to ensure that what you purchase is legal both in Mexico and back home. Some items are outright banned, such as the sale or importation of sea turtles or items made from their shells. When in doubt, opt for items that are not made from animals, such as textiles, clothing, jewelry and so on.

Avenida Rueda Medina is another spot for great souvenir shopping, between Lopez Mateos and the ferry terminals.
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Hidalgo Street | Filippo Carlot/Shutterstock ©


HOW NOT TO PICK A DRINK

So in a town boasting ‘the best’ margaritas on every placard and street corner, how can you winnow through the chaff and find a drink worth the lost liver cells? It isn’t always easy. And bad drinks aren’t always cheap.

Avoid anything in a souvenir plastic cup, no matter how florescent.

No sour mix out of a bottle. Verify fresh juices are used.

When possible, upgrade to a higher caliber liquor. A tequila-heavy margarita, for instance, will be vastly improved with a good reposado (aged tequila).

Many locals leave margaritas and mixed drinks to the tourists and opt for beer in a bottle instead. Or a michelada: a mix of tomato or Clamato juice, beer and lime, often with a spicy Tajín-dusted rim.



BEST BEACH CLUBS

Buho’s

A popular, easy-going club on Playa Norte with a bar and beach chairs.

Tarzan

Casual surfer vibe spot that’s right on the water.

Mayan Beach Club

Blue-and-white themed classy club with swing seats at the bar.


TO BARGAIN OR NOT TO BARGAIN, THAT IS THE QUESTION

Don’t be afraid to browse and be ‘just looking,’ – if someone calls you over, they’re used to tourists looking and then walking away.

It’s usually fine to bargain a bit with vendors, but there’s a mistaken sense that one’s likely ‘to be ripped off’ by unscrupulous sellers when in reality, back home, similar rip-offs are happening and we don’t bat an eye. A latte that costs $6 at the register probably costs pennies to produce. And unlike that coffee chain back home, the vendors here are often moms and pops who want to make ends meet.

And remember that the ‘$’ symbol is used for both Mexican pesos and US dollars. Assuming the price is dollars may mean the vendor gets a much better deal than they (wait for it) bargained for.
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TOP RESORTS

Mía Reef Isla Mujeres

Great family spot at the far north end, right on Hermosa Caleta. $$$

Hotel Privilege Aluxes

Posh, swanky spot with good access to both the beaches and the town center. $$$

Ixchel Beach Hotel

You can’t get closer to Playa el Cocal, with excellent restaurants and a large pool on-site. $$$

Beach Club Bliss

SAND, SURF, SUNSHINE AND MORE!

Isla Mujeres boasts some of the area’s most delightful, relaxed beach clubs and most are open to the public. Just walk in, rent a chair or an umbrella, slather on that sunblock and let the day begin. Beach clubs are sprinkled all over the island, and the vibe differs from place to place. Buho’s is one of several on Isla Mujeres’ Playa Norte. There’s also Garrafón de Castilla on the southern side, where you can rent snorkel gear and lockers, and enjoy drinks or food at the restaurant/bar.

Among the many luxuries these clubs offer is therapeutic massage, usually done on covered, open-air benches right there on the beach. Another perk is the drinks, which can usually be ordered directly from the bar itself, or flag down servers who will bring lovely liquor right to your chair or beach towel. Some have palm-topped umbrellas or hammocks to swing in, sometimes even set up in the water so you can swing and dip your feet in the sea.

Those looking for activities may be able to rent kayaks or paddleboards, though the former are getting harder and harder to find. Beach clubs usually do not rent snorkel gear, so grab your mask and fins beforehand.


BEST BEACHES FOR KIDS

Avoid swimming along the eastern coast if you have little ones, as the currents and waves can be unpredictable.

Playa Norte

This flat beach extends the whole north of the island and offers shallows as long as a football field.

Hermosa Caleta

A lovely shallow cove, with a calm swimming area and wave-washed rocks, which harbor colorful fish.

Garrafón de Castilla

On the southern end of the island, this beach club has a calm swimming area and some rocky jetties that attract fish.



GRAB A BITE

Roosters

Come here for tasty, hearty breakfasts and smoothies. $$

Los Amigos

Locals recommend this Hidalgo Street standby, for its variety of Mexican and Western fare. $$

Olivia

Fine dining at a quiet restaurant off Matamoros. $$$

Punta Sur: the Sea, the Spray & a Goddess

EXPLORE THE ISLAND’S SOUTHERN TIP

Way at the southern end of Isla Mujeres is Punta Sur, which has a lighthouse, a Maya ruin, some walking trails and some spectacular views of wave-eroded cliffs and turquoise water too vivid to be believed. It’s a nice alternative to lazing around on the beach if you’re looking for something different to do.

You can enter the lighthouse and walk to the top, where a viewing area is a good spot for selfies. Nearby is a topless statue of the goddess Ixchel, another popular stop for photos. A national park here includes the Maya ruin and walking trails. If you’ve been to Chichén Itzá or Tulum, prepare to be disappointed: the ruin at Punta Sur isn’t much. One lonely structure is cordoned off near a few small rubble piles. But the walk is pretty, and in the spring and early summer there are lots of flowers and birds. Colorful statues highlight different Maya gods and goddesses and plaques detail some of the history.

At the very tip, you’ll notice a pathway that leads down a stairway to a cement path along the water’s edge. You may see people fishing or swimming there, but don’t partake, as it’s prohibited.

On the Water

FISHING, DIVING AND SNORKELING DELIGHTS

Isla Mujeres is a beach destination, but for many it’s not what’s on the beach that matters: it’s what’s beyond it. Sport fishing is a huge part of why tourists flock here, for obvious reasons. Being an island, Isla Mujeres is already that much closer to deep sea fishing spots, making a full- or half-day charter more about fishing and less about the getting there. Ask at the fishing collective near the taxi stand about renting half- or full-day charters.

The same holds true for underwater activities like diving and snorkeling. Great snorkeling can be done from the many beach clubs, or you can take a tour of MUSA for something offshore. Diving is also easily done here, with quick access to a number of fantastic sites. Carey Dive Center can arrange 1- or 2-tank diving trips as well as snorkeling.

Any of the underwater experiences can bring you close to several species of shark, rays, a variety of sea turtles, scorpionfish, lionfish, moray eels and more, which live and hunt among the various reef corals.


GOLF CARTS & SCOOTERS

You can rent a car on Isla Mujeres but, more likely than not, if you rent anything, you’ll want a golf cart or a scooter.

Which you choose depends of course on how many people you have, but safety can be a concern too. The streets are narrow and if you’re not used to riding a scooter already, getting a golf cart is wise.

Remember to stay alert for road conditions, traffic signs, detours and the occasional tourist crossing the street.

Try Golf Carts Joaquín or the other shops near the ferry.



DIVE OPERATORS

Sea Hawk Divers

Near Buho’s beach club, Sea Hawk offers dive and snorkel trips, as well as whale shark tours.

Aqua Adventures

Reef and wreck dives, and a variety of PADI certification courses.

SCUBA Musa

An operator that specializes in trips to the MUSA underwater art museum.

Dining Delight

TASTE AND VARIETY AWAIT

Isla Mujeres is a melting pot of peoples and cultures, and you can get all kinds of great food here, from traditional Mexican to typical American to Italian fusion and even Japanese.

Seafood is fresh, the ingredients are locally sourced in many cases, and food always tastes better with a beautiful view of the sea as a backdrop. Taking the top spots are shrimp and fish (the exception is salmon, which is not local and would likely be from a frozen fillet).

Those who aren’t seafood fans have plenty of options that go way beyond the fajita. The Mexican dining choices are countless, as is a similar range of Western food options, everything from burgers to acai bowls. Pastas and other Italian delights await those looking to mix things up a bit.
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Cacerola de pescado (octopus, shrimp, scallops with chipotle spice) | FITOPARDO/GETTY IMAGES ©


THE GODDESS IXCHEL

Religion permeated every aspect of Maya life, from the grand festivals to the day-to-day activities. Nothing was more important than ensuring that one’s life and habits were in keeping with the will of the gods.

Ixchel, also known as the Jaguar Goddess, is a Maya deity held in high regard on Isla Mujeres. She is the goddess of fertility, medicine and childbirth, three extremely important realms. She appears throughout Maya literature and is revered as a bringer of fertility and family.

According to Maya mythology, she was also the mother of the earth and sky, meaning that anything and everything could be attributed to this deity. On Isla Mujeres, the Ixchel statue in Punta Sur is a popular selfie spot, with many people choosing to rub various parts of the statue’s anatomy for good luck, good fortune, healthy babies and so on.



BUDGET PLACES TO STAY

Hotel Sayil

A simple, no-frills hotel in the center of town. $

Hostel Poc Na

Rebrand of an old mainstay, this hostel/hotel is on the northeast corner with great beach access. $$

Nomads Hotel & Hostel

Great option for swimmers – this hostel/hotel has its own beach club. $$

Historical Isla Mujeres

AN ISLAND STEEPED IN HISTORY

The island may look like it’s all contemporary chic but Isla Mujeres has been around a lot longer than the tourists have. The Maya made the southern tip of the island their home at Punta Sur, and while not much remains of their temples, the island has been inhabited since long before the Spanish arrived.


Despite Isla Mujeres’ size, a number of lovely churches reflect the Catholic influence that still remains today. The Parroquia Inmaculada Concepción, in the town square, is a small church with some interesting murals and is a central part of life for many islanders. Nearby, a small photography museum gives insights into local history and culture. Further down the island the Capilla de Guadalupe is a church with beautiful water views from inside and a large statue of the Virgin Mary on the wall. Even further south the very picturesque Iglesia Del Sagrado Corazón greets islanders with a lovely selfie-worthy exterior.

Isla Mujeres has a number of delightful statues celebrating its history and mythology, among them La Trigueña and the Monumento a la Tortuga.
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UNIQUE MEXICAN SPECIALTIES

These tasty treats are hard to find north of the border.

Motuleños

This breakfast dish is crispy tostadas, fried eggs and red salsa, topped with peas, cheese and chopped ham.

Panuchos

These tasty morsels are made with a black-bean-filled tostada.

Sopes

A thick, handmade tostada rimmed at the edges to keep the fillings from falling out.

Chilaquiles

Often chosen by locals as a hangover food, at their simplest these are just tortilla chips and a salsa.




Getting Around

Golf carts are everywhere here and you can rent them at numerous places just steps away from the ferries. Golf Carts Joaquín has standard rates for golf carts and scooters, and accepts both cash and credit cards.

If you’re mostly in town but want to visit Punta Sur as a one-time trip, consider taking a taxi and asking them to wait for you, or get their number and call when you’re ready to be picked up. Rates in Isla Mujeres are fixed based on the distance traveled, but you may pay extra if the driver waits.






ISLA HOLBOX


[image: ]

This quirky, ever-hipper island once called to only windsurfers and beach bums, but times change. Swanky swing bars, beachfront dining and yoga are on the rise, pushing out the fishers and mom-and-pop shops and making Holbox something of a ‘Tulum North.’ The gas-powered golf carts and ATVs never stop buzzing about the clay-soft streets, but despite the bustle and hubbub, a day on the beach here can be blissfully calm and the food – especially tacos – is excellent.

It’s also undeniably beautiful in a way not found anywhere else in Yucatán. Squint and the sky melts into the sea. Squint again and the sea melts into the beach. A limitless wash of blues, greens and ivory. In winter the whale sharks arrive and the trade winds bring back the snowbirds, who surf, swim and sunbathe as they’ve always done. Some things never change.
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SIGHTS

1Cenote Yalahau

2Isla Pasión

3Punta Mosquito

EATING

4El Chapulím

5Pizzeria La Pinsa

6Salma

ENTERTAINMENT

7The Hot Corner

8Tribu




TOP TIP

Come here to escape the sargassum seaweed that’s been plaguing the Riviera Maya. Beaches on Isla Holbox remain pristine year-round.




Something Fishy Going On

SEE GENTLE WHALE SHARKS UP CLOSE

For many, seeing a whale shark in the wild is a must-do experience, and getting to swim with them is even better. Isla Holbox is one of very few places in the world where full-grown whale sharks come to feed, and from May to September this is a prime activity you won’t want to miss. Unless, of course, the thought of being right next to a 5–7.5m long shark scares you. But it shouldn’t. These gentle fish feed by opening their mouths and taking in large quantities of fish, plankton and krill, much like their namesakes, whales. Whale sharks are true fish, unlike whales, which are mammals, and they are the largest fish on the planet.

Tours begin whenever the sharks arrive, usually May at the earliest, and they run until mid-September or so. A conscientious tour operator will not let you wear normal sunscreen, nor will you be able to touch, dive under or otherwise molest the animals. If you care about keeping your interaction with these incredible creatures safe for you and for them, you’ll pay attention and follow the guidelines. It’s usually a full-day experience: a bit of orientation at the beginning, several hours on the boat, the shark viewing, a stop at a remote beach for lunch, a swim and some optional snorkeling. Finally – tired and thrilled – you’ll return in the late afternoon with memories and hopefully photos that will last a lifetime.
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BRILLIANT BIOLUMINESCENCE

While this amazing phenomenon is possible to see year-round in Isla Holbox, it’s most common in the summer months and often coincides with whale shark season.

So if you’re here to see the sharks, earmark an evening or two to just mosey down to the water when it’s good and dark and you may be in for a wonderful surprise: the ocean glowing with every wave or ripple, a beautiful, almost eerie sight caused by millions of tiny organisms triggering chemical reactions in response to stimuli.

A wave breaks, a foot splashes, a fish jumps – all these can trigger this amazing light show.



BACKPACKER FOOD

El Chimichurri

Cheap tacos and more in a food cart in the square. $

La Sirenita

Go-to spot for panuchos and salbutes (puffy fried and filled tortilla). $

La Barracuda

Plastic chairs, palapa (thatched) roof and great seafood. $

Beach Bliss

CONFECTIONER-SUGAR SAND AND WARM WAVES

There’s something indescribably relaxing about Holbox beaches, a tranquility that permeates not just your body, but your spirit as well. Even the pelicans seem more relaxed, to say nothing of the gentle waves, the velvet-soft sand and the skies that look like they were painted in watercolors. Sun hits the sea and turns it the color of jade. The winds, if there are any, are warm and soothing, and you can easily watch a whole morning or a whole day vanish as you laze, lounge, sip or swim. It’s the kind of place where doing nothing all day seems like a success.

Most of the beachgoers come to the north side, but if you’re looking for some quieter, more remote places, you can take a taxi or even a launch and get to spots where it’s just you, the beach and maybe a mangrove tree or two.

Though the beaches may seem barren at first, there’s a host of wildlife to watch for, especially birds. Flamingos and spoonbills are frequently spotted, as well as a wide variety of shorebirds, gulls, egrets and herons. Iguanas, tortoises, sea turtles and a snake or two make up some of the common reptiles. You’ll want to watch for crocodiles in the more remote areas, especially where there are inlets or lagoons. And out in the water, it’s not impossible to step on a stingray, so drag your feet when you’re walking in the water.


PUNTA MOSQUITO

This popular beach forms the northern ‘elbow’ of Isla Holbox and is a treasure trove for wildlife hunters or those wanting to get away from the din and bustle of the town center. From the air, the area’s intricate network of channels, inlets, swamps and lagoons resembles a cell, magnified in cross-section. Surprisingly, Punta Mosquito, with its breezes, is often less insect plagued than the main parts of town, but you’ll still want to bring repellent. ‘Less’ doesn’t mean ‘mosquito free.’

Here you’ll find crocodiles, snakes, iguanas, pelicans, flamingos, spoonbills and more. It’s a popular snorkeling destination and a standard stop on many island tours. Photographers may find the azure, opaque water mesmerizing.



Lagoon Life

BEAUTY BEHIND THE BEACHES

Behind the beaches, Holbox is a network of mangrove trees, springs and lagoons. You’ll find it easy to feel very far from civilization as you kayak or SUP through estuaries, seeing plant, bird and animal life as you go. Lagoon tours are the most common way to experience this fascinating side of Isla Holbox, and they vary a bit based on which parts of the island you want to go to.

Tres Islas is a popular option, taking you to the famous Cenote Yalahau, a cenote renowned for its healing properties and its ‘sweet’ (fresh) water known to locals as the fountain of youth. The tour also visits Isla Pájaros (Bird Island), where you’ll see a host of shore- and waterbirds, such as cormorants, pelicans, egrets and herons; sighting ibis, spoonbills and even flamingos is also possible. Protected by the water on all sides, this island is a refuge for a wide variety of species. The third spot is known as Isla Pasión, a quiet, secluded island where you may just be able to get away from it all – at least until the next tour comes.

Regardless of the tour or the island, you can expect a relaxing, fun day in the sun that will help you experience a side of the island most people don’t get to see.


THE YUCATECAN HAMMOCK

It’s a rare tourist who doesn’t love relaxing in one of the colorful hammocks ubiquitous in the Yucatán. But did you know that you may be doing it all wrong?

You don’t lie lengthwise, but rather perpendicular.

To do it right, stand with the hammock behind you and pull half of it over your head, as if putting on a giant shawl or hood. Let it fall down in front of your face.

Then sink backward, letting the rest of the hammock go out to cover your feet. Done right, you’ll be stretching out the hammock at its widest point with your body, and the hooks will be off to either side.

This not only supports your back like a mattress, but it allows others to join you on either side.



HOLBOX HOSTELS

Tribu Hostel & Bar

This funky, hip and friendly hostel is a great place to stay, meet or mingle. $

Che Holbox Hostel & Bar

An upscale, friendly hostel near the ferry port. $

Barco Verde Hostel

Hammocks and lots of out-door table space make it easy to mingle. $

Dining Delights

FEASTS FOR THE EYES AND PALATE

Dining in Isla Holbox is delightful and seems to just keep getting better over time, as fancy new restaurants replace some of the tired, living-on-laurels ones around the main square. You can now find almost anything here, from fine steaks to Caribbean lobster and even southern specialties like pulled pork or ribs. Given you’re on an island, you’d expect that seafood would be at its freshest here, but that’s not always the case, so it helps to ask around before you dine.

You’ll find economical Mexican food just a few streets off the main plaza. Expect food by the beach to be upmarket and sometimes over-priced. If you like your cocktails served in bull’s horns or from a cave-like candlelit setting, you won’t be disappointed. Some say La Pinsa de Tío Pupo is the best pizza on the island. Or you can head to Salma for creative fusion food in a decorative setting. And El Chapulím is a long-standing standout for seafood and fine, artful fare.

Some of the nicest dining is less about the food and more about the view. Many of the north-side beach restaurants have alfresco dining steps away from the jade-green water the island is famous for.

For those who don’t need a water view, the main plaza is a fantastic place to find great – no, fantastic! – eats. Many of the spots in the square have weathered not just the seasons – and a hurricane or two – but also proven themselves to be tasty enough that people keep coming back, time and time again.


AUTHENTIC HAMMOCKS

Skip Mérida. Your best deals on Yucatecan hammocks are in tiny Puerto Morelos, in the artisans market.



GRABBING BREAKFAST

Limoncito

Delightful spot right on the main plaza. $$

El Jardín

French bakery and coffee shop with a palapa roof. $$

Pineapple

Great coffee and more. $

It’s Party Time

HOLBOX NIGHTS: FUN NOT WILD

Isla Holbox has plenty of places to have beers with buddies or a nice cocktail as the dusk turns to darkness, but you won’t find anything too crazy here, and most of the action wraps up on the earlier side, at least if you compare this to Cancún. If you’re not tucked away with someone special in your own private cocoon, though, you’ll be glad to know that the island has a decent nightlife scene, most of it clustered around the beach clubs and bars that are between the plaza and the beach.

Take a stroll around town after dark and you’ll likely hear the fun before you stumble across it. If you need suggestions, Tribu often has some live music in its 2nd floor bar. Another option is The Hot Corner, which has live bands playing at decibel levels that make it easy to find. Even so, on Holbox you won’t find nightclubs that have mechanical bulls or anything of that nature. It’s far more sedate fun out here on the island.

Mexicans from the mainland often sip cocktails at Salma. You can also check out the beach, as many of the beach clubs stay open late, catering to a barefoot crowd that wants to sit, sip and feel the sand between their toes.

Sometimes the best party is the one you make for yourself: invite some friends, get a bottle of something tasty and enjoy the beach as you stare at the stars or watch the bioluminescent waves lap the perfect shore.
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I LIVE HERE: TACO TASTING TIPS
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Lorena De Léon of Taco Tour Holbox (www.tacotourholbox.com) tells us her secrets about what makes an amazing taco:

1. The tortilla From the ingredients to the texture of it, it represents our first contact with the taco.

2. The filling There’s such a wide spectrum of what can be in it, but this is the soul of a taco.

3. The salsa Some salsas are so good that they will make a good taco become an amazing one.

4. The occasion Because so much of the experience of having tacos is about going out and sharing time with good friends.

Lorena’s tours pair four mouth-watering taco stops with a great cocktail at each and can be customized to your specific dietary needs.




Getting Around

Two ferry companies run to Isla Holbox from Chiquilá on the mainland from about 6am to 9pm daily. Because they alternate their arrivals, you may find that getting a round-trip fare locks you into a return trip that’s later than you hope for, since you have to wait not just for the next ferry, but the next ferry departure that specific company offers. At most you’ll only wait an extra hour but flexible travelers may want to forgo a return fare and just buy one at the dock. A variety of buses run from the ferry to places all over the Yucatán, such as Mérida, Cancún and beyond.





Beyond Isla Holbox


[image: ]

Solferino has some tourist charm, with coffee shops, new cafes and an off-the-grid vibe that appeals to many.


There’s no denying that most tourists breeze through the sleepy mainland towns of Chiquilá and Solferino on their way to the ferry dock, but there’s something to be said for stopping and smelling the roses – or the coffee, as the case may be. Surprisingly, Solferino in particular has a number of interesting options for tourists to check out, as well as lagoon and jungle experiences that aren’t found elsewhere. It’s a wildlife-lover’s delight, with spider monkeys, incredible birdlife, cool reptiles and fascinating insects all waiting to be seen. Diners will appreciate that you can even find vegan dishes, as well as a number of inexpensive, local eateries.
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TOP TIP

Getting a one-way ferry ticket to Holbox maximizes your flexibility, since you can choose either of the two companies for the return trip.




Kayaking in El Corchal

A UNIQUE SWAMP ADVENTURE

Twenty bumpy minutes ride from Solferino is a spot often overlooked by tourists as they zip from Cancún to Isla Holbox: the cork forest of El Corchal. This unique area is filled with spectacular plant, bird and animal life and well worth the detour if you don’t mind swatting a mosquito or three. Plan on spending several hours exploring the swamp by canoe or kayak, getting a bird’s-eye view from the mirador (lookout) and seeing plenty of beautiful cork trees. They look a lot like mangroves and can also thrive even if directly surrounded by water. Their shade and trunks harbor all sorts of interesting life: orchids galore, bromeliads that would make a greenhouse owner swoon, and water lilies that put Monet to shame.

Among them you’ll find birds such as jacanas (also known as ‘lily-trotters’ – their long toes allow them to dance across the lily pads without sinking), egrets, herons and even more sought-after birds like flamingos and spoonbills. Rare but possible are sightings of some of the area’s wild cats, such as ocelots and margays, and even the elusive tapir.

Don’t swim unless the guide says you can, as several species of crocodile call this incredible swamp home. Do bring plenty of sun protection, food, water and your camera.
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CROCODILES OF THE YUCATÁN

Seeing a live crocodile in the wild is a thrill. Attacks, though rare, can happen. Be cautious near water where these reptiles are known to be found.

The American crocodile (Crocodylus acutus) is found all over the Americas, ranging from the southern USA all the way to northern South America. It’s large, reaching lengths of up to 6m, and is as at home in salt water as it is in fresh.

The Morelet’s crocodile (Crocodylus moreletii) is usually only up to 3m in length, has a triangular head, and can be found all over the peninsula. The young are a pretty banded yellow. Adults are a dark brown, somewhat darker than their US counterparts.




Getting Around

Frequent buses connect Solferino to other points south and to Chiquilá, in the north, but you may also want the convenience of renting a vehicle.






ISLA COZUMEL
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FISH-WATCHING PARADISE

A tourist playground on land and a whole different world beneath the sea
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Cozumel is a bit of a melting pot, but with just three main ingredients: cruise ship passengers, scuba divers, and the people who make a living off the first two. Regardless of whether you belong in one of those categories, you might still fall in love with this appealing island.

The top draw is Parque Nacional Arrecifes de Cozumel and its clear, warm, coral-filled waters. Jacques Cousteau himself agreed that Cozumel’s diving and snorkeling are world-class, and even non-swimmers can take a gander at these vibrant reefs from a glass bottom boat or submarine. Cruising the island’s downtown, you’ll see murals filled with undersea life, and it’s also highly gratifying to explore the lesser-visited parts of the island on a rented scooter or in a convertible. Zipping around on the coastal road, you’ll discover windswept shores, small Maya ruins and cliffside beach bars. Evenings are for feasting on authentic Mexican cuisine or freshly caught seafood, then leaping into a comfy resort bed – or back into the water for some glorious night diving or snorkeling.

While the pandemic was crushing for Cozumel’s tourism-driven economy, cruise ship passengers are once again spilling into the streets each day. The local government hopes to construct a fourth cruise dock, but plans are on hold after environmental groups convinced a judge to suspend the project. Only time will tell where Cozumel’s priorities lie.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SAN MIGUEL DE COZUMEL

Buzzy and central main town.

PUNTA MOLAS

Cozumel’s off-road northern tip.

EAST COAST

The island’s wilder side.

PUNTA SUR

Beach park and reefs down south.




Find Your Way

Comma-shaped Cozumel is 483 sq km – about the size of Singapore – meaning it’s small enough to see the whole thing on one trip, but big enough to make subsequent trips feel totally different.
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Plan Your Time

When in Cozumel, prioritize the sea. Once you’ve spied on all the marine creatures, set out on a few land adventures (but bring a bathing suit just in case).
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Pressed For Time

First things first: get in the water, at El Cielo if you’re a snorkeler or El Cedral Pass if you’re a diver, and glide around with some of the world’s most eye-popping sealife. Then zip around on a rented scooter making stops at Maya ruins and cultural attractions, secluded parks and beaches and far-flung beach bars.




Five Days to Explore

Plan for at least three days of diving, snorkeling and descending in a submarine. Spend another day wheeling to the island’s far corners and learning about Maya history. Embark on a tour downtown, either self-guided or on an e-bike. Don’t leave without getting lobster and seeing a rock concert at Alberto’s Beach Restaurant.



Seasonal Highlights

SPRING

Carnaval brings music, costumes and revelry, and El Cedral pays tribute to War of the Castes refugees with ride, rodeos and dance.

SUMMER

The weather is hot and the water is warm. Beaches get buried under Sargassum seaweed, but resorts and clubs do their best to clean it up.

AUTUMN

Hurricane season is ideal for diving and snorkeling (as long as no hurricane comes). Day of the Dead is celebrated on November 1 and 2.

WINTER

Holidays see a surge in prices, and a ‘norte’ can occasionally interrupt diving and snorkeling plans with strong winds and rough seas.
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SIGHTS

1El Castillo Real

2El Cedral Pass

3Jade Cavern

4Mayan Bee Sanctuary

5Pueblo del Maíz

6Punta Molas

7Punta Sur Eco Beach Park

8San Gervasio

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

9Aldora Divers

10Atlantis Submarines

see 14Blackwater Cozumel

11Buccanos

12El Cielo

13Playa Palancar Beach Club

14ScubaTony

15Sky Reef




Underwater Adventuring in Cozumel

SUPERLATIVE SNORKELING AND DIVING

Just off Cozumel’s coast, the Caribbean is warm, clear and full of stunning coral formations and other majestic sea creatures. There are sites for every level of snorkeler and diver, from the translucent sea star bath at El Cielo to the Devil’s Throat deepwater caves off Punta Sur. Around the island, there are numerous points of entry and countless tour operators to guide you deeper into the sea.
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BEST SITES FOR SNORKELING

El Cielo

Shallow turquoise water, ideal for gliding among starfish, stingrays and fish. Only accessible by boat.

Punta Sur Reef

A 20-minute swim from the island’s southern shore, a coral reef teeming with fish and purple sea fans awaits.

Palancar Shallows

Stunning underwater gardens with coral, sponges, fish, turtles, rays and eels. Excellent visibility, some current. Boat required.

Colombia Gardens

Massive, sponge-covered coral buttresses that can be seen from above, along with the occasional turtle or barracuda.



WHERE TO STAY ON ISLA COZUMEL

Hotel Mary Carmen

The airy lobby is full of antique furnishings, and colorful rooms overlook a courtyard where the owner keeps tortoises. $$

Westin Cozumel

Immaculate all-inclusive in the Zona Hotelera with a private beach, spa, dive shop and coastal views. $$$

Hotel B Cozumel

Super-trendy hotel with standout features including a crystalline saltwater pool and waterfront hot tub. $$$

Kinta Kan

An oasis in San Miguel with 10 rooms surrounding a hammock-dotted pool. Shared kitchen, with a free daily breakfast. $

InterContinental Presidente

Opulent five-star resort with several restaurants, a dive shop, two pools, a hot tub and a snorkeling beach. $$$

Ventanas al Mar

The island’s only windward is the perfect place to get away from it all. It has a heart-shaped pool and restaurant. $$$

Snorkeling

Lots of visitors to Cozumel rent snorkel gear and putter around the accessible sites just off the island and in front of the beach clubs. There’s one very good spot just north of San Miguel, where a rocky shore and a series of concrete blocks offer hiding spots that tend to attract marine life. If you prefer a ladder and a lounger when you’re done, the best beach clubs for snorkeling are Buccanos, Sky Reef and Playa Palancar Beach Club. You’ll pay to enter and/or dine at the clubs, but save on boat fares. Of course, the best snorkel spots require getting into deeper water.


Tour operators offer frequent trips to lively snorkel spots on the south part of the island, including Palancar, Colombia and El Cielo. These trips start at around M$800, and often include sodas and snacks (and occasionally beer or margaritas). Although it’s a bit pricier (M$1300 plus the M$98 park fee) you can also go out on a dive boat with Deep Blue to excellent snorkeling sites that include Palancar, Colombia, Cardona, San Clemente and Paradise, all near the island’s southern end.

During the safety briefing, guides will advise you about the current, and how to stay away from boat traffic. If you’re on your own, stay close to shore and pay attention to the direction and strength of the current, and whether there are boats nearby. Plan your route and pick an exit strategy in advance. The ideal time for snorkeling is May to September, when the water is warmest and the visibility is outstanding. If you’re visiting outside of this window, you may end up dealing with stronger currents and winds, and if a ‘norte’ weather system comes through, the west side becomes very choppy and closes to snorkeling and diving. This is a great time to head to the east side, which will be unusually calm.


BEST DIVE SITES

Santa Rosa Wall

Famous, plunging wall with overhangs and swim-throughs, and abundant coral and sponges. Dangerous currents possible.

El Cedral Pass

A shallow drift dive over a vibrant reef teeming with marine life, including splendid toadfish, which are endemic to Cozumel.

Palancar Caves

Endless caves and canyons to explore, but also sandy areas and a drop off into deep blue.

C-53 Shipwreck

This WWII mine-sweeper was sunk in 1999 to create an artificial reef at 24m. Divers can swim through its decks, hulls and corridors.



BEST BEACH CLUBS

Buccanos

Zona Hotelera beach club with decent snorkeling, a tasty restaurant and free tequila tastings.

Mr Sancho’s

Family-centric beach club with a buffet, frozen drinks, beach loungers and kayaks included. Beach horse riding available.

Paradise

Kids love the floating water park and banana boat rides. Adults love the massages, day beds and all-inclusive drinks.

Scuba Diving

Cozumel’s dive sites offer fantastic year-round visibility (30m or more) and an eye-popping variety of marine life that includes spotted eagle rays, moray eels, grouper, barracuda, turtles, sharks, brain coral and huge sponges.

There are scores of dive operators on the island, and our favorite is ScubaTony. The company limits boats to six divers and the dive masters are exceedingly skilled and knowledgeable, providing personalized service that other shops don’t. If you get cold after surfacing, they’ve got jackets to warm you up. Another reputable outfitter is Aldora Divers. They also limit group size, offer jackets and use steel tanks, which allow for longer bottom times. They’ll also take you to less common and more advanced sites, and sometimes run lionfish hunting trips.

Diving in Cozumel often means diving in strong currents, making drift dives the standard, especially along the walls. Even when diving from the beach you should evaluate conditions and plan your route carefully, selecting an exit point down-current beforehand, then staying alert for shifts in currents. Always keep an eye out (and your ears open) for boat traffic as well. Locals recommend that anyone diving in Cozumel bring a safety sausage, an inflatable buoy that indicates a diver’s position, and know how to deploy it.


Prices are usually quoted in US dollars. In general expect to pay anywhere between US$100 and US$150 for a two-tank dive (equipment included) or an introductory ‘resort’ course. PADI open-water certification costs US$440. Multiple-dive packages and discounts for groups or those paying in cash can bring rates down.
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I LIVE HERE: UNUSUAL & AMAZING DIVE SITES
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Miranda Ríos González (@miri_adventures)is a Cozumel scuba guide and the owner of tour company Miri Adventures.

Cave of the Sleeping Sharks

North of the island, this site is a must-do for shark-lovers. There are several caves where you can find 2m Caribbean reef sharks. Some are in a sleep-like state, others are wide awake.

Eagle Ray Wall

Also north of the island, this is where local divers monitor eagle rays. We have seen groups of up to 40 of them traveling together.

Devil’s Throat

This is an advanced dive to 40m off Punta Sur, suitable for people who like going deep and squeezing into confined spaces.



BEST ISLAND TOUR COMPANIES

Gozumel

Offers a variety of e-bike tours in the city and up and down the coast with personable, English-speaking guides.

Smiggie’s Concierge Services

Highly engaging city walking tours, off-roading jeep tours, snorkeling trips to El Cielo and custom excursions.

Gala Naturaleza

On a bird-watching tour led by Elvis Jiménez, spot endemic birds like emerald humming-birds and golden warblers.

Submarine

For those who would like to see what goes on beneath the sea, but aren’t willing or able to scuba dive, there’s Atlantis Submarines. A trip down to the Chankanaab reef (adult/child US$89/49) begins with a 10-minute boat ride out to the submarine, then guests enter by walking backward through a hatch and down a ladder. The interior features large windows on either side, and as the captain lowers the sub down to the reef, coral, garden eels, lobsters and queen angel fish all come into view. The journey bottoms out at around 30m, and on its way up, the sub passes the C-53 shipwreck, which often has divers inside.

Island Cruising

BEACHES, NATURE AND LIGHTHOUSES

To circle the island and visit its far-flung corners, you’ll either need to rent a car or a scooter, though some intrepid souls do rent bicycles for the day (starting at M$250) and cruise the bike path on the scenic – if windy – east side. The easiest thing to do is jump on one of the many island tours in various vehicles, including vans, jeeps, taxis, convertible VW buggies, ATVs and e-bikes. Whatever vehicle you end up in, you’ll only need a day to circumnavigate the driveable part of the island.

The most rewarding stop, despite a steep entrance fee, is Punta Sur Eco Beach Park at the southwestern tip of the island. For M$306 (children M$198) you can ascend a winding staircase to the top of a lighthouse, tour a small nautical museum and visit a Maya ruin, all within the same vicinity near the park entrance. Then you can continue along the coastal road past an observation tower from where it’s possible to spot migratory birds and crocodiles. Continuing farther west you’ll reach a white-sand beach with a shallow reef, a couple of open-air restaurants and free boat tours (noon, 1pm and 2pm) around Laguna Colombia, where crocodiles are a guarantee and flamingos are a possibility from November to March. Just driving around the park, you’re likely to spot coatimundis, pygmy raccoons and tortoises, while the pristine habitat exudes a castaway vibe.

To reach the far northeast of the island, Punta Molas, you’ll want to join an off-road tour with either Omar’s Island Buggy Tours or Cozumel Lighthouse Project to avoid getting stranded on the remote dirt road. The tour makes stops at some fairly good beaches, where you can go snorkeling, and you’ll also visit El Castillo Real (The Royal Castle). These Maya ruins, as well as the Aguada Grande ruins a few kilometers’ hike away, are both quite far gone, their significance having blown off into the breeze some time ago. Still, half the fun is in getting there, right? If you’re on the trip with Cozumel Lighthouse Project, you’ll also be collecting trash along the way to the northernmost point, a deserted lighthouse.

[image: jpg]

Crocodile, Punta Sur Eco Beach Park | Yingna Cai/shutterstock ©


DRIVING TIPS

A few things to remember if you’ve rented a car, scooter or bike:

Streets in San Miguel are usually one-way. If you’re traveling east–west, heed the stop signs at every intersection.

Two coast roads run parallel to each other, and the outer road abruptly becomes a bike path at certain points. If you drive on this with a car or scooter, cops will ticket you.

If you ride a scooter without a helmet, cops will ticket you.

Beware of the abundant potholes and topes (speed bumps). Your suspension will thank you.

Just get the local car rental insurance to avoid hassles. Scooters often can’t be insured, so be extra careful with those.



WHERE TO EAT ON ISLA COZUMEL

Nutty Treesome

This vegan spot slays with healthy smoothies, delicious salads and innovative sushi rolls. Super cheerful staff too. $

Cervecería Punta Sur

The island’s first and only microbrewery serves tasty local brews and a mean lionfish pizza. $$

Rasta Bar

The drive to this east-coast palapa is worth it for the Caribbean views and mouth-watering coconut shrimp. $

Casa Mission

Traditional Mexican and sea-food restaurant with Caesar salads, tasty king crab legs and roving mariachis. $$

Burritos Gorditos

Welcoming burrito joint that is famous for vegetarian, chicken, pork and beef burritos, all muy grande! Come hungry. $

Kondesa

Upscale and innovative sea-food restaurant in a jungle-shrouded setting. Don’t miss the lionfish cakes. $$$

Learning the Ways of the Maya

HISTORY AND CULTURE

Although its temples and ruins are dwarfed by the larger and more intact structures on the mainland, Cozumel’s Maya history is captivating – though not necessarily agreed upon. Depending on which archaeologist you ask, Cozumel either served as a trading center or a pilgrimage destination for the Maya, who established some 30 settlements around the island. The best preserved is San Gervasio, located in the island’s interior.

The complex (M$216) is thought to have contained the sanctuary of Ixchel, goddess of fertility, and thus a site Maya women – especially prospective mothers – traveled to for worship. But its structures are small, and the clay idols of Ixchel were long ago destroyed by the Spaniards. Hiring a SINALTUR (union) guide can help bring the place to life, but you’ll pay for it (from M$600). An even less remarkable ruin is found in El Cedral, the oldest Maya settlement on the island. It’s M$56 just to drive into the village, where a small temple stands alongside a modern church, and a large adjacent plaza hosts markets and festivals. A slightly better reason to visit is Jade Cavern (M$282), a bat-filled cenote that for the Maya was an entrance to the underworld. Swim if you must, but the water is cloudy and questionable.

The most entertaining Maya attraction by far is Pueblo del Maíz (M$400 per person), an interactive pre-Hispanic park located about 10 minutes’ drive from San Miguel on the Transversal de Cozumel. Upon entry, employees in elaborate Maya costumes paint your face with natural pigment, purify you with sacred incense and introduce you to a stone carving depicting goddess Ixchel. From there, a guide in a headdress escorts you into a series of palapas, where hands-on activities highlight the ancient Maya lifestyle. You make tamales by hand. You sample chocolate and pozol (a corn drink). You test the strength of agave fiber. The experience is mostly light-hearted, with lots of jokes about human sacrifice, but the drumming, dance and fire-stomping finale is intense and impressive.

If you’re thirsty for more, drive five minutes down the road and check out the Mayan Bee Sanctuary (adult/child M$152/114). The island was a major pre-Hispanic honey producing center, and at this sanctuary guests meet stingless bees, taste their honey and visit a small cenote. The property features the impressive stone sculptures of artist Carlos Pacheco Polanco.


ISLAND HISTORY

The Maya inhabited Cozumel from CE 300, but after the Spaniards decimated their settlements, the island was deserted.

In 1848, indigenous people fleeing the War of the Castes resettled Cozumel, and, in the early 20th century, the population grew in step with the chicle trade.

After this, natural gum product was replaced with synthetic gum, Cozumel’s economy was kept afloat by a US airbase erected on the island during WWII. When the US military departed, the island fell into a slump and people moved away.

A few fisher folk stayed, but it wasn’t until the 1960s that Cozumel started to gain fame as a diving destination.

Tourism took off in the 1980s following the construction of a commercial airport and the island’s first cruise-ship dock.




WHY I LOVE COZUMEL
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Ashley Harrell, writer, @where_smashley_went

I always knew I would like Cozumel. After all, I’m a diver, and the island’s undersea environs are arguably the most celebrated in the whole of the Caribbean.

What I didn’t expect was that I would also fall in love with the island itself. In retrospect, this is probably just what happens when a person zips around a wind-whipped coast on a scooter, gulps mojitos at dreamy beach clubs and gets serenaded by mariachis over a Caesar salad and king crab legs.

If anyone ever asks you to go to Cozumel, don’t think about it. Just say yes.



BEST PLACES FOR A SUNDOWN COCKTAIL

Hemingway Lounge & Night Club Bar

Swanky palapa-topped restaurant bar with two levels of gorgeous sea views.

Alberto’s Beach Restaurant

Dive-y toes-in-the-sand hide-away with live local rock band on Tuesday, Thursday and Sunday, and straight-off-the-boat seafood.

Buccanos at Night

This beach club goes upscale in the evenings when it opens a cocktail lounge and fancy roof-top restaurant.

Cozumel After Dark

BE A CREATURE OF THE NIGHT

Sunset drinks are definitely a thing in Cozumel, and there are endless breezy waterfront bars that can meet the demand. But, overall, San Miguel de Cozumel’s nightlife is quiet and subdued, and by 11pm things are winding down. Wander the city long enough and you may find a couple of places that keep later hours, but there’s rarely any sort of crowd to be found. That’s probably because the cruise ship passengers have all gone back to the boat, and the travelers who have come for the undersea adventures are back in the water.

For those willing to brave the sea after dark, night snorkeling is an exceedingly rewarding endeavor, as a whole different bunch of sea creatures can be spotted and the vibe is delightfully spooky.

If you’re a beginner, the best way to start is by contacting Daniel Mendoza Iglesias on his Instagram page night_snorkel_cozumel. He’s a certified dive guide who has been leading groups into the shallows at night for nearly five years. He provides all the gear you’ll need, including a wetsuit, mask, fins, snorkel and an extra-bright underwater flashlight. You’ll follow Daniel into the water at one of several spots he frequents, and begin looking for small sting rays, octopus and squid. Because Daniel knows so much about where they live and hide, you’re all but guaranteed to see these creatures, and he’ll share photos and video with you after the experience. The whole thing takes about two hours, and you’re in the water for about 45 minutes.

For divers, there are some even more exciting nocturnal options. Nearly all dive shops offer night dives in the marine park, and most will take you to shallow reefs like Paradise, Yucab and San Clemente. You’ll be provided with an underwater flashlight and the entire group will descend together. It’s sometimes a little nerve-wracking, and difficult to avoid bumping into other divers, but the rewards include regular sightings of octopus, squid, eels, rays and unusual fishes. At a certain point during the dive, your guide may indicate that lights should be turned off. When you move your hand through the water quickly in the dark, microscopic plankton will glow in a display of bioluminescence. For experienced divers, Blackwater Cozumel and Aldora Divers offer blackwater dives, or night dives to around 25m in the open sea. These dives feel like floating in outer space, and the creatures that drift by are decidedly alien.
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ART OF THE SEA

Undersea life has inspired works of art all over Cozumel.

When out and about, look for murals created by Sea Walls Cozumel, a PangeaSeed foundation project that brought artists together in 2015 and 2019 to create a total of 57 murals. They’re meant to raise awareness about ocean conservation and responsible coastal development, and there’s a map at cozumelmycozumel.com/cozumel-sea-walls/.

Divers and snorkelers can find underwater sculptures in Chankanaab Beach Adventure Park and off the coast near Sunset Bar, where an artist installed a giant DNA molecule sculpture that doubles as an artificial reef.

Volunteer with the Cozumel Coral Reef Restoration Program to clean the sculpture and visit a coral rescue garden.




Getting to cozumel

There are two ways to arrive on the island: by ferry or airplane. Passenger ferries operated by Ultramar and Winjet run frequently between Cozumel and Playa del Carmen from 7am to 10pm (one way from M$216), leaving from and arriving at the Passenger Ferry Dock. The ride takes about 45 minutes. Cozumel’s small international airport is 3km northeast of the ferry terminal, and welcomes direct flights from cities across the US, Mexico and Canada.





CYCLING TOUR
Explore San Miguel de Cozumel

Even if you’ve only come to Cozumel to sip margaritas at a beach club and snorkel, at a certain point you may find yourself wondering: how did this place become what it is? On a relatively short bike ride around the island’s main town, you can not only answer that question but also immerse yourself in the local culture and get a sense of what day-to-day life is like. The beach chair will still be there when you’re done.
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1 Museo de Cozumel

For a primer on the entire island, begin your tour at this recently renovated, two-story museum. The 1930s building served as one of the island’s first hotels, and its 11 exhibition rooms brim with interesting facts and exhibits. The entrance fee is M$126 and you’ll need one or two hours to wander. There’s also a cafe upstairs, with sea views.

The Cycle: Cruise down Av Melgar past shops, sea-themed murals and the ferry dock. Turn left on Salas then right on 5a Av Sur, proceeding south to the graveyard.

2 Panteón San Miguel

Beyond a large, wrought-iron gate, the island’s first cemetery contains the elaborate tombs of fishing families who have been living in Cozumel since the early 1900s and own much of the island. The cheerfully colored, crucifix-topped sepulchers are large enough to walk inside, and a mural near the entrance depicts a Day of the Dead altar.

The Cycle: Cycle down 10a Av Sur, hang a left on Av Xel-Ha and then a right on 20 Av Sur.


3 Parroquia Corpus Christi

Cozumel is predominantly Catholic, and this cathedral is the island’s most impressive. Perched opposite Parque 3 de Mayo in one of Cozumel’s toniest neigh-borhoods, buttercup-colored Parroquia Corpus Christi holds mass and confession each day. The arched entryways are framed by soaring towers, and inside you’ll find stained-glass windows, a lit-up manger scene and other religious icono-graphy. Take photos, just not of anyone praying (and don’t use flash).

The Cycle: Pedal up 20 Av Sur and make a right on Salas, and the next stop will be on your left.

4 Mercado Municipal

A world away from the tourist traps and overpriced restaurants, this indoor marketplace is defined by piles of imported produce, freshly caught fish and carved meat suspended on hooks. There are several economical eating options tucked into the melee, serving up egg breakfasts, tacos, tortas and juices. Do lunch at Taquería Molina, where you can try some tasty nopales (prickly pear cactus) tacos.

The Cycle: Wheel north on 20 Av Sur then west on 6 Norte til you hit the coast. Head north on Av Melgar until you see the replica of a Maya pyramid.

5 Plaza de las Dos Culturas

The structures in this plaza include a Maya pyramid and statues of a Maya family, a missionary and Spanish conquistador Juan de Griijalva. De Grijalva arrived at this very spot in 1518, and Mexico’s first Catholic mass is said to have been conducted nearby. By the 1540s, the Spanish had converted or killed the vast majority of the 10,000 Maya inhabiting the island.






THE RIVIERA MAYA
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MAYA RUINS, BEACHES  AND ECO-ADVENTURES

Hugging the Caribbean, the 100km coastline of the Riviera Maya makes a magnificent backdrop for sandy strolling, wildlife encounters and ancient sites.
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Golden, palm-fringed beaches front turquoise seas all along a 100km stretch of coastline known as the Riviera Maya. For some, this expanse within Quintana Roo state is the vacation land of dreams, of days spent frolicking in the waves followed by meals in garden-like restaurants and evening cocktails by the water. Adventure comes in many forms both on and off the shore. You can spot sea turtles and rays on snorkeling tours, swim beneath shimmering stalactites in crystal-clear cenotes (natural pools) or look for squirrel monkeys and coati among the treetops on walks through the rainforest.

The Maya weren’t the first to put down roots in the region – a 13,000-year-old skeleton unearthed in an underwater cave system in 2000 is among the oldest human ancestors (later named Eve of Naharon) ever discovered in the Americas. The Maya did, however, leave a lasting presence here. Outside of Tulum, you can wander past stone temples used as lighthouses to guide seafaring traders or float in ancient canals built by Maya engineers to link to the sea. Inland, the vast scale of Cobá, once a city of 40,000 people, defies imagination, and is best explored by bicycle.

Fast-forward to the present, and you’ll find plenty of modern attractions, from art galleries and artisan markets to street performers and nightlife. Wherever you roam, it’s worth taking your time as there’s a lot to see and do here.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PUERTO MORELOS

Seaside village fronting coral reefs.

PLAYA DEL CARMEN

Nightlife, shopping and sandy shores.

TULUM

Maya ruins and captivating beaches.



Find Your Way

The Riviera Maya mostly hugs the coast for about 100km between Puerto Morelos (just south of Cancún) and Tulum. Come for Caribbean beaches, crystal-clear cenotes, Maya ruins and aquatic adventures (snorkeling, diving and boating).
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Plan Your Time

The Riviera Maya offers equal parts adventure and relaxation. You can budget your time around visiting beaches, ancient temples and cenotes, as well as indulging in top-notch seafood and Yucatecan cuisine.
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If You Only Do One Thing

Head straight for Tulum to visit one of Mexico’s prettiest shorelines. In the morning, hire a bike and pedal to the Tulum Ruins for a look at an impressive collection of 800-year-old temples. Afterwards, head to Playa Pescadores nearby for a frolic in the waves and lunch in a beach club.

After a siesta, join a snorkeling tour out to the reef where sea turtles, rays and tropical fish are typically spotted. In the afternoon, take a shopping stroll through town, then have dinner in a verdant courtyard followed by the world’s best mojitos at Batey.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

After a day in Tulum, make the 45-minute drive (by car or colectivo) to Cobá, a village famed for its vast Maya ruins. Hire bikes (or a pedicab) for a spin through a forest past massive temples and carved monuments. Cool off afterwards in a cenote outside of town.

On day three, start the morning in Akumal with a guided snorkeling trip in search of sea turtles. Continue on to Playa del Carmen for some beach time followed by an afternoon stroll on lively Quinta Avenida. Cap the night with Cuban beats at La Bodeguita del Medio.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

Start in Puerto Morelos, where you can take a snorkeling excursion, look for wildlife at the Jardín Botánico and browse the handicraft stalls.

South of there, spend a few days exploring the lesser known attractions of Playa del Carmen, from a worthwhile Frida Kahlo museum to pristine Punta Esmeralda. Spend a day at an adventure park then continue on to Tulum.

Leave time for day trips to stunning cenotes outside of town and a float on the Maya-built canal of Muyil. End the trip with an ecotourism adventure in Punta Laguna.



Seasonal Highlights

The area is hot year round, but steamiest (and wettest) from June to October. December to March bring w prices.


JANUARY

Tulum kicks off the new year with big music and arts fests, including Zamna Festival and Day Zero.
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FEBRUARY

Merriment erupts in Playa del Carmen during the week of Carnaval season, with costumes, parades and live music.
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APRIL

Sargassum seaweed is particularly prevalent along the beaches (through August) discouraging some travelers from visiting.
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MAY

Sea turtles nest on the shoreline (through July), and it’s a great time to spot them in places like Akumal.
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JULY

Playa del Carmen hosts concerts and parades during the Virgen del Carmen festival.
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SEPTEMBER

It’s the height of hurricane season (running June to November) but that doesn’t dampen the revelry of Mexican Independence Day.
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NOVEMBER

Mexicans across the country celebrate their deceased loved ones with music, food and altars during the Día de Muertos.
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PUERTO MORELOS
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Halfway between Cancún and Playa del Carmen, Puerto Morelos makes a great entry point to the Riviera Maya. Stretching along a picturesque stretch of beachfront lapped by shallow Caribbean waters, this easygoing town still has an active fishing industry as well as small-scale ecotourism that seems a world away from the massive operations to the north and south.

The town’s biggest source of pride is the barrier reef, which lies just 600m offshore. Beginning in the 1980s, the seaside community lobbied hard for its protection, and in 1998 the alliance of fishers, environmentalists and researchers bore fruit when former President Ernesto Zedillo signed a decree creating the Parque Nacional Arrecife de Puerto Morelos (National Reef Park of Puerto Morelos). Part of the Mesoamerican Reef system, this undersea ecosystem is easily accessible to visitors and is one of Mexico’s best studied reefs in Mexico.
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TOP TIP

Puerto Morelos’ central plaza is 2.5km east of Hwy 307, nearly at the end of the main road into town. The town, all of three streets wide from east to west, stretches several blocks to the north of the plaza and about three long blocks south.




Exploring the Reefs

SNORKELING AND DIVING

Brilliantly contrasted stripes of bright green and dark blue separate the shore from the barrier reef – a tantalizing sight for divers and snorkelers. The hard and soft corals here are one chunk of 1005km Mesoamerican Reef stretching from Mexico down along the coasts of Belize, Guatemala and Honduras.

Various operators run tours, including Wet Set and Aquanauts, both with years of experience leading snorkeling and diving trips. On a standard two-hour excursion, boat captains will pilot you out to a prime reef spot (usually five to 10 minutes away) for snorkeling amid a kaleidoscope of aquatic species. You might spot sea turtles, sharks, stingrays, moray eels, lobsters and loads of colorful tropical fish. You’ll have about 45 minutes there before moving on to a second spot for more immersion in the reef. The summer months (June to mid-September) bring whale sharks into the region, and you can see them on special snorkeling tours.

Water depths run 3m to 6m and gear is typically included (including life vests, which are mandatory for visits into the national park). Sunscreen is not allowed, so wear a rash shirt to protect your skin from the sun.


Divers have even more options when it comes to exploring the reef. Grassy areas are ideal for spotting munching sea turtles, while Bajito has small canyons, arches, swim-through passages and caves fringed with coral in the heart of the national park. Those with more experience can venture to deeper sites like the aptly named Aquarium, with its huge schools of fish. There’s also a WWII-era shipwreck that advanced divers can tour with a guide.
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Artisans market | Dallas Stribley/GETTY images ©


RUTA DE LOS CENOTES

About 1km south of the turnoff to Puerto Morelos, a sign on the highway announces the Ruta de los Cenotes, a 37km jungle-lined road that passes a dozen enchanting swimming spots. A few highlights:

Siete Bocas contains both a subterranean area and an open-air cenote which you can leap into from the small cliffs.

Boca del Puma has two cenotes and offers adventure activities like zip-lining.

La Noria is a refreshing spot for a swim (or zip-lining), and you can also ride horses.

It’s best to bring lunch with you and pack snorkel gear so you can enjoy the views beneath the crystal-clear waters. Go early to beat the crowds.



WHERE TO STAY IN PUERTO MORELOS

Casa El Moro

Friendly spot with a great central location and small garden with pool. $$

Hacienda Morelos

Rooms are trim and tidy at this modern hotel perfectly set on the beach. $$

Layla Guesthouse

Six fully equipped apartments, restaurant with plant-based meals and rooftop pool. $$


ARTISANS MARKET

One of the best reasons to come to Puerto Morelos is for the artisans market, which spreads along the streets southwest of the plaza.

Dream catchers, pottery and textiles are popular, and if you’re looking for a hammock, this is the place. Unlike hammocks in the larger cities that come from Mérida, some of these are made right in town by local families.



WHERE TO EAT IN PUERTO MORELOS

Cafe Amancia

This buzzing spot overlooking the main square serves the best breakfasts in town. $$

El Pirata

Organic farm-to-table dishes served up with occasional live music on restaurant-lined Avenida Gómez. $$

Al Chimichurri

Uruguayan grill serving up perfectly cooked steaks as well as pizzas, pastas and empanadas. $$$

Jungle Walk in the Jardín Botánico

SMALL WILDLIFE-FILLED RESERVE

Just south of Puerto Morelos, immerse yourself in a lush remnant of the once vast coastal forests that covered this swath of the northern Yucatán Peninsula. Despite the name, the Jardín Botánico Dr Alfredo Barrera Marín feels less like a manicured botanical garden and more like an untamed nature reserve – wildlife is as much of a draw as the diverse plant species.

When you arrive at the 65-hectare reserve, pay your admission and borrow a map (or photograph the sign). While fairly easy to follow, the 2km trail that loops around the property has a few notable detours. As you follow a counter-clockwise direction, the path winds through sections dedicated to epiphytes (orchids and bromeliads), palms and ferns, with various species labeled throughout (mostly in Spanish, though English signage appears on the latter half of the trail).


Towering examples of the ramón tree, which can reach heights of 40m, develop buttress roots for support and its fruit and leaves are used in Maya cooking, while the palo mulato tree resembles a sunburnt tourist with its peeling bark. The smaller palo santo has been much used over the years, in indigenous medicine in centuries past and, more recently, in incense and handicrafts. Along a wetland stretch of the reserve, you’ll see the tangled roots of mangroves and the bright leaves of green buttonwoods, another salt-tolerant species.

An impressive kapok tree, considered sacred by the Maya, lies near a section of traditional dwellings made of pole supports and thatch roofs. An overgrown medicine garden adjoins the property, along with a few small hives of the Xunan Kab, a bee of some importance in Maya mythology (the deity Ah Muzen Cab, depicted as a bee, is the one who carries the sky, and his stone likeness appears on Chichén Itzá, Cobá and other temples). Nearby is a spiky cornezuelo, a type of acacia tree that has a symbiotic relationship with ants.

The path continues into an area containing the ruins of platforms, altars and rock walls. This was part of a ceremonial site that dates back to the 15th century, and is still used on rare occasions by Maya spiritual leaders today.

Further along, you’ll pass a fruit-bearing tree known as chicozapote. Note the slashes on the bark, where its resin was harvested to make chicle (gum). Quintano Roo and neighboring Campeche state were once the largest producers of chicle in Mexico. A recreated encampment has a few tools from the trade (including gathering bags and the large pot used to cook down the harvested resin).

As you wander along the path, keep an eye out for wildlife. You might see parrot snakes slithering through the forest or the watchful eyes of an agouti (a coarse-haired rodent, known locally as a sereque). If you hear rustling in the branches, it might be a white-nosed coati, an agile member of the raccoon family, or a troop of spider monkeys. These sizable primates have dark hair, with lighter coloration on the stomachs and faces, and can make a ruckus as they leap through the trees, sometimes dangling upside down while feeding on leaves and fruits.

The reserve lies just off busy Hwy 307, about 1.5km south of the Puerto Morelos turnoff. Bring mosquito repellent as the insects can be fierce, especially from June to December. Come early or late in the day to maximize your chances of spotting wildlife.


CROCO CUN ZOO

About a 10-minute drive north of Puerto Morelos, Croco Cun Zoo is a former crocodile farm that now shelters rescue animals, including some of the area’s endangered species.

The price of admission includes a guided tour (English or Spanish) in which visitors are allowed to interact with some of the animals, such as white-tailed deer, boa constrictors, macaws, crocs and spider monkeys.

Many of the guides have an obvious love for the animals, and can happily share insight into the lives of some of the creatures you’ll see along the way.

Bring mosquito repellent.




WILDLIFE WATCHING ON CROCODILE RIVER

For a deeper dive into the Yucatán’s wildlife, plan a trip up to Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Lagartos, a famous spot on the north coast for viewing crocodiles, flamingos and many other species.




Getting Around

From Cancún or Playa del Carmen, Playa Express vans and colectivos will drop you on the highway turnoff to Puerto Morelos. From there it’s a 2.5km walk into town, or you can take a taxi or town-bound colectivo, which stop at the taxi stand around the corner (on Calle José María Morelos).






PLAYA DEL CARMEN
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Playa del Carmen, second in size only to Cancún, ranks right up there with Tulum as one of the Riviera’s trendiest spots. Sitting coolly on the lee side of Cozumel, the town’s beaches are packed with fit sun worshippers who enjoy the easy access from the hotels, restaurants and bars on and around nearby Quinta Avenida. Coral reefs lie just off-shore, while idyllic cenotes are an easy drive from town.

Playa, as it’s known locally, was once a small fishing village, and was something of a tourist backwater until the early 1990s. Over the last three decades, however, its population has exploded, as Mexican nationals from other parts of the country have come to tap into the city’s burgeoning (largely tourist-oriented) economy. In fact, the city of 310,000 has one of Latin America’s fastest growth rates. It’s also one of Mexico’s most cosmopolitan destinations, with visitors and expats from every corner of the globe.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Quinta Avenida

SIGHTS

2Gastón Charó Gallery

3Inti Beach

4Muelle Constituyentes

5Museo Frida Kahlo Riviera Maya

6Parque Los Fundadores

7Portal Maya

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

8Chela de Playa

see 3Inti Beach

9La Bodeguita del Medio

10La Verbena

SHOPPING

11Calle Corazón

12Tierra Huichol




TOP TIP

Quinta Avenida and its adjacent streets can get really packed at night, especially on weekends, but you can always head several blocks west and you’ll pick up on a notably more local vibe. Check out the Everything Playa del Carmen (https://everythingplayadelcarmen.com/) for the latest on city life.




Beachcombing in Playa del Carmen

EXPLORING THE DIVERSE SHORELINES

If you’re eager to join the crowds, head to Inti Beach, the strip between Parque Los Fundadores and the Muelle Constituyentes. Here, you’ll find Playa’s most vibrant seaside playground with outdoor restaurants, lounge chairs for hire and all manner of action on and off the water – from sandcastle building and frolicking in the waves, to paddle ball and shell hunting along the shore.

The crowds start to thin as you go north of Muelle Constituyentes and, at Playa 88, you’ll reach a gorgeous expanse of sparsely developed beachfront. Backed by palms and coastal scrub, the sands are wider and cleaner here (earning the beach blue flag status), and it’s an ideal spot for watching the sunrise. Access this stretch of coastline along Calle 88 or via Avenida Colosio just south of there.

From here, you can keep strolling another kilometer north to Punta Esmeralda. Set on the northern edge of the city, this scenic spot (yet another blue flag beach) has soft white sand and ample room to run about. There’s also a small shallow cenote, which makes a calm coastal pool for kids to play in (or spot birds early or late in the day). If you’re eager to head straight to Punta Esmeralda, it’s about 4km from the center of Quinta Avenida, making for a pleasant bike ride. You can also catch a local bus traveling along 30 Avenida Norte. Getting back is even easier: just board any bus marked ‘Centro.’

South of Centro, you’ll also find some enchanting coastal spots. Just beyond the ferry terminal (just south of Parque Los Fundadores), you can kick off your shoes and walk along the well-kept sands of Playacar Beach. Backed by beachfront condos and all-inclusive resorts, this beach feels exclusive, but it’s open to all as long as you arrive along the shoreline. The inviting sands and shallow waters are ideal for families.

Keep walking a few minutes south, and you’ll pass a small turnoff to the Xaman-Há ruins. Though there’s no signage at this admission-free site, the atmospheric remains are well worth a visit as you’ll likely have them all to yourself. Xaman-Há, which means ‘northern water,’ likely dates from the mid-13th century. Nearly swallowed by the forest, the low-rise structures were once a key departure point for Maya pilgrims to the island of Cozumel, home to a temple dedicated to Ixchel, the goddess of fertility and the moon.

If you really want to find a hidden slice of the Riviera Maya, you’ll find it at Playa del Pecado, hidden at the southern tip of Playacar Beach. Backed by swaying palms and coastal forest, this beach feels wild and remains remarkably free of any signs of development. You’ll have to put in the effort to reach it, however, as it’s about 4km from the ferry terminal, and along the way, you’ll have to cross over some rock formations (bring appropriate footwear). You won’t find shade or snack spots either, so slather on the sunscreen and bring plenty of water.
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I LIVE HERE: FATHER OF MESTIZOS
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Born and raised in Playa del Carmen, Pierre Nahataen Alvarez Kauil leads walking tours with Estación Mexico  (@estacionmexico) and talks about one of history’s unsung heroes.

In 1511, Spanish sailor Gonzalo Guerrero was shipwrecked on the Yucatán Peninsula and enslaved by the Maya. When Hernán Cortés learned of his existence several years later, he sent a rescue team.

However, Guerrero refused to leave, having adopted the Maya culture as his own. He had married Zazil Há, chief Na Chan Kan’s daughter, and they raised several children together.

The Spanish called him ‘the renegade,’ but for the Maya he became known as the father of the mestizos (people of mixed ancestry). His children were the first to have both European and indigenous ancestry.



WHERE TO EAT IN PLAYA DEL CARMEN

La Cueva del Chango

Known for its fresh and natural ingredients, ‘the monkey’s cave’ has seating in a jungly palapa setting or a verdant garden. $$

Chez Céline

Good, healthy breakfasts and perfectly flaky baked goods are what keeps this French-run bakery-cafe busy. $

La Tarraya

One of Playa’s oldest restaurants serves up good, reasonably priced seafood on the beachfront. $$

Strolling Quinta Avenida

PLAYA’S FAMOUS PEDESTRIAN LANE

Just inland from the beach, and running parallel to the shore, is Playa del Carmen’s iconic pedestrian street. Quinta Avenida (Fifth Avenue) is lined with restaurants, bars and shops, and has different personalities depending on the time you visit. Early morning, when much of the city still slumbers, you can join runners and strollers, enjoying the shaded peaceful lane. In the afternoon and early evening, you can join the hustle and bustle, winding your way past street vendors and restaurant touts along with musicians, dance troupes and other street performers showing off their talents.

Anchoring the southern end of the avenue is Parque Los Fundadores, a tree-fringed square where you can take the pulse of the city. Snack stands dole out coconut waters and fresh fruit, while tourists line up for photos beside the giant ‘Playa del Carmen’ sign. The massive sculpture framing the seaside is known as the Portal Maya. Its swirling figures pay homage to the coast’s quintessential elements: water (left side) and wind (right), while the hoops evoke that much-loved pre-Hispanic game of juego de pelota. By night, the sculpture serves as the backdrop to occasional concerts and film screenings as well as more frequent performances by drummers and dancers dressed as mythical Maya warriors.

North of the park, you can take in Playa’s diverse subcultures as you make your way along the avenue. Open-sided restaurants pack this stretch of pavement, with live salsa and American rock spilling onto the terraces in the evening. Just past Calle 6, keep an eye out for the Gastón Charó Gallery. Tucked down a narrow lane just off the avenue, this gallery showcases the works of more than 40 different artists from Mexico and abroad. Don’t miss the wild anthropomorphic sculptures at the gallery entrance that were created by the Argentine artist and gallery founder Gastón Charó. There’s more of his work inside.

It’s also worth taking a slight detour up Calle 8 to see an oversized mural created by the Mexican artist Senkoe. Equilibrio depicts a dreamlike portrait of a woman emerging from clouds beneath an explosion of radiant flowers. It’s one of many murals hidden in the streets of Playa del Carmen.

Further along, there’s shopping galore, particularly at the Calle Corazón shopping mall, where you’ll find an abundance of American brands. The same area is also the epicenter of Playa’s nightlife, with heavy bass thumping from the multilevel dance clubs lining both sides of Calle 12.

The crowds thin as you make your way further north, with the tree-lined street dotted with open-sided restaurants and cafes, as well as one-of-a-kind storefronts like Tierra Huichol with its colorful collection of alebrijes (folk-art sculptures of fantastical creatures).

The scenery gets more tranquil as you continue along, with palm trees crowding the street and occasional eruptions of street art appearing near galleries and plant-based restaurants. Before the end of the pedestrianized section of the avenue, you can take a culinary stroll down Calle 38 Norte. Some of Playa’s most romantic restaurants lie among dense tropical foliage, which by night is lit with fairy lights. There’s even a tiny cenote here, which you can check out while toasting the day’s walk at the microbrew pub Chela de Playa.
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MUSEO FRIDA KAHLO RIVIERA MAYA

The admission is pricey and there are no original works by the famous painter on display, but the small Museo Frida Kahlo Riviera Maya does an excellent job bringing the legendary Mexican artist to life.

Knowledgeable guides take you through pivotal moments, with the assistance of artwork by other Mexican artists (including several from Playa del Carmen). A short animated film captures the trauma of the accident that forever marked her, and a model of the bed in which she recovered features fantastical images flickering across mirror-like butterflies.

Elsewhere, you can peek through tiny holes at miniaturized scenes from Kahlo’s life.




RIVIERA THEME PARKS

Playa del Carmen is just a short drive from some of the biggest and best theme parks in the Riviera Maya, where you can have a full day of snorkeling, zip-lining and cave exploring.



WHERE TO STAY IN PLAYA DEL CARMEN

Casa de las Flores

Blends colonial charm and modern comfort, with cheerful rooms set around a patio and pool area. $$

La Pasión

Attractively furnished rooms with balconies overlooking a garden and pool, plus a rooftop bar. $$

Hotel Posada Sian Ka’an

The entrance is a recreated Maya temple at this well-equipped hotel steps from the beach and Playa’s center. $$


BEST NIGHTLIFE IN PLAYA

Inti Beach

The seaside beach club has DJs most nights as well as an evening fire show (usually kicking off around 8pm). It’s a great place to watch the moon rise over the sea while sipping cocktails on the sand.

La Bodeguita del Medio

The writing is literally on the walls (the lampshades, and pretty much everywhere else) at this Cuban restaurant-bar, which pumps out Afro-Cuban jazz followed by fiery salsa most nights.

La Verbena

An easygoing bar with a lush back garden where you can catch a range of live music, from hip-shaking cumbia (dance music originating from Colombia) to classic reggae beats.



BEST PLACES FOR CRAFT BEER IN PLAYA DEL CARMEN

Chela de Playa

Grab a spot on the leafy terrace and order a sampler of quality drafts from this Playa del Carmen microbrewer.

Club de la Cerveza

A much-loved spot for out-standing beers (including rotating drafts) that you won’t find elsewhere.

Colectivo Mexicano Cervecero

Gastropub with a focus on regional craft beers, which pair well with fish or shrimp tacos.


PARKS & PLAZAS

A short walk inland from Quinta Avenida, the Palacio Municipal has a fascinating mural showing iconic monuments of Playa del Carmen, including the Palacio Municipal itself. The plaza in front, the Parque 28 de Julio, is a must-visit on the weekends. You’ll find high-quality food and craft vendors from 5pm to 10pm Friday to Sunday.

For a quick dose of greenery, visit the small Parque la Ceiba, which has play areas for kids and shaded picnic spots, as well as like movie screenings, yoga classes and the occasional concert. There’s also an outdoor cafe.
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FERRY TO COZUMEL

Two companies run passenger ferries to Cozumel, with a departure every hour from the terminal at the end of Calle 1 Sur near Parque Los Fundadores. Slightly pricier Ultramar reaches the island in 20 minutes, while Winjet takes about 40 minutes.




Getting Around

The ADO Terminal Alterna is where most long-distance bus lines arrive and depart. Buses heading to destinations within the state of Quintana Roo leave from the  ADO Terminal Turística, conveniently located on Quinta Avenida. Playa Express shuttle buses (departing from Av Benito Juárez) are a quicker way to get around the Riviera Maya between Playa del Carmen and Cancún.

Apart from taking an ADO bus, you can take a colectivo if heading to Tulum, with frequent departures from Calle 1 Sur near Av 45 Norte. You can get around Playa on foot or by bicycle, or you can hop in a taxi to reach beaches further afield.






TULUM
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Tulum’s spectacular coastline – with its confectioner-sugar sands, cobalt water and balmy breezes – makes it one of the top beach destinations in Mexico. Adding to the allure are the impressive Maya ruins perched above the sea. There’s also excellent snorkeling and diving, enticing cenotes nearby, and buzzing nightlife on and off the shore.

Originally named Zama (‘dawn’), Tulum dates back to the late post-Classic period (1200–1521 CE) when it was an important port town. The Maya sailed up and down this coast, maintaining trading routes in other parts of present-day Mexico and all the way down to Honduras.

Today Tulum is a fast growing city, with two distinct personalities split along the seaside and town divide. The upscale beach clubs of the Zona Hotelera aim for glitz and glamor, while the center of town has a more low-key vibe.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Playa Pescadores

2Tulum Ruins

SIGHTS

3Casa del Cenote

4Cdel Halach Uinic

5El Castillo

6Mirador Arqueoastronómico

7Playa Las Palmas

8Playa Paraíso

9Templo de las Pinturas

10Templo del Dios Descendente

11Templo del Dios Viento

ACTIVITIES & TOURS

12iBike Tulum

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

13Batey

14La Guarida

15Mistico Tulum

16Naná Rooftop Bar




TOP TIP

Bicycles and scooters can be a good way to make the 5km trip between the town and beach. Some hotels and hostels have free bikes for guests, or there are plenty of rental places in town, including the reliable iBike Tulum.




Tulum Beaches

SHORELINE EXPLORING

With palm-backed beaches overlooking cerulean seas, Tulum certainly doesn’t lack for pretty shoreline. Adjacent to town, some 10km of sublime white sands lie between the Tulum Ruins and the Reserva de la Biósfera Sian Ka’an fronting the Caribbean, which is clear and temperate almost year-round. Get an early start to claim a prime spot.

As you head north along the leafy beach road, an unexpected opening in the tropical forest appears, acting like a window into another realm. It’s Playa Las Palmas, a wide sloping beach with tranquil blue water, a rocky cove on one end and a ribbon of white sand on the other.

Keep heading another 700m north and you’ll reach the entrance to Playa Paraíso. Home to several restaurants and beach clubs, this is the place to come for people watching and bass-heavy beats, with servers weaving between lounge chairs and beach beds, loaded down with ceviche platters and cold drinks.

A short hop (300m) up the beach, you’ll reach Playa Pescadores, which was once a fishing community. These days, the boats pulling up on the sands are more often used for snorkeling trips out to the reef. Consider booking an excursion, not only for a peek at the underwater world but also for the stunning views of the nearby ruins from the water – a vantage point that really showcases the magnificence of Tulum’s glorious coastline.

The southern shore of Tulum has no free public access, though you can reach the water through beach clubs and restaurants. Some places, like Akiin Beach Tulum, require you only buy something – even just a drink. Other places have much higher minimum consumption charges to use the facilities; Ahau Tulum, for example, requires a minimum spend of US$100 per person.
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I LIVE HERE: WHERE TO GO OUT IN TULUM
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Founder of Honesta Vintage (@honesta.vintage), Lucia Dao shares her favorite local haunts in Tulum.

La Guarida

A cozy multi-space bar that has live music, DJs spinning vinyl and periodic film screenings, plus cozy places to hang out (including a room with pillows to relax on).

ReciProco Tulum

A place that makes you feel like you’re out in the countryside, even though it’s only a few minutes from town. Mostly a daytime spot for breakfast and lunch, it also hosts occasional special events, like L8 Nai that features DJs and standup comedy.

Bandera

On Friday and Saturday there’s always a good party on, and it has a more local and welcoming feel than many other places.



MEMORABLE MEALS IN TULUM

La Negra Tomasa

Festive, garden-like spot for indulging in seafood-centric tacos, tostadas and sharing plates. $$

La Hoja Verde

Tulum’s best vegetarian restaurant draws fans for its satisfying veggie bowls; it also offers cooking courses. $$

Asado Argentino

One of several food carts near Pemex (off Géminis Norte), this place fires up mouthwatering grilled steak. $



SHOPPING STROLL IN TULUM TOWN
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While most people come for the beach, Tulum is a fascinating place to browse for hammocks, wood carvings, handmade jewelry and other gift ideas on those rare cloudy days. Avenida Tulum (aka Hwy 307) may not look like New York’s Fifth Avenue, but it boasts a trove of handicraft stores and boutiques.

Few liquor stores in Tulum can match the sheer variety of 1 La Valentina, stocking over 400 different types of tequila, as well as mezcal (some with worms and scorpions inside the bottle) and sotol (a fiery northern Mexico alcohol made from the desert spoon plant). You’ll find hand-painted bottles from artisanal distillers like Nizayul and even Mexican wine – Santo Tomás from Baja California has been around since the 1880s.

One block west, 2 Kaahal Home features high-quality, ethically sourced goods. You’ll find ceramics from Jalisco, woven tapestries made by a women’s cooperative from Chiapas, and elegant innovative jewelry by designer Olga Prieto. 3 Tulumio, the adjoining shop, sells artwork as well as one-of-a-kind clothing and gear inspired by street art.

Another block west, head into 4 Honesta Vintage. Here you’ll find both apparel from decades past and upcycled designs. The well-curated store has Hawaiian shirts, leather jackets and eye-catching hats, plus a few vinyl records.

Make your way back east to 5 Mixik is a colorful store with a whole world of folk art and crafts. Tiny boxes feature whimsical scenes of skeletons dancing, playing music or sitting in jail, and there are also wall hangings, embroidered dresses, leather bags, jewelry and glassware. Cap the day’s walk next door at 6 Panna e Cioccolato, serving up Tulum’s best gelato.




Bar-Hopping in Tulum

BARS, GARDEN LOUNGES AND BEACH CLUBS

Tulum has buzzing nightlife, with live music, tropical cocktails and lush terraces all essential parts of the scene. Calle Centauro Sur, just off Avenida Tulum, is the epicenter of the action. There you can start off the night at Batey, a much-loved expat watering hole with a back garden where bands perform. Up front, the sidewalk-side bar gives a prime view for people watching. Wherever you sit, don’t miss Batey’s signature drink: mojitos made with freshly pressed sugarcane.

One block away, La Guarida makes a great hideaway for an evening of cocktails, snacks and first-rate wines. You’ll find various rooms and terraces secreted in the multilevel space, and there’s often live performances of funk, soul, flamenco, reggae and other sounds. Other nights, vinyl-spinning DJs draw dance lovers.

Naná Rooftop Bar feels just off the beaten path (it’s about a 10-minute walk from Centauro Sur). Head up to the 4th floor and enjoy the lounge-like vibe, breezy views and well-made cocktails. When you’re ready to kick things up a notch, head over to Mistico Tulum where tables are set in a lush garden. You can order food, smoke from hookahs and catch DJ sets while fire dancers show off their skills.

Down on the shoreline, the beach clubs are largely a daytime affair. On week-ends, however, you can catch some of Tulum’s best parties at places like the Papaya Playa Project. On Saturday night, this up-scale hotel, restaurant and beach bar hosts DJ sessions in a captivating space on the water.

[image: jpg]

Linka A Odom/Getty images ©


GETTING TO THE BEACH

You can hop on a bike and head to the shore – it’s about 5km from the town center to Playa Pescadores.

By public transit, colectivos runs frequently from the Parque Rotario. These shared vans stop at the beach road T-junction, where you’ll then have to get out and walk to beaches along the north shore (it’s 1.5km to Playa Las Palmas). Or if you’re heading to the southern beaches, the colectivo continues south to the Reserva de la Biósfera Sian Ka’an entrance before turning around. Hop off anywhere along the way.

If you have a car, you’ll have to pay for a parking lot (M$250 and up) or a beach club (upwards of M$500).

Taxi fares to the beaches are generally outrageous, with quoted rates from M$400.




Getting Around

The centrally located ADO bus terminal on Avenida Tulum has frequent long-distance services to Cancún (city and airport), Bacalar, Mérida and other key places.

Colectivos leave from several locations on Avenida Tulum for Playa del Carmen. Colectivos to Cobá leave from Calle Osiris Norte just off Avenida Tulum. To visit the Reserva de la Biósfera Sian Ka’an, you’ll need to hire a vehicle or join a tour.





TOP SIGHT
Tulum Ruins

Sitting pretty on a bluff high above turquoise waters, these Maya ruins may not have the imposing structures of say, a Chichén Itzá, but no other archaeological site in Mexico offers such stunning vistas over the Caribbean. Founded in the 6th century CE, Tulum reached its high point between 1200 and 1521 CE, when it was an important port town.
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Check the latest opening hours and prices at the official site.
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El Castillo

Standing nearly 8m high near the cliff face, this imposing structure (pictured above) once served as a lighthouse that guided Maya ships to port. In the upper level, note the small windows, which would blaze with light when fires were lit in the evening. The watchtower was appropriately named El Castillo (The Castle) by the Spaniards. Note the Toltec-style ‘Kukulcánes’ (plumed serpents) at the corners, echoing those at Chichén Itzá.


DON’T MISS

El Castillo

Templo del Dios Descendente

Templo de las Pinturas

Templo del Dios Viento

Casa del Halach Uinic

Casa del Cenote

Mirador Arqueo-astronómico



Templo del Dios Descendente

This temple gets its name from a relief figure of a Descending God depicted in a niche above the building’s door. The figure’s legs are splayed, with his arms below and his face appearing beneath a headdress. His hands are holding an unknown object. Note the slightly off-kilter slope of the walls and door, which was created intentionally by Maya builders.


Casa del Cenote

Named for the small sinkhole at its southern base, the Casa del Cenote was built atop a vital water source for the city. Peer inside and down into the depths and you might catch a glimpse of little silvery fish as they turn sideways in the murky water. A small tomb was found in the casa.

Templo de las Pinturas

With its columns, carvings and two-story construction, the Temple of the Frescoes was among the most elaborate at Tulum. The facade on the lower temple has relief masks and sculptures, while colored murals reside on an inner wall. The murals have been partially restored but are nearly impossible to make out. This monument might have been the last built by the Maya before the Spanish conquest.


Abandonment

The city was abandoned about 75 years after the Spanish conquest. It was one of the last of the ancient cities to be abandoned; most others had been given back to nature long before the arrival of the Europeans. But Maya pilgrims continued to visit over the years, and indigenous refugees from the War of the Castes took shelter here from time to time.



Templo del Dios Viento

All on its own on a high point overlooking the sea, this two-level structure is unusual for its round base, which is associated with Kukulcán, the Maya god of the wind. There’s a small altar within, and evidence that the building was used for ceremonial purposes as late as the early 1900s. According to legend, when a whistling sound emitted from the upper story of the building, the Maya knew dangerous storms and hurricanes were approaching and would take shelter.


TOP TIPS

• Visit at 8am or late in the day.

• You can skip the line by booking a guided tour.

• Bring a hat, sunscreen and water, as there isn’t much shade at the site.

• Pack your swimsuit for a dip in the sea after exploring the ruins.

• Get there by bicycle (it’s a 3.5km ride from the center) or colectivo – any Playa del Carmen–bound shared van will drop you on the highway, from where it’s a 1km walk to the ticket booth.

• From the beach near the ruins, you can book a one-hour boat tour that includes panoramic temple views from the sea followed by snorkeling.



Casa del Halach Uinic

A short walk from the Templo de las Pinturas, the House of the Halach Uinic is named after the royal lord (and high priest) who likely lived here. Though part of the sizable building is in ruins, you can still make out the staircase leading up to the column-lined entrance and a stucco image above the portal just beyond. It is yet another recurring image of the Descending God, which may relate to Ah Muzen Cab, the revered god of the bees.

Mirador Arqueoastronómico

Not marked on most maps is this fantastic viewpoint overlooking the ruins. Get there by turning right after the Temple of the Frescoes and heading west (inland) to an open expanse where you’ll have a sweeping view over El Castillo and the surrounding temples. A small sign points out the perfect alignment of the buildings in relation to solstices and equinoxes. At sunrise during the winter solstice, sun beams stream through an opening in the top of the Temple of the Descending God.





Beyond Tulum
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This stretch of coast and hinterlands is packed with natural and human-made wonders, from ancient ruins to coral-fringed beaches.


The Maya left their mark in ways both small and large in the region surrounding Tulum. The magnificent ruins of Cobá were once home to an enormous population center, while at Muyil you can float along centuries-old canals created by Maya engineers. Places named by the Maya still link to the present, as is the case with Akumal – place of the turtles – one of the top beaches for snorkeling amid marine life. The Maya aren’t really just figments of the past, of course. Their ancestors live all across Quintana Roo and the Yucatán Peninsula, where some 700,000 people still speak Mayan. You can also take part in ecotourism adventures run by a small Maya community at Punta Laguna.
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TOP TIP

If you need a break from the bustle of Tulum, you can overnight in the quiet lakeside town of Cobá.




Off-the-Beaten-Path Adventures in Sian Ka’an

REMOTE BEACHES AND WILDLIFE

Ten kilometers south of Tulum, an arch over the coastal road marks the entrance to Reserva de la Biósfera Sian Ka’an (Where the Sky is Born; pictured), a jungle-clad biosphere reserve with beautiful beaches and wildlife-watching opportunities. After writing your details in the registration book and paying the admission fee (M$100 per person), you’ll continue on a badly pockmarked dirt road lined with dense forest on both sides. In general, most vehicles can access the road, though a 4WD is necessary after heavy rains.

Around 3km from the entrance, you’ll reach the spot where you can arrange a boat tour on the large, island-dotted lagoon. This two-hour scenic trip (per person from M$750) allows the possibility of seeing manatees, crocodiles and many birds.

A couple of kilometers further along, you’ll reach a small gap in the trees, with parking for a few vehicles and a path leading down to the water. This is one of your only chances to access the beach (private properties block access elsewhere along the road), so it’s worth stopping here and spending some time down by the sea. The views across this empty stretch of sand in either direction are magnificent.

Another 10km further along (around 14km from the entrance), you’ll reach the Puente Boca Paila, where the road travels across the lagoon just before it intersects with the Caribbean. Stop here to look for birdlife, turtles and sunning crocodiles.

The going gets progressively tougher the further south you go, and it typically takes about three hours from Tulum to reach Punta Allen, a mere 43km away. This end-of-the-road town has a few simple guesthouses and restaurants, as well as boat captains who can take you on a variety of tours (wildlife watching, snorkeling and fishing).
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WILDLIFE OF SIAN KA’AN

Sian Ka’an is home to a small population of spider and howler monkeys, American crocodiles, Central American tapirs, four turtle varieties, giant land crabs, more than 330 bird species (including roseate spoonbills and some flamingos), manatees and some 400 fish species, plus a wide array of plant life. If you’d like to see more of Sian Ka’an, Maya-run Community Tours Sian Ka’an runs various expeditions into the sprawling biosphere reserve from Tulum.



LODGING OUTSIDE TULUM

Zamna Tulum

Rustic-chic bungalows over-looking a forest-backed cenote some 6km west of Tulum town. $$

Ajal Tulum

Beautiful treehouses sporting hammock-strung balconies, within walking distance of Cenote Escondido. $$$

Bayou Tulum

Glamping tents and simple en suite cabins in a jungle-like setting 3.5km west of Tulum. $

Waterways & Ruins of Muyil

MAYA TEMPLES & ANCIENT CANALS

A 23km (20-minute) drive west of Tulum, Muyil was the biggest and most important Maya settlement inside the present-day Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve. Humans inhabited the site since at least 300 BCE, and it grew into a small city by 250 CE, when some of the first temples were constructed. Today amid the dense surrounding greenery, you can visit a handful of ruins, which see few visitors compared to the better known sites in Tulum and Cobá. Afterwards, it’s worth paying the extra fees for the walk through the forest, and boating and swimming excursion in the nearby waterways.

Near the entrance, Structure 7H-3 still contains visible fragments of mural painting, as well as Maya west coast-style features like vaulted ceilings and column-supported lintels. Follow the short trail from there to reach El Castillo (aka Strutcture 8I-13), Muyil’s most impressive building. The 17m-high temple contains an altar at the top stairway where archaeologists unearthed over 200 ornamental objects (beads, pendants, rings) which had been made as offerings. Head around to the back (east side) to see a stucco frieze of two herons above an upper-level portal.

After getting your fill of Maya ruins, follow the 500m path through the forest. Come early morning or late afternoon for the best chance to see spider monkeys. There are also good birdwatching opportunities (toucans, black-headed trogons, laughing falcons) as well as coatis, brown basilisks (a type of lizard) and the odd anteater.

About halfway along the path, you can climb a wooden lookout tower for expansive views over the jungle and the lagoons to the east. At the waterfront, boat drivers can whisk you across the Laguna de Muyil and through a narrow canal and into Laguna Chunyaxché. From there, you’ll dock on the edge of another canal, and plunge into the water. This is the highlight of a trip to Muyil. Safely wrapped in a life vest, you’ll float along crystalline waters, past mangrove trees arching into the water, with twittering birds hidden in the branches.

Bring a mask and snorkel for a look at the shimmering fish you’ll see along the way. There’s no effort required as the current takes you along the half-mile journey so you can relax and enjoy the ride. Adding to the experience is the knowledge that you’re traveling along an ancient canal which was built by the Maya to connect Muyil to the Caribbean – creating an important link for the trade of obsidian, jade, chocolate, salt and other goods brought in by sea. Your float ends at a platform where your boat captain will meet you, and you’ll return along the boardwalk trail.

You can reach Muyil by a colectivo, which departs hourly (on the hour) from a stop about one block west of the Tulum bus station on the main road, Avenida Tulum. It’s an easier return journey as you can flag down any Tulum-bound bus or colectivo.
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DIY SNORKELING ADVENTURES

Between the Chemuyil and Xel-Há exits, on the east side of the highway, is a tiny sign marking the short dirt road that leads to the two arching bays Xcacel and Xcacelito.

This is one of the loveliest and cleanest beaches along the Riviera Maya.

You’ll find good snorkeling here (bring your own gear) and, most notably, Quintana Roo’s most important loggerhead and white sea turtle nesting site.

The site is managed by a local community, with a small charge for admission. Food, drinks and the use of sunblock are prohibited on this protected beach (open 10am to 4pm, closed Monday).



CENOTES WEST OF TULUM

Cenote Escondido

An easy bike ride from Tulum town, Escondido is a jungle-clad cenote with clear waters.

Cenote Cristal

Across the road from Cenote Escondido, Cristal has similarly lush vegetation and several swimming platforms.

Cenote Corazón

Some 7km west of Tulum, this heart-shaped (corazón) cenote feels like a verdant oasis.

The Sea Turtles of Akumal

SNORKELING ADVENTURES

Akumal, which means ‘place of the turtles’ in Mayan, lives up to its name with sea turtles feeding in the clear waters just off the palm-backed beach. Until recently visiting here was a bit of a free-for-all, with myriad tourists, guides and kayakers crowding around and sometimes touching turtles. Since the creation of the nature reserve Tsúuk Akumal Parque Natural, however, new regulations have brought conservation to the forefront, and life has improved for the turtles and other marine life.

To access the aquatic reserve beyond the beach, you’ll have to book a guided snorkel tour, during which a certified English-speaking guide will swim with you around the marine sanctuary (the use of a life vest, mask and snorkel is included). During the 45-minute tour, you’ll likely see several ray species, tropical fish, corals and the fragments of an old shipwreck. The sea turtles, of course, are the stars of the underwater world, and nothing quite compares to watching a massive but graceful animal munching along the sea floor then poking its head above water while making eye contact with you.


Akumal is also home to Laguna Yal-Kú, which lies about 2km past Tsúuk Akumal Parque Natural. Although turtles are sometimes spotted here, this inviting lagoon is better known for its abundance of fish life, and the crystal-clear water allows for prime viewing. At both sites, sunscreen is prohibited so wear a rash shirt and seek shade when you’re not in the water.

Akumal is located 30km north of Tulum, just off the highway to Playa del Carmen. Many agencies in Tulum and Playa del Carmen offer tours, though you can also book through guides near the beach entrance. You’ll find decent dining and snack options in a complex across the street from the reserve entrance.


I LIVE HERE: UNUSUAL & AMAZING DIVE SITES
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Darwin Zetina  (@marine.lifemx), a marine biologist and aquatic guide, sheds insight on the lives of green sea turtles.

Something really amazing about these creatures is that they remember the place where they were born and come back to the same beach to lay their eggs.

The reproduction season for the green sea turtle is May, June and July. That’s when they come ashore, dig nests and lay their eggs – in clutches of 100 to 120.

After incubating for about 60 days, the eggs hatch, typically just before sunrise. This is the perfect time for the hatchlings to find their way to the sea while avoiding predators. It’s a hard life. Only 2% of the nest will reach adulthood.



WHERE TO EAT IN AKUMAL

La Cueva del Pescador

This relaxed restaurant grills up excellent seafood and also runs fishing tours (they’ll cook what you catch). $$

Turtle Bay Cafe & Bakery

A good anytime spot with hearty breakfasts, Tex-Mex fare and burgers, plus homemade ice cream. $$

La Buena Vida

Huge menu of seafood, plus snacks and cocktails in an open-air setting above the beach. $$

A Day at the Theme Park

AQUATIC AND AIRBORNE ADVENTURES

Always a big hit with children, there are several theme parks between Cancún and Tulum, many with fantastic scenery – truly some of the most beautiful lagoons, cenotes and natural areas on the coast. Sure, some will find these places overly touristy, but the kids couldn’t care less. Most of these parks are pricey (admission US$110 and up), but pre-sale online discounts are often available on the park websites.

Located 58km north of Tulum, Xcaret is one of the originals, and it’s easy to spend an entire activity-filled day swimming in underground rivers, hanging out on the beach and beside natural pools, and visiting an aquarium, butterfly enclosure and aviary. There are also shows (dancing, high-flying voladores) and appealing dining options.

A short hop from Xcaret, Xplor is an adventure-lover’s playground where you can go zip-lining, drive an amphibious ATV through the jungle, paddle beneath stalactites in an underground river, and swim and hike through caverns. A buffet lunch, snacks and drinks is also included with admission.

Some 13km north of Tulum, Xel-Há bills itself as a natural outdoor aquarium. It’s built around an inlet and has lots of water-based activities on offer, namely snorkeling in cenotes, a hidden bay, and in the slow-moving river. There’s also a 30m tower with a fine view that doubles as a spiraling waterslide. Like Xplor, food is part of the package deal.

It’s worth mentioning that some parks offer an optional swim-with-dolphins activity, and though it may seem like a lovely idea, animal welfare groups suggest interaction with dolphins and other sea mammals held in captivity creates stress for these creatures, and it’s best avoided altogether.


RELAXING IN A LAGOON

If the swim in the Muyil canal hasn’t satisfied your craving for aquatic activities, make a plan to visit the Laguna Kaan Luum.

Located roughly halfway between Tulum town and Muyil, this large lagoon has shallow turquoise waters safely roped off from a much deeper section.

It remains under the radar of most tourists in Tulum – though the overwater hammocks and swings are obligatory photo ops – though plenty of local families come here, so expect crowds if you come at the weekend.

Bring a picnic, water and a hat – sunscreen use isn’t allowed since it pollutes the water.



WHERE TO EAT OUTSIDE TULUM

Tulum Cervecería Artesanal

Handsomely designed, sustainable restaurant and craft brewery with an outstanding catch of the day. $$$

Oscar & Lalo

Tuck into seafood-stuffed poblanos (peppers) and other temptations in a tranquil garden-like setting. $$

Pandano

Come for sunset at this upscale beachfront restaurant that serves well-executed Italian and Mexican fare. $$$


Cycling the Ruins of Cobá

EXPLORING A MASSIVE MAYA SITE

The ruins at Cobá include the tallest pyramid in Quintana Roo (the second tallest in all the Yucatán) and the thick jungle setting makes you feel like you’re in an Indiana Jones flick. Given the distances between some temples, the best way to explore the area is by bike. You can rent one just inside the main gate.

Before you even reach the bicycle concession, turn right to reach the cluster of sites known as the Grupo Cobá. Here you’ll find dozens of structures, including courtyards, vaulted rooms and a juego de pelota court. The biggest structure here is La Iglesia (the Church), a towering pyramid that reminded early visitors of a massive medieval cathedral, hence the name.

Afterwards, pick up a bike and hit the trail to Grupo Nohoch Mul. You’ll pass several interesting sights along the way. Northeast of the Grupo de las Pinturas turnoff, you’ll reach the second of Cobá’s two juego de pelota courts. Look at the ground in the center of the court to spot a carved stone skull (the winner or loser of the ball game?) and the carved relief of a jaguar. After the ball court, the track bends between piles of stones – a ruined temple – and you reach a junction of sorts.


Turn right (east) and head to the structure called Xaibé. This is a tidy, semicircular stepped building, almost fully restored. Its name means ‘the Crossroads’, as it marks the juncture of four separate sacbeob (ceremonial limestone avenues or paths between great Maya cities). Going north from here takes you past Templo 10 and Stela 30. The exquisitely carved stela – worn, but not nearly so badly as the others – bears the date 730 CE and a familiar theme: a ruler standing imperiously over two captives. In front of it is a modern line drawing depicting the original details.

Leave time to admire majestic Nohoch Mul, a 42m-high temple and the second tallest pyramid in the Yucatán Peninsula after Calakmul. Climbing is no longer allowed, so you’ll have to use your imagination to visualize the two descending gods carved over the doorway in one of the upper niches. Built in the post-Classic period (1100–1450 CE), they are similar to sculptures at the Tulum Ruins.

Back in the saddle, head back to the fork in the road and turn left. You’ll soon reach the Grupo de las Pinturas (Paintings Group). The aptly named temple here bears traces of glyphs and frescoes above its door and remnants of richly colored plaster inside. Leave by the trail at the northwest (opposite the temple steps) to see a stela beneath a palapa). Here a regal figure stands over two others, one of them kneeling with his hands bound behind him.

Continue by bike up to Grupo Macanxoc. These buildings are notable for the numerous restored stelae, some of which are believed to depict reliefs of royal women from Tikal. Though many are worn down by the elements, a number are still in good condition and are worth the effort getting here.
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BEST CENOTES NEAR TULUM

Zacil-Há

Combine swimming, snorkeling and T at this small cenote 8km northwest of Tulum.

Gran Cenote

A worthwhile stop on the highway out to the Cobá ruins, especially on hot days. You can snorkel among small fish and through a cavern.

Cenote Dos Ojos

Offers guided snorkeling tours of some amazing underwater caverns, where you float past illuminated stalactites and stalagmites in an eerie wonderland. You can also book diving adventures here with a Tulum-based operator.

Aktun-Ha (Car Wash)

According to legend, taxi drivers used to wash their cabs here, hence the odd name. Today the open-air cenote makes an inviting setting to unwind, with smaller crowds than elsewhere.



WHERE TO STAY IN COBá

Aldea Cobá

A lovingly designed jungle-set resort where rooms feature furnishings crafted by local artisans. $$$

Mayahau Cobá

This budget-friendly option has comfy rooms above a decent restaurant, within walking distance of the ruins. $$

Kaab Cobá

Handsome well-equipped rooms overlooking the lake, a short walk to the ruins. $$
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I LIVE HERE: MAYA CEREMONIES
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Local guide Muriano Canul Abam (www.puntalagunamx.com) shares wisdom about Maya traditions.

My grandfather came to the area when he was about 30 years old, and he worked as a chiclero (chicle collector) and later helped conserve this place.

He was also a H-Men, a type of shaman who performs a variety of ceremonies, like baptisms and Maya weddings. Before he died, he taught my father and uncle about traditional Maya ceremonies, which they conduct today for visitors to the park.

The ceremony is for purification and protection, using the smoke of the copal (a type of incense) and gives a taste of the once-grandiose ceremonies conducted in honor of Chaac, the god of the rain, and other deities.



WHERE TO EAT IN COBá

La Casa de los Gorditos

Inviting open-sided place with a small menu of thoughtfully prepared Yucatecan cuisine. $$

Chile Picante

Makes everything from vege-tarian omelettes with chaya to panuchos (bean-filled tortillas with toppings). $

El Cocodrilo

Palapa restaurant with classic Mexican fare just a short stroll from the ruins. $

Lagoonside Adventures

MONKEYS, RAPPELLING AND ZIP-LINING

Some 20km northeast of Cobá (about an hour’s drive from Tulum), Punta Laguna makes a good side trip when visiting the temples of Cobá. Here a small Maya community runs an ecotourism project in the Otoch Ma’ax Yetel Kooh Nature Reserve. The centerpiece of the reserve is the sparkling lagoon and the wildlife-filled forests surrounding it.

There are several options for visiting the reserve, though most people come for the adventure package. The experience starts with an incense-filled purification ceremony in hopes of bringing good fortune to the day’s activities. You’ll then join your guide on a walk through the forest in search of spider monkeys, howler monkeys and unique plant species. Along the way, you’ll learn a bit about the reserve, from its creation by chicleros (gum harvesters) to ongoing preservation by their children and grandchildren. Today, the reserve is run by a cooperative of 30-plus families who live and work in the area and share in the revenue from tourism.

After the forest, you’ll hop into a canoe for a paddle across the lagoon, and yet another chance to spot birds and perhaps the odd crocodile. This is followed by an adrenaline-fueled flight over the water’s surface via a 240m zip line. The last experience is a descent into the Cenote Calaveras, with clear water at the bottom (watch your step, lest you become an involuntary offering to the Maya gods). On the way out, you can stop in the small one-room museum, which has more information on the plant and animal life of the reserve. You can also learn the story of the Canul brothers who first rediscovered the area some 50 years ago.
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CAVE SWIMS NEAR COBá

Three cenotes lie within reach of Cobá. On hot days, these subterranean water holes clustered near one another make perfect settings for cooling off. If you’re not driving, you can rent a bike in Cobá. The first of the bunch (6km southwest of Cobá) is Choo-Ha, a stalactite-filled cavern which has shallow waters ideal for younger children. A short hop from there, Tamcach-Ha is much deeper and has several platforms from which thrill seekers can leap into the water. Head back to the main road and continue another 3km to reach Multum-Ha, which has remarkably clear waters.




Getting Around

Colectivos are the most affordable and reliable way of getting around the area. Heading north to Akumal and the Riviera theme parks, hop in a Playa del Carmen–bound colectivo on Avenida Tulum, and let them know where you’re going. Cobá-bound colectivos leave just off Avenida Tulum on Calle Osiris Norte.






THE COSTA MAYA
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OFF-THE-GRID ADVENTURE

Excellent diving, miles of unspoiled coast, quaint towns and deep jungle are what the Costa Maya is all about.
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The Costa Maya is often skipped by people who only know the ‘big three’ up north: Cancún, Playa del Carmen and Tulum. But the Costa Maya is slowly becoming recognized on its own merits, and for those seeking a Yucatán experience that doesn’t involve shots being pounded or music that you can hear for miles, this is a welcome refuge. Make new friends in bars where you can actually hear each other, visit Maya ruins as spider monkeys and toucans watch from above, or go underwater to the Banco Chinchorro, one of the world’s best diving locations.

In the jungle, many abandoned Maya cities are yet to be fully excavated, such as Chacchoben, a popular day trip for the Mahahual cruises. Many other ruins are less famous, and many more simply await discovery in the jungle.

The biggest draw in the region is Bacalar’s incredible lagoon (pictured), known in Maya as the bʼak halal (surrounded by reeds). It’s also locally known as the Lake of Seven Colors, for the wide range of shades of beige, mint, aqua, turquoise and blue that can be seen from above. Bacalar’s fort, built in response to repeated pirate invasions, still over-looks the placid water next to the town square.

The quiet capital of Quintana Roo, Chetumal, is mostly a stopping point for travelers heading to and from Belize.
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THE MAIN AREAS

BACALAR

Beautiful lagoon.

MAHAHUAL

Seaside cruise port and gateway to Xcalak.

CHETUMAL

Quintana Roo’s capital.




Find Your Way

The Costa Maya is meant to be enjoyed and explored in whatever way fits your individual style. The spots we’ve selected will give you a great start. What happens next...is up to you!
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Plan Your Time

The Costa Maya is a place to kick back. Whether you tune out, explore the Maya wonders, wander endless coastline or laze in a hammock somewhere, you’ll probably think about canceling that return plane ticket.
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A Short Excursion

• If you’re here on a cruise and have just one shore excursion to choose, pick the visit to Chacchoben. A trip here will give you a relatively good picture of what these great cities looked like, and unlike Chichén Itzá, this ruin is relatively unvisited and you can still climb around on many of the structures.

• Spider and howler monkeys may be watching from the treetops, there are tropical birds to see, and while big enough to inspire a sense of grandeur, the ruin is still small enough that children or grandparents won’t get too tuckered out.




A Few Days in Bacalar

• If you have a few days in the area, you’ll likely want to station yourself in Bacalar, ideally somewhere with a view of the morning sun rising over the mirror-calm lagoon. Explore Fuerte San Felipe and perhaps swim in Cenote Negro, then enjoy dinner in the central plaza.

• Next, consider a day trip or overnight to Mahahual or even off-the-grid Xcalak, both of which fishing ports. The former is now a cruise-ship stop and thus caters more to tourists than its quieter and more remote sister.




If You Have More Time

• If you have time, explore the farther ruins, such as Chacchoben to the north or Dzibanché and Kohunlich to the south. Each ruin has a distinct character and if you delve deeper into the history of the Maya you’ll start to see these places as different from each other as are Boston, New York, Paris and Tokyo.

• But for many, the joy of this area is the slowness of it all. You can simply let a morning or afternoon vanish as you read a book by the water or nap in a hammock too comfy to leave.



Seasonal Highlights

The Costa Maya is never cold, and can be sweltering in the summer. Hurricanes can happen from September to November, but still, many would argue there’s no bad time to be here.

JANUARY

You can’t beat ringing in the New Year with palm trees, sunshine and a piña colada or two.
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FEBRUARY

Celebrate Día de la Candelaria by munching tamales while folks in the US wonder if Punxsutawney Phil will see his shadow.
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JUNE

June 1st is Navy Day: look for commemorations and festivities in the ports of Mahahual and Xcalak.
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SEPTEMBER

Mexican Independence Day, September 16th, is a huge fiesta even here in the Costa still-Maya.
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OCTOBER

October 12 is known as  Race Day and com-memorates Columbus’ arrival in Mexico, celebrated with festivities, food and revelry.
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NOVEMBER

During Día de Muertos you’ll see altars strewn with marigolds, food and offerings, and spirits visiting their loved ones.
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DECEMBER

Christmas or New Year’s Eve, take your pick: it’s time to ring out the old and ring in the new.
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BACALAR
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This quiet-yet-growing town retains much of what has defined it for decades. You’ll still see cowboys riding down the same main streets that kids zip through on skateboards, and taco stands next to ritzy vegan restaurants.

For tourists, the draw in Bacalar is a true sense of getting away from it all, combined with the chance to really see the natural and historical beauty up close. Mist rising off the lagoon as it reflects the sunrise. Woodlands that still hold jaguars and tapirs. Mysterious Maya ruins rising out of jungle so thick you won’t see them until they’re right in front of you. The town is certainly growing, and at the moment that means there’s good food, some nice spots for a beer and a range of hotel options. All this in a place just a few hours’ drive away from the wild metropolis of Cancún.
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TOP TIP

If possible, stay next to the lagoon at a place with kayaks, SUPs or at least a good viewing platform. Get up early and take in the sunrise at, near or on the water. It’ll take your breath away.




The Lake of Seven Colors

‘OOOOH!’-INSPIRING BEAUTY

Laguna Bacalar is one of the gems of Yucatán. The longest, largest freshwater lake in the peninsula has many different depths, from ankle-deep shallow to several hundred feet, making it one of the prettiest lakes in the world to look at from above. And it’s fascinating from below, as well, as it connects to the underground aquifer system, part of what’s believed to be the largest cave system in the world.

It’s beautiful from above, from below, or even just from the shoreline, with lily pads, reeds and a variety of wildlife (yes, there are crocodiles!). It’s popular for a wide variety of watersports, from SUP and kayaking to tours in lanchas (motorboats) and charter sails that let you find spots on the opposite shore that few tourists get to frequent.

At its southern edge you’ll find the delightful Cenote Negro, a beautiful swimming hole that’s hundreds of feet deep. Come here to plunge into the depths from a dock or just laze about on inflatables.

Whether you enjoy it actively, or passively in a hammock, Laguna Bacalar is a central, unmissable part of being here.
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CROCODILES

Mention the word ‘crocodile’ and many people shiver, but while crocs do live in the lagoon (and in swamps and waterways all over Yucatán) they are generally not a nuisance animal here and many people never even see them. Considering the number of people in the water at all times of day, crocodile attacks are extremely rare.

Still, it’s worth being aware of their presence as you swim or sit near water, and unfortunately, at the time of writing, the lagoon does not have posted warning signs.

These incredible reptiles are much more active at night, so if you confine your boating or water sports to the daytime, chances are you won’t even know they’re out there.



A Busy, Bustling Plaza

A FORT, A SQUARE, A VIEW

The commanding ruins of Fuerte San Felipe are unmissable, and it’s only one of several lovely things that give the quiet, peaceful plaza here in Bacalar its character. The fort, perched on a steep, grassy hill that descends to Laguna Bacalar, is now mostly rampart walls, dry moats and some ironwork, though there is also a small museum. Sometimes it’s used as part of a light show, at other times for art exhibitions.


As central as the fort is to the square, though, it’s the view behind it – the incredible colors of greens and blues from the lagoon – that make it so spectacular. And currently, there’s just the right mix of locals and tourists, who enjoy the town for what it is, not turn it into another Playa, Cancún or Tulum. So if you’re hoping to find a piece of Yucatán where you can see the water without needing earplugs and waiting hours to find a parking spot, Bacalar is the place to come.

Several tasty restaurants circle the square; there’s pizza and coffee and even vegan food available, and at night a few bars cater to a mostly relaxed, easygoing crowd that’s hoping to make friends and mingle rather than dance the night away.
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STROMATOLITES

Bacalar has an abundance of unique natural wonders. The lagoon is home to one of the world’s oldest forms of life, the stromatolite. Some scientists believe these early life- forms increased the oxygen level in the earth’s atmosphere, allowing other forms of life to flourish.

Similar in some ways to corals, these are rock-like organisms that grow slowly over thousands of years, pushing upward and outward to form shapes that look a bit like a cauliflower. As they die, the calcium carbonate hardens and forms the crust on which new layers of the organism grow.

They are fragile, delicate and easily destroyed by human interaction, so please do not touch them or approach too closely with a paddleboard, kayak or boat.



PLACES TO STAY IN BACALAR

Yak House

A fun, funky hostel right on the shore of the lagoon. $

El Roble

Simple, cute rooms in a small family-run hotel. $

Hotel Laguna Bacalar

An expansive white-and-blue themed hotel with to-die-for views of the lagoon. $$

Quiet, Even Quaint After Dark

SUBDUED NIGHTLIFE THAT’S NOTHING LIKE IN THE NORTH

The night scene in Bacalar doesn’t hold a candle to that in Tulum, Playa or Cancún, and that’s a good thing. You won’t find all-night dance clubs here, and you won’t find any mechanical bulls. If you’re looking for the classic Mexico spring break, you’re in the wrong place. There are no street touts hoping to sell you stuff you shouldn’t be buying from street touts, either.

Here you can sit down at a bar and actually have a conversation, chat with a friendly bartender and make new friends with other folks at the bar. Venues range from restaurants that stay open after the kitchen closes to those that offer craft cocktails, such as Nixtamal, to bars like  I Scream Bar, where music plays…but not too loudly. Some nights you can find decent live music at Galeón Pirata, next to the water, which doubles as a center for art and exhibitions during the day.

But wherever you go, whether you’re looking for that fancy drink or a cheap beer, you’ll find a friendly and welcoming vibe, and a mix of inter-national tourists, locals and tourists from other parts of Mexico. Sit down, order and prepare to make some friends.
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WHY I LOVE BACALAR
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Ray Bartlett, writer, @kaisoradotcom

Bacalar is – in many ways – what Tulum once was in the mid-2000s: a quiet, fun, quirky mix of tourists and locals, nothing too garish, no resorts that stick out like a sore thumb, and no traffic.

The only thing missing is the ocean, but Bacalar’s stunning lagoon, the largest in Yucatán, never fails to make my heart beat faster every time I see it. There’s just something about those varied shades of blue and green that do it for me.

I think Bacalar is more precious to me now than it was before, because I see it changing, and growing, and know that there’ll be a tipping point in the future when it too, like Tulum, will have lost that small-town feel that makes it so special.




Getting Around

The town, like the lagoon, is long. If you’re staying near the plaza, nearly everything is within walking distance. Otherwise, you’ll need some wheels. Many of the hotels and hostels have loaner bicycles for guests to use.





Beyond Bacalar
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There’s a lot of explore in this region for those who seek it. Jungles, ruins, wildlife, beaches, marshes and more.


This region was central to the Maya and key ruins still lie deep in the jungle, only partially excavated or, in some cases, not excavated at all. Exceptions include the impressive Chacchoben, which is a popular cruise-ship day trip but equally worth visiting for those staying in Bacalar. On the way, you can drive by (or even stop at) Limones, where another ruin stands overlooking the highway.

Getting beyond Bacalar means venturing into quiet, rural ejidos (communal landholding) where people still live in the traditional Maya houses, wear huipiles (long, sleeveless tunics) and raise crops in milpas (small fields). It’s a lifestyle that hasn’t changed much in centuries and as such is precious, worth seeing, respecting and preserving.
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TOP TIP

Bring your own mosquito repellent from home, as the local stuff is less effective. (And you’ll need it, trust us!)




Maya Majesty in the Costa Maya

IMPRESSIVE ALTERNATIVE TO CHICHÉN ITZÁ

Chacchoben, not to be confused with the nearby Maya town of the same name, opened for tourism in 2002, relatively recently compared to the more famous places like Chichén Itzá, which has been on the tourist circuit ever since it was visited by Stephens and Catherwood in 1841. Chacchoben is smaller and has fewer structures than its northern sister ruin, but the biggest draw is that you are still allowed to ascend many of the structures, giving an incredible bird’s-eye view of the jungle and a sense of what the Maya rulers saw when these great cities were lived in. Archaeological restoration is still ongoing at the site, so you may see various stages of work being done.

The parking lot is a ways from the first structures, giving you a nice walk through some jungle before you arrive at a clearing and the first pyramid. The second pyramid, even taller, gives you eye-level views of both spider and howler monkeys if they’re in the trees, as well as great birding. While it’s unlikely you’ll spot them, the area does have rare species of fauna such as jaguars and tapirs, as well as more common animals like foxes, deer and wild pigs. As with many sites in the area, the mosquitoes can be fierce and you’re going to be tasty. Bring repellent!

[image: jpg]
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SPIDER & HOWLER MONKEYS

The two types of monkeys endemic to this region are spider monkeys and howler monkeys, though the latter are usually shyer and often harder to see. However, as their name suggests, they are not usually harder to hear. Their demonic roars fill the jungle, and it surprises many how such a large, scary sound can come out of a cute animal about the size of a basset hound.

Spider monkeys are named for their (vague) resemblance to tarantulas: if you give yourself mental leeway, there’s a bit of similarity about the long, hairy legs and thin abdomens. Don’t spend too much time directly below one or you may discover that their favorite prank is to you-know-what on you from the branches above.




Getting Around

Chacchoben, whether you come by cruise ship or from Bacalar, is pretty easy to get to: just line up a ride with the ground transportation or ask a taxi what they’ll charge to take you there, wait and bring you back again. Limones is mostly a ruin you’ll view from the highway, but if you are dedicated, you can stop and ask around, and someone will let you inside.






MAHAHUAL
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This lovely fishing town is now a regular stop for cruise ships. Their passengers flood the streets, overwhelm the taxis and zip off to Chacchoben, or meander around the malecón (beach promenade), taking in a Mexico that is a bit curated. You’ll find plenty of shops selling souvenirs and clothing, lots of beach chairs and massage tables, and a fair number of waterside restaurants. Palm trees shade the well-groomed walkway and, when a ship is in town, you’ll know.

It’s when they leave that Mahahual returns to its ‘normal’ self: quiet and subdued, not much going on, the touristy streets empty except for kids kicking a ball or a cat that might slip across, hoping to be unnoticed. Staff at bars and restaurants may seem almost surprised to see a tourist. If you’re looking for beach time to yourself, the time is now. Worth noting: it’s been ground zero for several of Yucatán’s major hurricanes.
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TOP TIP

It gets much easier to find people willing to take you diving or fishing when cruise ships aren’t docked here. So if you can be here for a couple of days, you’re better off waiting on your activities until the cruise ships have left.




Daytime Relaxing

TAKING IT EASY

There’s really nothing complex or complicated about spending time here as long as you remember the three Rs: relax, relax and relax. Take a leisurely stroll on the malecón and you’ll see what we mean: beach clubs await you, with row after row of chaise longues, beach towels, and a few tiki-style bars. Some of these establishments have massage booths, where you can lie blissfully under the shade of a palapa (thatched-roof hut) and zone out to the sound of waves as someone kneads your tired muscles until you feel like rubber. If there’s no sargassum (the brown seaweed that has, of late, been plaguing the area), take a swim; the water is warm and not unlike a giant swimming pool.

Renting a bicycle is a popular activity, which extends – for those without other wheeled transport – your range along the beautiful, often isolated beaches between Mahahual and Xcalak. Grab a picnic lunch and a bottle of wine and head off with someone special for a day of fun cycling, stopping for selfies, for the cute iguanas that dot the road and for the random other wildlife (coatis and agoutis are common, and foxes and land crabs are often seen as well), and let the day slip away from you. Do yourself a favor and leave the smart watch in your hotel room. Just get out, explore, meander and remember that it’s okay – here, at least – to measure success by how little you’ve gotten done.


WATER WONDERS

The joy of Mahahual doesn’t stop at the shoreline; in fact, some would argue there’s as much fun under the water as above it. Rent snorkel gear at one of the many dive shops along the malecón or join a dive trip.

Dive shops offer a vast range of reef, wreck, shore and deep-water expeditions, many to the famous Banco Chinchorro, where among other things, you can sign up to dive with...wait for it...American crocodiles. This may not be everyone’s idea of a ‘fun vacation,’ and perhaps some will think it’s more like a horror movie, but if you’ve ever wondered what these incredible reptiles look like underwater and up close, don’t miss the chance.



BUDGET STAYS IN MAHAHUAL

Matan Ka’an

A cute turtle pool, clean rooms and a cheery white-and-blue theme make this a top option close to the malecón. $$

Maha Sand Hotel & Hostel

Next to the ocean with great views from the balcony rooms. $$

Casa Jardin Hotel & Hostel

Not by the ocean but in a central location. Nice garden-like common areas. $

Quiet Nights

PEACEFUL, CALM, SERENE AFTER DARK

Whether there are cruise shippers on shore or not, Mahahual at night is pretty quiet and sedate, so don’t come here if you’re looking for the crazy Cancún lifestyle. After dark, the chaise longues get put away, but many of the beach clubs still serve drinks until at least 8pm or so. Beyond that only a few spots stay open later than 10pm. So plan on turning in early after a long fun day.

But the night here has its attractions, too. A night dive is a good option for divers, couples can stroll hand in hand as the waves wash over their bare feet, and for those with a car, a drive on the highway between Mahahual and Xcalak can offer glimpses of wildlife you might not otherwise see. Look for foxes, even the elusive margay, as well as whip-poor-wills and other nocturnal birds.

The bar scene is cozy and familiar, and if you don’t already know everyone, chances are you will before the night is over. It’s that kind of spot. Hang out, chat and chill.
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THE FARO

One of Mahahual’s most distinctive landmarks is the tall faro (lighthouse) that marks the end of the access road. You’ll see it from miles – or nautical miles – away. It’s pretty unassuming much of the time, and is the de-facto taxi pickup spot for when the cruise ships come.

But for town festivals, the lighthouse becomes a beacon of incredible dancing, as the entire town – families, couples, kids, elderly – mosey down to take in tunes, hear speeches or party. Though the town does have a public square, it’s not as popular for parties and festivals as this unassuming faro.




Getting Around

Mahahual is a small-enough town that once you’re here you’ll be able to easily walk around in the center. If you’re planning to get further away – such as to the beaches between Mahahual and neighboring, tiny Xcalak – you’ll need some wheels.





Beyond Mahahual
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There’s really only one spot beyond Mahahual (unless you’re underwater): the fishing port of Xcalak


Xcalak is a quiet fishing village where not much happens and one day blends into the next. It’s exactly the kind of place you might come to enjoy doing nothing, and afternoons in the hammock feature prominently in the local and expat lifestyle, along with fishing – both fly and deep-sea – and diving at Banco Chinchorro. It’s off the grid (for years there wasn’t even reliable cell service, and data is still spotty at best), and that’s why people come here. Just find a spot, be it with your back against a palm tree or in your favorite hammock, have some cold beverage on hand and maybe – just maybe – a book to read too.
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TOP TIP

Come here via the inland access road, not the one along the coast, as a bridge is (indefinitely) out.




Dives of a Lifetime at Banco Chinchorro

A WORLD-CLASS DIVE SPOT

The incredible Banco Chinchorro is a diver’s dream. A remote, still-unspoiled atoll, a reef system with healthy coral and incredible marine life, and dozens of wrecks to investigate and explore. The same characteristics that made this so treacherous for navigation are why it’s a magnet for diving and snorkeling now: its proximity to the surface and various shallow shoals.

There are three additional reasons to come here if you’re looking to dive and see unusual wildlife. One is the chance to see manatees, the gentle ‘sea cows’ found in these waters that make for a great diving experience.

Another is the chance to swim with and photograph American crocodiles. These are no joke: they grow up to 18ft (6m) in length and have been known to snack on humans. Diving here should be done only with experienced guides who know the dos and don’ts, lest this dive end up being your last. But for wildlife lovers, this is a rare experience and one worth coming here for.

Last and certainly not least, Banco Chinchorro is a fantastic spot for fishing, and fishing tours out of Xcalak are common. The reef itself is protected (which is a good thing!), but fishing can be done in the many nearby areas and is one of the village’s most popular – and tasty – activities.
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GREAT FISHING

Take a peek at Xcalak from the air and you’ll understand instantly why it’s such a great spot for fishing.

Head east, into the depths of the Caribbean, for great deep-water fishing, stay on the ocean shore for its opportunities, or cut across the peninsula via the Canal of Zaragoza and head into the shallows of the vast lagoon system between Xcalak and Chetumal.

It’s simply a matter of proximity: you don’t have to go far to find the type of fishing you’re looking for...and great fish.

Possible catch includes mahi-mahi, dolphin (the fish, not the mammal!), tarpon, amberjack, mackerel, grouper, permit, bonefish, snook, barracuda and many more. Note that you will need both a park fishing permit and a Mexican fishing license.




Getting Around

The town is long and thin and roads are pretty rough in places, so having a 4x4 won’t hurt.






CHETUMAL
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This quiet capital of Quintana Roo is frequently overlooked, at least by those who fly in, stay in and fly out of Cancún and the Riviera Maya. Costa Maya visitors will find the city is a good spot for big box store purchases, home to some nice spots to eat, and has a nightlife scene on weekends. It’s not the raunchy, rowdy craziness of up north, but it’s nice to see a few neon lights now and then and music loud enough to get your blood flowing.

Chetumal is a waypoint to or from Belize, but there’s plenty to see and do here too. Maya ruins will be yours to walk around, and lazy lagoon waters beckon SUPers and sea kayakers. Zipping to Belize by boat is fast, economical and fun. Or hire one to go to Xcalak. It’s a great hub to be in if you plan to explore the region.
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TOP TIP

Watch out if a ‘tourist in trouble’ (especially a priest) approaches you in a panic with a story about lost luggage, a mix-up with his wife’s medicine, needing money to get somewhere... It’s a con job that’s been going for 20 years. Don’t be fooled.




Enigmatic & Near Forgotten: Dzibanché, Kohunlich & Kinichná

INCREDIBLE RUINS, ALMOST UNVISITED

Though separate ruins, Dzibanché, Kohunlich and Kinichná are frequently visited on the same day as they make an easy day trip out of Chetumal. Each of these stunning spots is easily worth a trip just on its own, but together, they’re even more impressive.

Kohunlich is famous for its giant red masks (pictured left), which stare out in eerie realism from beneath shaded palapa protection. They’ve been the focus of conspiracy theories about alien landings and a host of other balderdash, but what’s undeniable is how amazing they are. Initially protected by a now-removed layer above them, the masks still show vivid red color even centuries later. And the expressions do invoke wonder, reverence and a sense of something truly holy.

Dzibanché, likely linked to the larger, more impressive ‘snake’ kingdom of Calakmul, to the west, is known for structures that exhibit the influence of Teotihuacan, the Aztec kingdom near Mexico City.

Kinichná, nearby, is yet another ruin in this area, with large structures and photogenic trees whose roots grow up through the stones, not unlike a Ghibli-imagined scene.

The beauty of these places is self-evident, but the best part is that – at least for now – these beautiful ruins get very little traffic, so you’ll be sharing them with only a few other people.
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SLEEP, EAT & DO IN CHETUMAL

Hotel Noor

Clean and simple hotel with a pool, within walking distance of the ferries to Belize.

Sergio’s Pizzas

If you’re craving Italian after all that poc chuc (grilled pork), you’ll appreciate Sergio’s, an old Chetumal standby.

Museo de la Cultura Maya

Chetumal’s museum of Maya art and culture is an excellent way to spend an indoor afternoon.



PLACES TO EAT IN CHETUMAL

El Abuelo

Overlooking the Laguna Milagros, this open-air restaurant draws deserving praise for its seafood. $$

Marisquería El Taco Loco

A local favorite, try the house specialty, camaron empanizado (breaded shrimp) or the fish taco sautéed in butter. $$

Vi-Salud

Set in an atmospheric century-old house, this is a beloved breakfast spot with plenty of options for vegetarians. $
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Getting Around

Getting out of Chetumal requires a car. Whether you rent one and drive on your own, take a colectivo or hire a taxi is up to you. If you opt for the latter, check beforehand and arrange whether you want to see one, two or all three of the ruins, as they may quote you only for two. It takes about an hour or so to explore each one, so visiting all three places will take most of the day.

The cheapest way into Belize is by bus, but travelers – especially lone travelers – should be aware that unscrupulous border-crossing agents there often make you wait at the end of the line, forcing you to miss your bus. Be sure to take all your belongings with you when you enter the customs area for this reason, and ideally, pay the driver a tip to not leave without you if you get into trouble. Taxis and ferries don’t have this issue, so they’re worth considering if your budget allows.

If you’re waiting at the ferry docks, try looking in the trees: a number of spectacular iguanas live in the mangroves near the guard booth.






YUCATÁN STATE & THE MAYA HEARTLAND
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CULTURE, ANCIENT RUINS AND WILDLIFE

Culturally rich cities, towering Maya temples and verdant biosphere reserves set the stage for memorable adventures in the heart of the Yucatán Peninsula.
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Sitting regally on the northern tip of the peninsula, Yucatán state sees less mass tourism than its flashy and mass-market neighbor, Quintana Roo. It is sophisticated and savvy, and the perfect spot for travelers more interested in cultural exploration than shore life. While there are a few good beaches in Celestún and Progreso, most people come to this area to explore the ancient Maya sites peppered throughout the region, like the Ruta Puuc, which will take you to four or five ruins in just a day.

Visitors also come to see the collision of past and present in the cloistered corners of historic cities, to experience the once vast estates that produced agave-plant fibers, and to discover the energy, spirit and subtle contrasts of this diverse corner of southeastern Mexico.

Much of the interior is truly the Maya heartland. The homes of today’s rural Maya remain wood-framed huts with lean-to roofs of palm (though many now live in concrete houses; ironically, these are hot boxes and not as environmentally suited as traditional homes), and many Maya still tend to prefer hammocks to beds. Some Maya in these parts continue to honor the gods of rain, wind and agriculture, just as their ancestors did before them. And shaman (called H-men) are still sought after for their wisdom and traditional cures.
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THE MAIN AREAS

MÉRIDA

Historic, culturally rich capital.

UXMAL & THE RUTA PUUC

Dramatic ruins amid the forests.

VALLADOLID

Vibrant colonial city.

CHICHÉN ITZÁ

Awe-inspiring Maya temples.



Find Your Way

Yucatán state stretches across a large swath of Mexico’s most famous peninsula, and is home to historic cities, wildlife-filled nature reserves, scenic beaches and some of the world’s most impressive Maya ruins.


[image: ]

Plan Your Time

You could spend a few days in Yucatán state visiting the highlights, or pass a week or more dividing your time between Maya temples, nature reserves and vibrant city neighborhoods.
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IF YOU ONLY HAVE ONE DAY

• Rise early to visit Chichén Itzá, one of the most important and well-preserved Maya sites in the country. If you arrive at opening time, you’ll beat the worst of the crowds.

• Spend a few hours exploring the site, then head to Valladolid. Grab lunch and a chaya smoothie at Yerbabuena del Sisal, visit the 16th-century Convento de San Bernardino de Siena and take a stroll along the shop-lined lane of Calzada de los Frailes. Take a break from the heat with a swim in the Cenote Zací.

• Later celebrate the day over traditional Maya cooking at Ix Cat Ik.




A THREE-DAY WEEKEND

• After a day in Chichén Itzá and Valladolid, continue on to Mérida, home to a vibrant historic center.

• Peer back through the years at the Casa de Montejo and the Palacio de Gobierno, then immerse yourself in Maya culture at the Gran Museo del Mundo Maya. Later catch live music at La Negrita.

• In the morning, motor down to Uxmal for Maya ruins and chocolate lore at Choco-Story.

• On your last day, go to Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún for wildlife-watching in a biosphere reserve, and have a seafood feast on the beach.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• Spend another day in Mérida, strolling past (and through) the grand buildings and hidden boutiques on Paseo de Montejo. Mérida makes a good base for day trips.

• You can head north to Progreso for some downtime on the beach, and go south for tours of former henequén estates followed by swims in beautiful cenotes.

• Go back through Valladolid, stopping en route at pretty Izamal, then drive up to Ek’ Balam for an ascent up a lofty pyramid. Continue north to Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Lagartos, a laid-back fishing village surrounded by a biosphere reserve that’s famed for its flamingos.



Seasonal Highlights

You’ll always encounter steamy days here in the tropics, but November to March are slightly cooler months. The biggest festivals are from January through April, while hurricanes threaten from June to November.

JANUARY

During Mérida Fest, the capital hosts free outdoor concerts along with art exhibits, dance performances and book presentations.
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FEBRUARY

Carnaval features colorful floats, dancers in costumes and nonstop festivities. It’s celebrated with vigor in Mérida.
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MARCH

It’s breeding season for flamingos, making it a prime time for bird-watching along the coast.

[image: jpg]

MIGUEL DIAZ PEREZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

JULY

Hurricane season doesn’t dampen the excitement for traditional fests like Río Lagarto’s music-filled Feria de Santiago.
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SEPTEMBER

During the fall (and spring) equinox, a shadowy serpent appears to slither down the main temple stairs in Chichén Itzá.
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OCTOBER

Late October to early November features Día de Muertos celebrations. Live music, processions and festive gatherings in cemeteries.
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DECEMBER

Izamal celebrates its favorite miracle-working statue during the Día de la Virgen de la Inmaculada Concepción.

[image: jpg]

GERARDO VILLARROEL CORTES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©




MÉRIDA
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Since the Spanish conquest, Mérida has been the cultural capital of the entire Yucatán Peninsula. A delightful blend of provincial and cosmopolitan, it is a town steeped in history, with narrow cobblestone streets, broad leafy plazas and the region’s best museums, including a fantastic collection of Maya archaeological finds. Expect excellent cuisine, atmospheric accommodations options, thriving markets and a packed calendar of cultural events, with events happening just about every night. It’s also a perfect place from which to kick off your adventure into the rest of Yucatán state, with dozens of sites – both laid-back coastal enclaves and vast Maya ruins – within easy striking distance.

Long popular with European travelers looking to go beyond the hubbub of Quintana Roo’s resort towns, Mérida attracts many visitors, but it’s too big to feel like a tourist trap. And as the capital of Yucatán state, Mérida is also the cultural crossroads of the region.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Palacio Cantón

SIGHTS

2Casa de Montejo

3Catedral de San Ildefonso

4El Minaret

5Iglesia de Jesús

6Montejo 495

7Museo de la Ciudad

8Museo Fernando García Ponce-MACAY

9Palacio de Gobierno

10Parque Hidalgo

11Parque Santa Lucía

12Paseo de la Revolución

13Paseo de Montejo

14Plaza Grande

15Quinta Montes Molina

EATING

16Dulcería y Sorbetería Colón

17Mercado Municipal Lucas de Gálvez

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

18Mercado 60

SHOPPING

19Casa T’hō

20Cielo Hamacas

21Poshería




TOP TIP

In an effort to make the city more bike-friendly, Mérida closes down the main stretch of Paseo de Montejo to traffic on Sunday morning (from 8am to noon). Rent bikes from BiciMérida, conveniently located at the southern end of the Paseo.




LAND OF GREEN GOLD

The henequén barons all had lavish homes in Mérida, but for a look at the abysmal working conditions on the plantations that fueled their wealth, visit the estates south of Mérida. You can learn about the abysmal working conditions and see vintage machinery in action at Sotuta de Peón.





Grand Architecture of the Historic Center

ICONS OF CENTURIES PAST

The heart of Mérida is its historic center, with its medley of photogenic buildings and dynamic street life. Feel the pulse of the city in the picturesque Plaza Grande, which has huge laurel trees shading the park’s benches and wide sidewalks. Be sure to return by night, when there are often concerts and other events.

On the plaza’s south side, have a look at the Casa de Montejo, which dates from 1540. Note the facade with its triumphant conquistadors standing on the heads of generic barbarians (though they’re not Maya, the association is inescapable). There are also busts of Montejo the Elder, his wife and his daughter, who once lived in the mansion.

Continue across to the Palacio de Gobierno, an 1892 building that houses Yucatán’s state executive government offices. Head across the courtyard and upstairs while taking in the lavish murals and oil paintings by local artist Fernando Castro Pacheco. Completed in the late 1970s, they portray a symbolic history of the Maya and their interaction with the Spaniards and give excellent context to any trip around the region.

One of the oldest cathedrals in the Americas faces the east side of the plaza. The 16th-century Catedral de San Ildefonso was built atop a former Maya temple, and builders even used some of the stone from the ancient site. Inside, the massive crucifix behind the altar is known as Cristo de la Unidad (Christ of Unity), a symbol of reconciliation between those of Spanish and Maya heritage.
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BEST NIGHTLIFE IN MÉRIDA

Pipiripau Bar

The atmospheric cantina has several rooms for knocking back the excellent mezcal cocktails, as well as a garden where there is sometimes live music.

Mercado 60

For a fun night of booze and international fare, head to this lively food and cocktail hall, with live music (and dancing) most nights.

La Negrita

Iconic hot spot with tropical grooves (including live salsa) and a back garden.

Bird

Beautifully designed bar featuring brassy jazz beats, craft beer and delicious food made from scratch (including the best pizzas in town).

La Fundación Mezcalería

The reasonably priced mezcals, beers and cocktails flow all night at this retro-styled bar with nightly live music.



WHERE TO FIND CAFES IN MÉRIDA

Manifesto

Small but atmospheric cafe run by a trio from Calabria, Italy, that serves some of Mérida’s best coffees.

El Apapacho

Bohemian cafe and bookshop with a mural-filled backyard and a veg-friendly menu.

Voltacafé Santa Lucia

Inviting anytime space with well-pulled espressos, breakfast burritos and chilaquiles (fried tortilla strips).

Treasures of Past & Present

MARKETS, MUSEUMS & PLAZAS

After seeing Mérida’s key sites around the Plaza Grande, take a scenic stroll to discover the city’s lesser known attractions. Start off with a wander through the Paseo de la Revolución, a long atrium that features changing artwork. Halfway down the tunnel, visit the Museo Fernando García Ponce-MACAY, a museum with a collection featuring works by Yucatán’s most famous painters of the Realist and Ruptura periods. It’s set in the former archbishop’s palace.

Head three blocks southeast of the plaza for more insight into the past at the Museo de la Ciudad. Housed in the old post office, this museum traces the city’s history from the preconquest days up through the belle epoque period, when henequén (sisal) brought riches to the region, and into the 20th century.

Nearby, you can immerse yourself in the bustling epicenter of Mérida’s market district at the Mercado Municipal Lucas de Gálvez. Vendors sell everything from panuchos (fried tortillas stuffed with beans and topped with meat and veggies) to ceviche. In the chaotic surrounding streets, you’ll also find arts and crafts for sale.

Continue north along scenic Calle 60. At the Parque Hidalgo, stop for an ice cream or a coffee, before strolling across the plaza to the side of Iglesia de Jesús. Dating back to the 17th century, the church was built from a destroyed Maya temple, and you can still see several stones bearing Maya carvings.

A few blocks north of there, you’ll reach the pretty little Parque Santa Lucía. The arcades on the north and west sides house several restaurants, and the outdoor tables offer prime people-watching.

WHERE TO EAT YUCATECAN CUISINE

La Chaya Maya

Feast on all the Yucatecan classics at this much-loved restaurant with multiple locations. $$

Apoala

Feast under the arches in lovely Parque Santa Lucía on creative dishes that fuse Oaxacan and Yucatecan recipes. $$$

Picheta

Head to the rooftop terrace above Plaza Grande for contemporary cuisine and imaginative cocktails. $$$


DELVING INTO THE MAYA WORLD

The Gran Museo del Mundo Maya is one of Mexico’s best museums dedicated to the Maya.

It houses a permanent collection of more than 1100 remarkably well-preserved artifacts, including a reclining chac-mool sculpture from Chichén Itzá and a cool underworld figure unearthed at Ek’ Balam (check out his punk-rock skull belt and reptile headdress).

If you’re planning to visit the area’s ruins, drop by here first for some context and an up-close look at some of the fascinating pieces found at the sites. The museum also delves into Maya traditions, past and present.

You’ll find it about 12km north of downtown on the road to Progreso. Buses marked ‘Siglo XXI’ or ‘Tapetes’ will get you there (catch one on Calle 56 near Calle 61).



Strolling the Paseo de Montejo

ARCHITECTURE, BOUTIQUES & POX

Mérida’s 19th-century city planners modeled the wide boulevard of Paseo de Montejo on the Champs-Élysées in Paris. Beginning just north of the historic district, a small roundabout near Calle 47 marks the start of this easygoing amble up an avenue lined with grand buildings and tree-lined sidewalks.


One block up, the Casa T’hō houses a small collection of boutiques selling clothing, jewelry, housewares, artwork and crafts. It’s set in an early 19th-century mansion, with a courtyard restaurant and cafe serving a mix of Yucatecan and international fare.

Poshería, on the next block, is the best place in town to learn about pox, a traditional distilled spirit that was born in the indigenous Maya community in Chiapas. You can try a variety of shots of the corn-based liquor or pick up a bottle or three to take home. The colorful shop also sells a small selection of handicrafts. Next door, browse the high-quality hammocks for sale at Cielo Hamacas.

For a break from the heat, you’ll find icy refreshment at Dulcería y Sorbetería Colón, a Mérida landmark. Here tropical fruit sorbets are served in elegant glass bowls; try a unique flavor like zapote, guava or tamarind.

Continue up to Calle 35 and cross the street to visit Quinta Montes Molina, which gives a sense of the splendor and grandeur of the ‘Oro Verde’ (Green Gold) henequén era. Head back down along the west side of the paseo, stopping to admire majestic buildings like El Minaret, a 1908 confection named after its minaret-like tower. Further along, there’s more grand architecture at the 1911 Palacio Cantón, the former governor’s home, which today houses a fascinating anthropology museum. You can also stop at Montejo 495, another lavish mansion museum that shows how the wealthy lived in the early 20th century (book a tour in advance).
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I LIVE HERE: YUCATECAN INGREDIENTS
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Walking guide Melissa Gabriela Aguilar Cervantes  (@meridaestacionmexico) shares insights into Yucatecan cooking.

Yucatan is one of the best states in Mexico for its cuisine. Three recados (a hard-to-translate type of spice paste) are the building blocks of many Yucatecan dishes. You’ll find a green kind used in papadzules, which are like enchiladas but made from a sauce of pumpkin seeds. Red sauces, featuring achiote, give a rich flavor to cochinita pibil (a roast pork dish), and there are black sauces, like what you find in relleno negro (a stew featuring charred peppers). My favorite dish though is queso relleno, made of cheese, cream of pumpkin seeds and masa (cornmeal).




Getting Around

Most parts of Mérida that you’ll want to visit are within 10 blocks of Plaza Grande – which means walking is often the best way to get around. Mérida’s main bus terminal is the ADO Centro Histórico TAME (Calle 69 near Calle 68), which has buses to major destinations and to the airport.





Beyond Mérida
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You could spend many days exploring Mérida’s surrounds, with its mix of nature reserves, seaside towns, historic estates and fabled monasteries.


There’s a lot to see and do within a 1½-hour drive of Mérida. Tucked amid the forests south of the city are the old henequén plantations, some still used for cultivating leaves, others transformed into upscale lodgings with restaurants and swimming pools overlooking manicured gardens.

Though lacking Caribbean beaches, Yucatán state has an alluring coastline, from the vibrant beachfront town of Progreso to the more low-key fishing village of Celestún perched near a major nature reserve. Beyond these attractions, there are hundreds of seldom-visited cenotes and caves, and traditional villages where life moves at an agrarian pace and people speak Maya.
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TOP TIP

You’ll find plenty of unique places to stay, including rustic seaside cabins (Perla Escondida) and historic estates (Sotuta de Peón).




Slow Travel in a Biosphere Reserve

COMMUNITY-RUN ECOTOURISM

A sun-scorched fishing village on the west coast, Celestún is the gateway to the Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún, a wildlife sanctuary abounding in birdlife, where large colonies of flamingos are the star attraction. While there are plenty of motorboat operators who depart from the beach, it’s much more enjoyable (not to mention better for the wildlife) to book a more sustainable excursion offered by ecotourism pioneer Guardianes de los Manglares de Dzinintún (contact them by WhatsApp 999-645-4310 to avoid similarly named copycat imitators).

Opt to do some paddling (in a single or double kayak) or let the guide do the work, poling you quietly along in a canoe while you watch for wildlife. Gliding across tea-colored waters, you’ll pass through mangrove tunnels and into picturesque heart-shaped lagoons, with kingfishers flitting past and cormorants on mooring posts drying their wings in the sun. Flamingos play a starring role, especially from February through April, when huge flocks are present. Celestún and the biosphere reserve lie about 90km west of Mérida.
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I LIVE HERE: BIODIVERSITY HOT SPOT
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Founder of the cooperative Guardianes de los Manglares de Dzinintún (@guardianesdzinintun), José Isaías Uh Canul has a deep passion for Celestún’s mangrove forests, and has played a leading role in reforestation over the past 20 years.

The mangroves serve as an important barrier for coastal protection against hurricanes, and they also support an entire ecosystem.

They are home to ocelots, coati, raccoons, snakes, crocodiles and countless birds – including some species like herons that build their nests in the trees.

The roots are equally essential to marine life, with many fish species reproducing and laying their eggs in this protected area.

My advice: before you take an excursion, find a guide with a green heart, one who really loves this place and its incredible biodiversity.



SEAFOOD ON THE SHORE

La Ramada de la Tía Candi

Laid-back, family-run spot on the beach for coconut shrimp followed by a swim. $$

Los Pámpanos

With tables on the sand, this is a good sunset spot for flavorful ceviches and margaritas. $$

La Palapa

Iconic spot on the waterfront with an expansive menu and indoor and outdoor dining. $$


Biking the Wilderness

SCENIC BACKROADS AND RUINS

The Hacienda Real de Salinas, located 5km south of Celestún (and 93km from Mérida), makes a memorable destination for a DIY cycling adventure. This abandoned estate once produced dye-wood and salt, and served as a summer home for a Campeche family. You can wander the ruins, noting the shells in the wall mixed into the building material, as well as pieces of French roof tiles that served as ballast in ships on the journey from Europe. Coming south from town on Calle 4, go left at the Y junction (an unpaved road that flanks Puerto Abrigo), and follow this little traveled dirt lane past lagoons where flamingos, black-necked stilts and herons are sometimes spotted. You can hire bikes from Casa Bacab (Calle 11 near Calle 12).


DIY ADVENTURES FROM PROGRESO

After heading east from Progreso along Hwy 27 for 35km, you’ll reach the mangrove-lined Laguna Rosada (Pink Lagoon). Turn right on the Dzemul–Xtampú road to look for flamingos and other birds, and to visit the little-known Maya ruins of Xcambó.

Back on Hwy 27, continue another 5km east to reach Reserva Ecológica Sayachaltun, a community-run nature reserve where you can go kayaking or take a mud bath.

A few kilometers further, stop for a meal in the seaside village of Telchac Puerto, or keep going to Dzilam de Bravo. The small settlement is home to the delightful Perla Escondida, which has rustic cabins and offers memorable excursions.



Waterside Adventures in Progreso

BEACHES, PROMENADES AND SWIMMING HOLES

If Mérida’s heat has you ready for a quick seaside escape, or if you want to see the longest pier (6.5km) in Mexico, head to Progreso (aka Puerto Progreso). The Malecón (waterfront promenade) can get packed with diners, drinkers and over-sunned tourists, as can the beach in front of it, but they’re both great places to unwind, especially for families. Start off at Muelle de Pescadores (fishing pier), then make your way east, passing outdoor restaurants, a skating park, some notable ice-cream shops (like Gelatopia) and the dinosaur-themed Museo del Meteorito, which is popular with kids. There’s also a small amusement park open in the evenings (6pm to 11pm).

Just east of Progreso’s main beach, but separated by the port, is the Playa de Cerditos, better known by its English moniker, Pig Beach. True to name, this scenic sandy stretch is where black-and-white rescue pigs spend their days (mostly in a pen) from 8am to 6pm. They roam the sands several times a day (currently 11am, 3pm and 5pm) when they freely interact with visitors (usually in search of food).

Another fine place to cool off is at the Reserva Ecológica El Corchito. Here you can go for a dip in one of several freshwater swimming holes surrounded by mangroves. Admission includes the motorboat ride across the canal to reach the reserve. El Corchito is home to raccoons and coatis, as well as turtles and small fish (no food, sunscreen or plastic bags allowed).

WHERE TO EAT IN PROGRESO

Crabster

Stylish restaurant serving upscale seafood-centric cuisine from an ideal malecón (beach promenade) spot. $$$

La Antigua

The historic restaurant has a veranda and pool, plus a menu of classic fare (great breakfasts). $$

Eladio’s

A Progreso favorite for its beachfront location and abundant complementary appetizers. $$


Exploring the Ciudad Amarillo

VISITING A MONASTERY, MAYA TEMPLE & CRAFT MUSEUM

A one-hour drive east of Mérida, Izamal earned its nick-name Ciudad Amarillo (the yellow city) for its bright yellow colonial-era buildings. The small town with its quaint plazas and horse-drawn carriages is best known for the massive Convento de San Antonio de Padua, a still functioning 16th-century monastery.

From the main plaza, take the ramp up to reach the vast arcaded courtyard, reputedly the second largest in the world after St Peter’s in Rome. The monastery’s principal church is the Santuario de la Virgen de Izamal, which is flanked by 16th-century frescoes beside the entrance. The interior is rather austere apart from the lavish gilded altarpiece. To peer inside the monastery, join a guided tour, where you’ll get a glimpse of the small cloister and a Marian museum devoted to the convent’s star attraction: the statue of the Virgin of Izamal, the patron saint of the Yucatan. Numerous miracles are attributed to the 16th-century statue, and it has long attracted pilgrims – including Pope John Paul II, who visited in 1993 and gifted a crown to the Virgin.

A few blocks northeast of the plaza, you can visit Kinich-Kakmó, one of the town’s original Maya pyramids. Ascend to the top of the 34m structure for sweeping views over town and the countryside beyond.


Izamal is also known for its craft-making traditions. Just across the square from the monastery, the Centro Cultural y Artesanal showcases popular art from around Mexico. You’ll find some beautifully imaginative works in fabric, paper and clay, including an elaborate funeral procession featuring a colorfully costumed, skeleton-esque cortege.
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THE GODS OF IZAMAL

In ancient times Izamal was a center for the worship of the supreme Maya god Itzamná and the sun god Kinich-Kakmó. A dozen temple pyramids were devoted to these or other gods. No doubt these bold expressions of Maya religiosity are why the Spanish colonists chose Izamal as the site for an enormous and impressive Franciscan monastery.

In fact, after the Spaniards conquered Izamal, they destroyed the major Maya temple, and used its stones in constructing the Convento de San Antonio de Padua. Under the monastery’s arcades, you can spot stones with Maya carvings.




LEARNING ABOUT THE MAYA

A great place to learn about Maya beliefs and cultural traditions is the excellent Gran Museo del Mundo Maya in Mérida.



WHERE TO EAT IN IZAMAL

Kinich

Showcases outstanding Yucatecan cuisine served in a massive palapa by servers in traditional dress. $$

Restaurante Zamna

Authentic home-cooked food, prepared in a huge open-sided thatched hut. $$

Restaurante Los Arcos

On the main plaza, this atmospheric spot has a small garden and serves Mexican classics and vegetarian fare. $$

A Road Trip into the Past

FADED SISAL ESTATES AND CENOTES

Some call it henequén, others call it sisal; call it what you will – the lance-leaved plant used to create strong maritime rope and twine was ‘green gold’ from the late 19th century through the 1940s. It was during this time that the ‘sisal barons’ of Yucatán built their elaborate haciendas for the booming business. The Maya laborers, on the other hand, saw little of that wealth.

Sotuta de Peón, located some 32km south of Mérida (a 50-minute drive from the center), is the only working henequén hacienda in the world. Reserve ahead to take one of several daily tours. Bilingual guides will take you through the process from growing the plant (it takes a seedling seven years before it can be harvested) until its fibers are packed into giant 200kg bales – which take about 8000 leaves to create. You’ll take a peak inside the beautifully restored big house, set with period furnishings, and learn about the horrific conditions for the laborers: those who didn’t meet their quota of picking 2500 leaves per day were whipped in front of the other workers.

You’ll see the old-fashioned way of producing fibers, and also see massive scraping machines that revolutionized the industry. Afterwards, you’ll hop in a horse-drawn cart and clip-clop through the countryside out to an inviting underground cenote for a swim.

Around 15km south, the Cenotes Hacienda Mucuyché is famed for its photogenic cenotes set amid the ruins of a once lavish henequén estate. Book in advance for the full experience, which includes a tour of the old buildings and swims in the crystalline waters of a verdant canal and two cenotes (one of which is named after the Empress Carlota of Mexico, who was the first to swim here in 1865).

On your way back to Mérida, loop up to Hacienda Yaxcopil, another faded henequén relic, complete with grazing goats taking in the scene. Here you can freely wander the French Renaissance–style buildings, many of which have undergone picturesque restorations. Don’t miss the gardens in the back and the separate complex with its vintage but still functioning machinery.


I LIVE HERE: THE SACRED TREE OF LIFE
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Sotuta de Peón guide and historian Felipe A Fuentes delves into the Maya cosmovision.

Known as Yax’ché to the Maya, the ceiba was the most sacred element of the landscape and it symbolized a communication link between the three levels of the universe.

The trunk represented the middle world where humans lived, the branches symbolized the upper realm as a conduit to the heavens, while the roots guided you to the underworld (Xibalba).

The tree sounds hollow if you tap on it, which according to Maya mythology is where the souls descended to Xibalba.

The lower part of the trunk can appear wider or swollen, which to the Maya was symbolic of a pregnant woman or even Mother Earth.




Getting Around

From Mérida, frequent buses make the 45-minute trip to Progreso (leaving from Autoprogreso bus station on Calle 62). From Mérida’s Noreste terminal (Calle 67 and 50) you can catch buses to either Celestún or Izamal. Transportation is more difficult to reach the old haciendas; you’re better off renting a car.






UXMAL & THE RUTA PUUC
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Uxmal (pronounced oosh-mahl) is an impressive set of ruins, which easily rank among the top (and most visited) Maya archaeological sites. It has an array of fascinating structures in good condition and some impressive ornamentation.

Uxmal was an important city in a region that encompassed the satellite towns of Sayil, Kabah, Xlapak and Labná. Although Uxmal means ‘Thrice Built’ in Maya, it was actually constructed five times. First settled about AD 600, Uxmal was influenced by highland Mexico in its architecture, most likely through contact fostered by trade. This influence is reflected in the town’s serpent imagery, phallic symbols and columns.

Uxmal is the most important site along the Ruta Puuc (Puuc Route), a forested region of rolling hills dotted with Maya temples. Apart from the rewards of getting off the beaten track, the sites offer some marvelous architectural detail and a deeper acquaintance with the Puuc Maya civilization.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Kabah

2Piramide del Adivino

SIGHTS

3Casa de las Tortugas

4Cuadrángulo de las Monjas

5Gran Pirámide

6Juego de Pelota

7Labná

8Palacio del Gobernador

9Sayil




TOP TIP

It’s possible to visit Uxmal and several temples along the Ruta Puuc in one long day trip from Mérida, but you’ll want to arrive right at opening time. Better, though, is to take your time and overnight in an atmospheric lodging option in nearby Santa Elena.




Exploring the Ruins of Uxmal

TEMPLES, GODS AND SCULPTURES

As you approach Uxmal, you’ll soon see the magnificent Pirámide del Adivino (aka the Casa del Adivino, which translates to ‘Magician’s House’), which was built and rebuilt over the centuries beginning around 600 CE. Note the unusual oval shape of the massive 35m-high temple. What you see is a restored version of the temple’s fifth incarnation (dating from around 1000 CE), consisting of round stones held rudely together with lots of cement. Decorated in elaborate Chenes style (a style that originated further south), the doorway proper forms the mouth of a gigantic Chaac mask.

Continue around the north face of the temple to reach the sprawling Cuadrángulo de las Monjas (‘Quadrangle of the Nuns’). Archaeologists guess variously that it was a military academy, royal school or palace complex. The long-nosed face of Chaac appears everywhere on the facades of the four separate temples that form the quadrangle. Several decorative elements on the exuberant facades show signs of Mexican, perhaps Totonac, influence. The feathered-serpent (Quetzalcóatl, or in Maya, Kukulcán) motif along the top of the west temple’s facade is one of these. Note also the stylized depictions of the na (traditional Maya thatched hut) over some of the doorways in the northern and southern buildings.


Pass through the corbeled arch in the middle of the south building of the quadrangle and continue down the slope to the Juego de Pelota (Ball Court). From here turn left and head up the steep slope and stairs to the large terrace.

The Casa de las Tortugas (House of the Turtles), which you’ll find on top of a hillside overlooking the Juego de Pelota, takes its name from the turtles carved on the cornice. The Maya associated turtles with the rain god Chaac. According to Maya myth, when the people suffered from drought, so did the turtles, and both prayed to Chaac to send rain. The frieze of short columns, or ‘rolled mats,’ that runs around the temple below the turtles is characteristic of the Puuc style.

Nearby, the Palacio del Gobernador, with its magnificent facade nearly 100m long, is arguably the most impressive structure at Uxmal. The buildings have walls filled with rubble, faced with cement and then covered in a thin veneer of limestone squares; the lower part of the facade is plain, the upper part festooned with stylized Chaac faces and geometric designs, often lattice-like or fretted.

On a small platform facing the east side of the palace, the Trono del Jaguar (Throne of the Jaguar) is a two-headed sculpture of a jaguar. Their bodies joined in the middle create a flat seat upon which the ruler of Uxmal would sit or stand. Curiously, when the jaguar was first discovered near its present location, no one thought to dig beneath the statue. In 1951, however, archaeologists discovered a trove, including beads, jade earrings, spear heads and obsidian knives – over 900 pieces in all.

Nearby, some 150 species of medicinal plants once grew here. They were likely cultivated by the Maya to treat stomach infections, snake bites and many other ailments.

Southwest of the Palacio del Gobernador, the 30m-high, nine-tiered Gran Pirámide has been restored only on its northern side. Archaeologists theorize that the quadrangle at its summit was largely destroyed in order to construct another pyramid above it. That work, for reasons unknown, was never completed. At the top are some stucco carvings of Chaac, birds and flowers.
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Pirámide del Adivino viewed from the Cuadr | RAFAEL MARTIN-GAITERO.SHUTTERSTOCK ©


I LIVE HERE: VALLADOLID’S ART SCENE
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Law student and chocolate connoisseur Beatriz Dzul Vela sheds light on the most important Maya drink.

The modern word for ‘chocolate’ comes from the Mayan words ‘Chocol Haa,’ which literally means ‘hot water.’ Espuma (foam) was an essential part of preparing the chocolate drink, which was used in rituals.

The Maya employed three different techniques: blowing through a hollow tube, using a wooden tool for stirring, or pouring the liquid back and forth between two equal-sized cups.

Creating the foam was a way of connecting or channeling the god of cacao (Ek Chuah) and it also represented the purity of the person preparing it. Some believe that if there was no foam created, the person making it might even be sacrificed.



ALTERNATIVE ACTIVITIES

Choco-Story

Get deep insight into chocolate (with tasting); the lush grounds have rescued spider monkeys and jaguars.

Museo de las Momias

See unusual mummified infants and learn about syncretic burial traditions (Maya-Catholic) in Santa Elena.

Grottoes Loltún

Tour through one of the largest dry-cave systems on the Yucatán Peninsula.
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Maya mask carvings, Uxmal | Angela Arenal/getty images ©


OFF-THE-BEATEN-PATH ADVENTURES

Near Calcehtok, some 40km northwest of Uxmal, a turnoff from the highway leads down a rough and narrow road that hides some outstanding attractions.

For adventure, make an excursion through the Grutas de Calcehtok, a cave system you can explore through belly crawls, rope descents and a shimmy through the ‘birth canal.’ Wear clothes you don’t mind getting filthy.

A few kilometers on, Oxkintok is a rarely visited Maya site that’s home to ancient inscriptions, plus a 15m climbable pyramid offering fine views.

Two kilometers further west, the caves of Aktun Usil were considered a sacred Maya site and entrance to the underworld. See petroglyphs and cave paintings on a guided tour (contact Victor or Lourdes via WhatsApp at 999-214-1342).



WHERE TO STAY ON THE RUTA PUUC

Nueva Altía

Eco-friendly bungalows with hammock-strung balconies in a forested setting near Santa Elena. $$

Hacienda Uxmal

Historic property with lovely tile work, wrought iron, high ceilings and a beautiful swimming pool. $$$

Pickled Onion

Charming Santa Elena spot with palapa-roof cabañas, a swimming pool and a good restaurant. $$

Road Tripping Along the Ruta Puuc

OFF-THE-BEATEN PATH MAYA TEMPLES

Some 23km southeast of Uxmal, Kabah is home to the impressive Palacio de los Mascarones (Palace of the Masks). The facade is an amazing sight, covered in nearly 300 masks of Chaac, the rain god. Around the back, check out the two restored atlantes (male figures used as supporting columns). These are especially interesting, as they’re some of the very few 3D human figures you’ll see at the main Maya sites. One is headless and the other wears a jaguar mask atop his head.

Continue 10km south of Kabah to reach Sayil, which is best known for El Palacio, a huge three-tiered building with an 85m-long facade. Take the path south from the palace to reach a stela bearing the relief of a fertility god with an enormous phallus, now sadly weathered.

Further along, Labná was home to some 3000 Maya in the 9th century. To support such numbers in these arid hills, water was collected in dozens of chultunes (cisterns), several of which are still visible. El Palacio, the first building you encounter, is one of the longest in the Puuc region, and much of its decorative carving is in good shape. On the west corner of the main structure’s facade is a serpent’s head with a human face peering out from between its jaws, the symbol of the planet Venus. Toward the hill from this is an impressive Chaac mask, and nearby is the lower half of a human figure (possibly a ballplayer) in loincloth and leggings. Labná is best known for El Arco, a magnificent 6m-high arch with reliefs decorating its upper facade in an exuberantly Puuc style.


WHY I LOVE THE RUTA PUUC
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Regis St Louis, writer (@regisstlouis)

After traveling across the flat landscapes of northern Yucatan, I always feel like I’m entering another world when I find myself amid the rolling hills and thick forests of the Ruta Puuc.

I relish the experience of walking past the ruins of ancient temples being swallowed up by the jungle and stumbling upon rustic restaurants serving traditional Yucatecan fare.

It’s also a place to embrace slow travel. I love staying a few nights in the area (like the verdant retreat of Nueva Altía in Santa Elena) and taking the time to to chat with locals who are happy to share tips on hidden sights in this sparsely populated corner of Mexico.




Getting Around

Buses operated by Sur go to Uxmal from the ADO Centro Histórico TAME (Calle 69) in Mérida. There are several departures daily (including 9am), returning around 3pm and 5pm. If you get stuck, take a taxi to nearby Muna, where there are hourly colectivos back to Mérida. Public transport isn’t practical to reach other Ruta Puuc sites, so you’ll need a car.






VALLADOLID
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Once known as the Sultan of the East, Yucatán’s third-largest city is famed for its quiet streets and sun-splashed pastel walls. Valladolid is a delight to explore with its walkable center, intriguing art collections and hidden attractions (including an open-air cenote in downtown). The provincial town also makes a great hub for visits to Río Lagartos, Chichén Itzá, Ek’ Balam and a number of cenotes outside of town.

Before the Spanish arrived in 1545, the settlement served as the Maya ceremonial center of Zací (zah-KEE). The conquistadors, in typical fashion, tore the place down and used stones from the Maya village in churches and houses. During much of the colonial era, Valladolid’s physical isolation from Mérida kept it relatively autonomous from royal rule, and the Maya of the area suffered brutal exploitation, which continued after Mexican independence. Today Valladolid is a prosperous seat of agricultural commerce, augmented by some light industry and a growing tourist trade.
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Vegetable seller, Valladolid | Jess Kraft/Shutterstock ©

[image: ]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Calzada de los Frailes

2Casa de los Venados

SIGHTS

3Choco-Story

4Convento de San Bernardino de Siena

5Diez y Siete

6Iglesia de San Servacio

7Mercado Municipal

8Museo de Ropa Étnica de Mexico

9Parque Principal Francisco Cantón Rosado

ACTIVITIES

10Cenote Zací

EATING

11Tresvanbien

SHOPPING

12Caracol Púrpura

13Conesencia

14	Coqui Coqui Perfumeria

15Vernaculo




TOP TIP

Bicycles are a great way to see the town and get out to the cenotes; rent one at Ko’ox Balak, a few blocks west of the Parque Principal. You can also reach some cenotes by colectivo. These depart from different points around the center; ask the locals.





Exploring the Historic Center

FOLK ART, CENOTES AND CHOCOLATE

Start off in the leafy Parque Principal Francisco Cantón Rosado, the heart of the old city. Before heading off, you can pick up a snack from one of the vendors selling churros, ice cream or elotes (corn on the cob).

On the south side of the plaza, peak inside the imposing Iglesia de San Servacio. The original church was built in 1545, but demolished and rebuilt in the early 1700s following a violent atrocity the town wished to forget. Note the twin bell towers and the vertical openings used during rebellions to defend the church.

Half a block from the park, the Casa de los Venados holds one of the best private collections of folk art in the country. Visits are by guided tour (hourly 10am to 1pm), with docents leading you around an expat’s beautifully restored colonial home.

Head five blocks south to Museo de Ropa Étnica de Mexico (MUREM), a small but beautifully curated museum displaying traditional clothing from a number of Mexico’s different ethnic groups.


Retrace your steps back to the plaza and walk three blocks northeast to the Cenote Zací. The only cenote (natural pool) located in the city center is small but enticing and there’s also a good restaurant overlooking the water. Nearby, the buzzing Mercado Municipal has vendors selling fruits, vegetables, flowers and a few handicrafts. You can also find food stalls selling Yucatecan fare.

End the stroll at Choco-Story, a fascinating museum that delves into the world of chocolate, from its importance in Maya ceremonies to its later popularity with European royals.
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Cenote Samulá | Marco Bottigelli/Getty Images ©


BEST CENOTES NEAR VALLADOLID

Cenote Suytun

The favorite among Instagrammers, this underground cenote has a stone platform dramatically lit by sunlight streaming through an opening overhead. Go early or expect long lines for the obligatory photo.

Cenote X’Kekén y Samulá

Admission gets you into two separate cenotes some 7km southwest of Valladolid (a nice cycling distance). X’Kekén has a massive limestone formation with stalactites and artificial lighting. Samulá is a cavern pool with a roof hole and long hanging álamo roots.

Hacienda Oxmán Cenote

The former henequén plantation has a gorgeous cenote set in a collapsed cave with ample natural light. Tree roots cascading down to the pool add to the beauty.



WHERE TO EAT IN VALLADOLID

Yerbabuena del Sisal

Deliciously healthy dishes (many veg-friendly choices) served in a peaceful garden on Parque Sisal. $$

Mesón de Marqués

Overlooking the main plaza, you’ll find a beautiful courtyard restaurant, rooftop bar and historic hotel. $$$

Ix Cat Ik

Take a cab to reach this superb place, your best opportunity to eat traditional Maya cooking in Valladolid. $$$

Strolling the Calzada de los Frailes

ART, CRAFTS AND ARCHITECTURE

Originally dating from the 16th century, the Calzada de los Frailes (Friars’ Lane) connected Valladolid with the indigenous settlement of Sisal. Today this narrow 600m-long road is lined with unique shops and garden-backed cafes, along with some striking architecture from centuries past.

From Valladolid’s main park, it’s a couple of blocks west to the start of the lane. On the left side, the small boutique Vernaculo is known for its jaguar vases, candle holders and other unusual ceramics. A few paces along, there’s a nicely curated selection of crafts and clothing at Conesencia, including pottery, woven bags and dresses.

At elegant Coqui Coqui Perfumeria, you can browse the locally made perfumes featuring tropical accents or have coffee in the hidden courtyard cafe. Across the street, Tresvanbien fires up satisfying Argentinean empanadas, which you can enjoy in the back garden.

Nearby, the Diez y Siete gallery features rotating displays by talented local artists. You might even see resident artists at work painting in the back studio.

The bright green walls of Caracol Púrpura invite further explorations. Inside, you’ll walk past a sombrero-wearing Catrina (Day of the Dead skeleton) to see shelves arrayed with folk art and jewelry.

Further along on the right, you can check out a well-preserved remnant of traditional architecture. The Casa Maya, better known as the casita blanca, is a small white-washed house with a thatched roof and rounded walls.

At the southern end of the lane, cross the plaza and visit the fortresslike 16th-century Convento de San Bernardino de Siena. Inside the church and convent, you’ll find rose-colored walls, 16th-century frescoes and a small museum.


I LIVE HERE: VALLADOLID’S ART SCENE
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Artist Horazio Sánchez (www.horaziosanchez.com), who leads individualized community-focussed tours and has gallery shows around town, shares insight into Valladolid’s creative scene.

There are a handful of artists working in the area. One of the most established is a Chilean painter named Jaime Fierro, who lives in the small village of Tikuch, and creates a lot of works with Maya themes. Rafael Baca is originally from Mexico City but has been living here some years.You’ll find his alebrijes and other impressive works at his gallery Ik-Kan across from Cenote Zací. Daniel Baar creates a variety of imaginative works including street murals.




Getting Around

The historic center and other nearby sites (like the Calzada de los Frailes) are easy to navigate on foot, and bus terminals are also within easy walking distance of the center.





Beyond Valladolid


Climb to the top of ancient pyramids and slow-boat your way through biologically diverse wetlands in this captivating corner of the Yucatán.
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North of Valladolid, forest-lined Hwy 295 leads past fields and tranquil villages that hide remnants of is colonial and pre-hispanic past. The road ends at sleepy Río Lagartos (Alligator River), a fishing village that boasts the densest concentration of flamingos in Mexico. It’s an appealing base for adventures in the area, from wildlife-watching to exploring deserted beaches.

En route to the coast, it’s worth stopping at the scenic ruins of Ek’ Balam. This compact Maya site has some impressive temples and is much more manageable in size (and draws far fewer visitors) than Chichén Itzá. Intricate stucco facades, carvings and stela give insight into a place that was mysteriously abandoned 1000 years ago.
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Ek’Balam | Anton_Ivanov/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

On steamy days, you can cool off in X’Canché, a cenote with zipline, rope swing and rappelling near Ek’ Balam.




Climbing Ancient Temples

FORESTED MAYA RUINS

The fascinating ruined city of Ekʼ Balam reached its peak in the 8th century CE, before being suddenly abandoned. You’ll enter along a Sak bé (white road that was created by the Maya), which leads past fragments of the former walls that encircled the city and an impressive entrance arch.

Go right and pass by the Oval Palace, which vaguely resembles a massive multitiered cake made of stone. A small temple crowns the top, which may have been used for astronomical observations. Climb up for a view over the site, including the looming Acrópolis straight to the north.

Next to the Oval Palace is Structure 17, better known as Las Gemelas (‘the Twins’). True to name, two similar vaulted structures stand side by side atop a large foundation. Nearby, a thatch-roof structure protects a large stela that depicts two figures: the lower figure is quite possibly the great ruler of Ek’ Balam known as Ukit Kan Leʼk Tokʼ. Above him is another ruler (or ancestor) passing the ruling powers on to him. The inscribed date translates to 840 CE.

Continuing north, you’ll pass a pelota de juego ballcourt as you reach the Acrópolis, Ek’ Balam’s grandest building. Before climbing this towering 32m pyramid, note the 160m-long gallery – actually a series of separate chambers. On a landing before reaching the top, you’ll pass a temple with a gaping jaguar mouth, which serves as the entrance to the tomb of Ukit Kan Leʼk Tokʼ. Below the mouth are stucco skulls, while above and to the right sits an amazingly expressive figure. On the right side stand unusual winged human figures (some call them Maya angels, although a much more likely explanation is that they are shamans or medicine people). Keep climbing to reach a magnificent view over the ruins and the surrounding forest.


NORTHWARD BOUND

If you’re heading up to the coast, it’s worth stopping in Tizimín for a look at the 16th-century Iglesia de los Santos Reyes (Church of the Three Wise Kings) and the attached convent along the way. Note the three empty niches in the upper level, believed to be for icons of the Three Kings to whom the church is dedicated.

Some 6km northwest of Tizimín, the community-run Cenote Kikil is a lovely swimming spot surrounded by pretty landscaped gardens and a restaurant.

Come on a week-day, and you’ll have the turquoise waters largely to yourself.



UNIQUE STAYS BEYOND VALLADOLID

Genesis Eco-Oasis

Outside of Ek’ Balam, this lovely, ecofriendly guest-house makes a great base for cultural tourism. $$

Casona los Cedros

French-run guesthouse with stylish rooms, a photogenic pool and an excellent restaurant in Espita. $$$

Hacienda Kaan Ac

Stay in a 16th-century estate converted into an art-filled hotel surrounded by gardens. $$$

Adventures on the North Coast

FLAMINGOS, BOATING AND PINK LAGOONS

One of the Yucatán’s great unsung wilderness sanctuaries, the Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Lagartos harbors a wide range of plant and animal life tucked with a mangrove-lined estuary. Many operators lead trips, but ecotourism pioneers like Río Lagartos Adventures earn high marks for their conservationist approach.

Book an early morning or sunset boat trip for the best wildlife viewing. On a three-hour excursion, you’ll see alligators and a dazzling array of birds: frigate birds, osprey, cormorants, royal terns, kingfishers and various species of egrets and herons, along with the iconic flamingos.

Some 13km west of Rio Lagartos town, the fishing village of San Felipe is another great stop on the north coast. From a pier near Calle 6, a cooperative of boat drivers offer trips out to Isla Cerritos. Around 5km west of San Felipe, this tiny island was an important Maya trade hub, but remains deserted today – apart from the huge colonies of seabirds.

San Felipe’s other attraction is Isla Bonita, an island beach just across from the village. There’s a rustic restaurant with fresh catch of the day run by a kindhearted young family – Cejas (986-118-1630 Whatsapp) can ferry you across and he also offers tours.

Heading 24km east of Río Lagartos town, you’ll find another draw of the north coast, Las Coloradas. Here you’ll find a working salt extraction plant and a series of lagoons that appear quite pink at certain times (usually midday under full sun). You’ll have to pay to visit, opting for a guided tour either on foot, bicycle or in an open-sided truck.
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Pink lagoon, Las Coloradas | Alexey Oblov/Shutterstock ©


I LIVE HERE: AVIAN DIVERSITY
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Ecotourism pioneer and founder of Río Lagartos Adventures Diego Antonio Nuñez Martinez (@riolagartosadventures_)gives insight into the wonders of the biosphere reserve.

You’ll find a surprising number of different ecosystems in a relatively small space here in the biosphere reserve. There’s coastal dunes, wetlands, scrub forests, hardwood hammocks, mangroves and, further inland, rainforest.

There are endemic birds and plants that you won’t find any- where else. You might see an orange oriole, jacana, Yucatan jay, crested caracara or buff-bellied hummingbird, among many other species. The migration months of September to April can be amazing for seeing so many different types of birds.




Getting Around

Colectivos to Ek’ Balam depart Valladolid from a green taxi driveway on Calle 37, between Calles 42 and 44. To reach the coast, take a bus to Tizimín from Valladolid’s main station (corner of Calles 46 and 39) and transfer from there to a Noreste bus to Río Lagartos.






CHICHÉN ITZÁ
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The most-famous and best-restored of the Yucatán Maya sites, Chichén Itzá, while tremendously crowded, will still impress even the most jaded visitor. Indeed, its inclusion in the New Seven Wonders of the World in 2007 came as no surprise at all.

Chichén Itzá was first settled around the 6th century CE and remained a purely Maya city up until around 1000 CE. This is when the city came under the marked influence (either through conquest or by cross-cultural exchange) of the Toltec, a people based in Mexico’s central highlands. The substantial fusion of highland and Puuc architectural styles makes Chichén unique among the Yucatán Peninsula’s ruins, with images of both Chaac, the Maya rain god, and Quetzalcóatl (Kukulcán, in Maya), the plumed serpent, throughout the city.

No one knows why the great city was abandoned in the 15th century, but it remained the site of Maya pilgrimages for many years.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Pirámide de Kukulcán (El Castillo)

SIGHTS

2Cenote Sagrado (Sacred Cenote)

3El Caracol (Observatory)

4Gran Juego de Pelota (Great Ball Court)

5Nunnery (Edificio de las Monjas)

6Plataforma de Águilas y Jaguares (Platform of Eagles & Jaguars)

7Plataforma de Venus

8Plaza de las Mil Columnas (Plaza of a Thousand Columns)

9Templo de los Guerreros (Temple of the Warriors)

10Tzompantli (Platform of Skulls)




TOP TIP

At the vernal and autumnal equinoxes, the morning and afternoon sun produces a light-and-shadow illusion of the serpent ascending or descending the side of El Castillo’s staircase. The illusion is recreated in evening sound-and-light shows.
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Exploring the Great Maya City

ANCIENT WONDERS CARVED IN STONE

Upon entering Chichén Itzá, the Pyramid of Kukulcán (aka El Castillo) rises before you in all its grandeur. The first temple here was pre-Toltec, built around 800 CE, but the present 30m-high structure, built over the old one, has the plumed serpent sculpted along the stairways and Toltec warriors represented in the doorway carvings at the top of the temple.

The structure is actually a massive Maya calendar formed in stone. Each of El Castillo’s nine levels is divided in two by a staircase, making 18 separate terraces that commemorate the 18 20-day months of the Maya Vague Year. The four stairways have 91 steps each; add the top platform and the total is 365, the number of days in the year. On each facade of the pyramid are 52 flat panels, which are reminders of the 52 years in the Maya calendar round.

Northwest of the great pyramid, you can stroll through the center of the Gran Juego de Pelota, the largest and most impressive ball court in Mexico. Temples flank each end, while the towering parallel walls of the ball court are lined with stone reliefs, including scenes of decapitations of players.

Nearby, you’ll find the Tzompantli (Platform of Skulls). You can’t mistake it because the T-shaped platform is festooned with carved skulls. In ancient days this platform was used to display the heads of sacrificial victims.

Adjacent to the Tzompantli, the carvings on the Plataforma de las Águilas y los Jaguares (Platform of the Eagles & Jaguars) depict those animals gruesomely grabbing human hearts in their claws. It is thought that this platform was part of a temple dedicated to the military legions responsible for capturing sacrificial victims.

Next to it, the Plataforma de Venus has huge, ornate and superbly preserved plumed serpent heads extending on either side of the staircases leading up. It is thought that from the top of the platform the planet Venus, an important aspect of the Maya calendar, was tracked, though the site’s wider significance remains unclear.

From the Plataforma de Venus, a 400m rough stone sacbé (path) runs north to the Cenote Sagrado (Sacred Cenote), a water-filled sinkhole where victims were sacrificed to the gods. The cenote gave the city its name: Chichén Itzá means ‘mouth of the well of the Itzá’ – Itzá being an early Maya people.

Retrace your steps along the path and visit the Plaza de Mil Columnas (Plaza of a Thousand Columns), featuring a forest of pillars stretching south and east. The star attraction here is the Templo de los Guerreros (Temple of the Warriors), adorned with stucco and stone-carved animal deities.

Southeast of here, the rounded observatory known as El Caracol is one of Chichén Itzá’s most fascinating buildings. Maya Chaac rain-god masks adorn four external doors facing the cardinal points, while the windows in the observatory’s dome are aligned with the appearance of certain stars at specific dates. From the dome, the priests may have decreed the times for rituals, celebrations, corn-planting and harvests.

Thought by archaeologists to have been a palace for Maya royalty, the so-called Nunnery (Edificio de las Monjas), with its myriad rooms, resembled a European convent to the conquistadors, hence their name for the building. A smaller adjoining building to the east, known as La Iglesia (the Church), is covered almost entirely with carvings.


NATURAL WONDERS NEAR CHICHÉN ITZÁ

Cenote de Yokdzonot

This Maya-run cenote and park in the seldom-visited town of Yokdzonot, west of Chichén Itzá, makes a refreshing stop after a day at the sunbaked ruins. There is also an on-site restaurant, making it a decent lunch stop as well.

Cenote Ik-Kil

A short drive southeast of Chichén Itzá, a cenote here has been developed into a divine swimming spot. Small cascades of water plunge from the high limestone roof, which is ringed by greenery. Go at opening time (9am) to beat the tour groups that pile in from 11am onward.




MAYA TEMPLE TRAIL

Chichén Itzá is one of many impressive Maya sites in Yucatán state. You can also marvel at ancient engineering in Uxmal; it also has a worthwhile sound and light show) and see lesser known wonders along the Ruta Puuc.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR CHICHÉN ITZÁ

Hacienda Chichén

Near the Chichén Itzá entrance, this garden-like resort and spa has lovely bungalows. $$$

Villas Arqueológicas

Small, good-value hotel with a restaurant and pool near the ruins. $$

La Casa de las Lunas

Rooms open onto a small courtyard at this popular spot in Pisté, a five-minute drive from the ruins. $$
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Templo de los Guerreros | IR Stone/Shutterstock ©


DREDGING THE SACRED CENOTE

Around the year 1900, Edward Thompson, a Harvard professor and US consul to Yucatán, bought the hacienda that included Chichén Itzá. No doubt intrigued by local stories of female virgins being sacrificed to the Maya deities by being thrown into the site’s cenote, Thompson set to work dredging the cenote.

Gold and jade jewelry from all parts of Mexico and as far away as Colombia was recovered, along with other artifacts and a variety of human bones. It appears that all sorts of people – children and old people, the diseased and the injured, and the young and the vigorous – were forcibly obliged to take an eternal swim in Chichén’s Cenote Sagrado.




Getting Around

First-class buses from Cancún, Playa del Carmen, Tulum, Mérida and other major towns stop directly at the entrance to the ruins. Depending on where you’re coming from, there may only be one bus per day. For more flexibility, you can base in Valladolid (45km east) and take a colectivo, which run frequently throughout the day.






CAMPECHE STATE
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QUIET AND HISTORICAL

With its majestic Maya temples and stunning colonial cathedrals, Campeche won’t disappoint.
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Quiet Campeche state retains much of the sweetness that the Yucatán peninsula is famous for throughout Mexico, with plenty for visitors to see and do while remaining surprisingly authentic. Though the new Tren Maya will certainly change some of the area’s dynamics, for now it is an escape for travelers wanting to meet locals, see ruins that aren’t filled with bus tours, and sit on a coastline that’s free of both sargassum and other tourists.

There’s quite a bit of differ-ence between the coastline fishing and oil towns and the towns and villages inland. Some are mostly transport hubs and don’t have much for the tourist. But duck away from the rumbling trucks onto some of the backroads and you’ll find spectacular Maya ruins, quiet villages, beautiful forests and even some hills. On the coast you’ll find slow fishing towns where pelicans beg for scraps, shrimp and seafood can’t get fresher, and the ocean calmly kisses the warm, white sand.

Campeche City (pictured) has a stunning cathedral and a city wall around the old town center, which was erected to protect against pirates who repeatedly pillaged the city for centuries.

In Champotón, the Spanish touched foot on the New World in what would become the downfall of the Mesoamerican empires – Aztec, Maya and Inca would fall like dominoes.
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Structure II, Calakmul | Alfredo Matus/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CALAKMUL & THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL CORRIDOR

Chock-full of fascinating Maya ruins.

CHAMPOTÓN

The Spanish landed – the rest is history.

CAMPECHE CITY

Charming colonial city.




Find Your Way

Campeche is a large state and the corridor south into the rest of Mexico, with beautiful cities and enigmatic Maya ruins. There’s much to see and do here, so dive in.
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Plan Your Time

Campeche will seduce you if you let it. You’ll find yourself loving the relaxed pace, the quietness of even city life, and the beauty and majesty of jungle ruins.
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Templo del Dulce Nombre de Jesús, Campeche City | Radomir Rezny/Shutterstock ©


JUST A DAY

• No question, if you’re only going to spend a day here, you have to get to incredible Calakmul, the fearsome Snake Kingdom. You can do it as a day trip from Bacalar or Chetumal if you want to, but you’ll need to start very early in the day.

• Alternatively, stay overnight in Xpujil, which is much closer, or even at the ruin entrance (though that’s a fancier place and costs more). Getting there is part of the fun: a narrow road winds for about 60km into the jungle, and you’ll see turkeys and possibly coatis as well.




EXPLORING THE CORRIDOR

• If you have a little time and (ideally) your own transportation, you can do a lot of ruin hunting along the Archaeological Corridor in just a few days.

• Base yourself in Xpujil, and see Calakmul, the bat cave and maybe one of the small ruins like Becán or Chicanná.

• Be sure to get to the Xpuhil ruin and then to remote, mystical Hormiguero.

• If you head out to the west, you can get to see the incredible frieze at Balamkú. From there, head to quiet Champotón for some seaside fun, or to Campeche City, the region’s beautiful capital.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• For the truly intrepid explorer, visit all the ruins listed in the previous itineraries, and add Río Bec to your list. It’s only reachable by hiring a guide from the local ejido, who will take you there either in a 4x4 or ATVs.

• The road varies from passable to ‘I think this is where the road used to be’ so be prepared for some stops and perhaps even the use of a chainsaw to clear the path. Río Bec is unique, and its discovery coined the term Río Bec Style architecture.



Seasonal Highlights

While the region has some seasonal variation, plan for hot, humid and buggy weather most of the year. In July to November, add possible rain or a hurricane or two.

JANUARY

Take in Lerma’s Polkekén fiesta, where a tasty pig stew is the central attraction.
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FEBRUARY

Campeche’s Carnaval is the oldest in Mexico, celebrated since 1582.
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APRIL

Celebrate the amazing cowgirl at Campeche’s Vaquerita festival.
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MAY

Celebrate the awesomeness of the hipi japa (Panama hat) in the hatmaking town of Becal.
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JULY

La Virgen del Carmen is paraded around Ciudad del Carmen each July to celebrate (among other things) discovering oil just offshore.
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NOVEMBER

Check out Pomuch’s Día de Muertos tradition of cleaning the bones of their deceased.
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DECEMBER

It’s Feliz Navidad time, baby. Up go the Christmas trees, out come the carols. Just don’t hope for a white Christmas.
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CALAKMUL & THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL CORRIDOR
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Although there is a lot to see just off the main highway (Rte 186), nothing along here compares to the ruin of Calakmul. Feared throughout Yucatán, but particularly by its arch rival Tikal, the fearsome ‘Snake Kingdom’ ruthlessly crafted alliances to defeat its foes. The kingdom’s enormous structures, which lie deep in the jungle, are some of the highest in the Maya world. While the Calakmul site is a must-see, there are other sites worth stopping at as well, each as different to the other as are Tokyo, Paris and New Orleans. Of particular interest is the hidden frieze found inside a structure at Balamkú. If you can, take your time along the Corridor, stopping at as many ruins as you can.

[image: ]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Calakmul

SIGHTS

2Balamkú

3Becán

4Chicanná

5Cueva de los Murciélagos

6El Tigre

7Hormiguero

8Río Bec

see 1Structure I

see 1Structure II

9Xpuhil




TOP TIP

If you plan to stay a while, consider using Xpujil as your base. It’s got a handful of ruins within easy taxi distance, plus access to Calakmul and others such as Río Bec. It’s also the only town along the corridor with a handful of decent restaurants and hotels.




Calakmul, the Snake Kingdom

MAGNIFICENT AND FEARSOME LOST CITY

In many ways Calakmul is as remote as it gets without needing to hike or take a helicopter, a full hour’s drive through the jungle of the Biósphera Calakmul. As such, it’s about as different an experience from the bus tours, lines and selfie-takers of Chichén Itzá as can be.

When you finally reach the ruin, its majestic temples rising above the treetops, you’ll be surrounded by jungle as far as the eye can see. Time it right and you may only be sharing it with the inquisitive monkeys above you and the iridescent ocellated turkeys on the ground.

In its heyday, between 250 CE and 900 CE, Calakmul dominated the Yucatán, and consisted of over 50,000 people. The great city terrorized contemporaries Tikal and Palenque among many others, with influence extending all over Yucatán. Its rulers used cunning, outright power, as well as intermarriage to create alliances and subjugate other rival cities, which would either have to pay tribute, install Calakmul-approved leaders, or pass on their trading routes.


The ruin has over 6500 structures, many of which still remain unexcavated, and new discoveries are still being made, such as elaborate canals and reservoirs that allowed the kingdom to survive despite a lack of nearby lakes or rivers.

Make sure you climb the 45m-tall Structure II, one of the tallest and most massive pyramids in the Maya world, and the largest in Campeche. From the top, you can actually see El Mirador in Guatemala, if you know what to look for. You’ll also want to climb Structure I, assuming you have the energy. If you don’t, nobody will judge you: it’s hot, humid and the mosquitoes seem as big as hummingbirds.
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THE BAT TORNADO

If you’re heading west from Xpujil to Calakmul, you’ll pass a ‘bat crossing’ sign, which seems comically odd if you’re passing by in the middle of the day. Come back at dusk, however, and a short hike will take you to a cave known locally as Cueva de los Murciélagos, which comes out of the bottom of a dry cenote (limestone sinkhole).

Each evening, the bats come out and form a swirling tornado, one of the most incredible swarm sights you’ll see. It begins with one bat, then two, then 50, and then the cave fills.

Finally the bats leave, heading out through the forest to consume up to a third of their weight in insects each day. It’s a show worth seeing, and for once, the mosquitoes are the ones running for their lives.



WHERE TO STAY ALONG THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL CORRIDOR

Río Bec Dreams

A delightful hotel and restaurant with owners who are experts in the ruins.

Hotel Maya Balam

A simple spot a few blocks from the main road, with spartan rooms and on-site parking.

Hotel Puerta Calakmul

This is a fancy spot that’s about as close as you can get to the ruin entrance.

Get to Know Xpujil

GREAT FOR EXPLORING

The little, oft-overlooked town of Xpujil (Shpoo-heel) is a great spot to use as a base for exploring the many area ruins, and – don’t be confused! – there’s a ruin named Xpuhil here as well. The latter is fascinating because of its beautiful triple pyramid, Structure I, which was drawn with elaborate detail by the artist-archaeologist Tatiana Proskouriakoff. The site features elaborate Chenes and Río Bec Style decorations and some fascinating doors, stairways and chambers. Until recently you could ascend a stairway inside one of the temples and look out from above, but that has now been walled off to protect the structure. Some scholars think the tall ‘false’ temples, which appear to have a chamber but in fact don’t, were intended to mimic architecture seen in Guatemala’s Tikal. If so, it’s interesting that this would be the case when Tikal’s arch rival, powerful Calakmul, lay between the two sites. In each of Structure I’s three false temples, a flint ceremonial knife was found.

The town itself is oriented on the main highway, with a variety of local restaurants and a few hotels. While it’s likely to change substantially when the Tren Maya opens, it’s currently still a quiet, rather unassuming spot but nevertheless still the largest town in the region. If you’re going to make day trips to Calakmul, Hormiguero, or do the adventurous Río Bec journey, then you’ll want to stay here.
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BEST AREA RUINS

Each of these ruins should be in your list if you’re in the area:

Río Bec

A remote site in the jungle accessible only by 4x4, and the ruin that gave name to the Río Bec Style.

Becán

Fascinating structures and a protective moat in an easily accessible ruin near Xpujil.

Chicanná

Fearsome Chenesstyle ruin with gaping mouths, excellently preserved.

Hormiguero

Another Chenes-style ruin deep in the jungle, with false temples and monkeys in the trees.



WHERE TO EAT ALONG THE ARCHAEOLOGICAL CORRIDOR

Sazón Veracruzano

A popular roadside Xpujil spot with authentic Mexican dishes.

Ma’alob Kin

A popular spot for burgers, wraps and breakfasts, also in Xpujil.

Río Bec Dreams

This great hotel also has the best restaurant in the area; it’s open to non-guests.

A Hidden Masterpiece at Balamkú

STUNNING HIDDEN FRIEZE

Balamkú is a small ruin and as such might be easy to skip – but don’t. In 1990 archaeologists found that a tunnel dug by looters had exposed something nobody expected to find: part of a beautifully preserved stucco frieze. Excavations began and today this site is known for having one of the most impressive pieces of surviving Maya artwork in the world.

It’s housed inside the original structure. To reach it, many visitors climb up the outer shell (yes, you are still allowed to climb it! Whee!), never realizing that they should also go into it from a small door on the side. A guard will let you in and usually watch as you take in the astonishing masterpiece. It’s over 50ft long, too large to fit into most cameras’ ‘wide’ settings. Some of the original red paint is still visible, and it shows three different panels, each intricately and ornately decorated with figures, serpents, demons and glyphs. Unless you’ve just been to Bonampak, in Guatemala, or seen Rosalila in Copán, Honduras, this frieze puts any other stucco you’ve seen in the region thus far to shame.

Though there are some other structures to look at, such as a ball court and some small residences, they aren’t impressive compared to other nearby ruins.

Getting to Balamkú isn’t particularly hard even if you don’t have your own vehicle, as the site is close to the main road and you can flag down shared buses.


EL TIGRE

Tucked off in the far southwestern side of the Archaeological Corridor, near the sleepy riverside town of Candelaria, lies the ruin of El Tigre.

Situated as it was near the Río Candelaria, this city controlled trade for much of the region and has an impressive pyramid to climb, not quite as high as Calakmul but still impressive, as well as ball courts, residences, palaces and an impressive stucco mask.

Interestingly, it is believed that El Tigre (also known as Itzamkanac) was the site where Cuauhtémoc, the last Aztec ruler of Tenochtitlán, was finally executed by Spanish conquistador Hernan Cortéz after purportedly trying to mount an insurrection and escape.




Getting Around

The Tren Maya (Maya Train) is coming through, and with it, vast swaths of road and jungle are torn up, making it impossible to know exactly what will come down the line. But for now, the best way to get here is by car if you have one, or by a combi-nation of bus and taxi if you don’t.





Beyond Calakmul & the Archaeological Corridor


[image: ]

Step away from the road (or the tracks of the Maya Train) and you’ll be in some amazing jungle.


No one really knows how the Maya Train’s roaring reality will reshape an area that in the past has been forgotten by all but the most avid visitors. It could remain the same, sleepy, off-the-beaten-path wonder world that it always has been, with most train trippers opting to just keep going to Palenque after a stop at Calakmul. Or it may be that these next few years see a vast influx of tourism that will breathe life into the economy while snuffing out other qualities that set this region apart. Right now, it’s still mostly milpas (corn, bean and squash fields) and jungle, with a few ruins to see if you want to take the time.
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TOP TIP

Most people visiting Yucatán never leave its azure coasts, but those who do are glad they made the effort.




Off-the-Beaten-Track Río Bec

POWERFUL KINGDOM NEAR XPUJIL

Getting to Río Bec is not for ruin beginners. There are no bus tours. There are barely even roads, and those that do exist are often impassible due to mud or fallen trees. Instead, you’ll need to make arrangements at the ejido (communal landholding community) 20 de Noviembre, near Xpujil, or inquire at the latter town’s tourist information booth. A guide will know whether it’s possible to go, and if you get the all clear, that’s when the fun begins, usually at around 8am or even earlier. It takes about 1½ to two hours of 4x4 travel to get to the site, bouncing over ruts that seem big enough to park a compact car in, or sloshing through puddles that swallow tires up to the axles. If you’re lucky, you won’t have to use a machete or chainsaw, but the guide may have both just in case.

When you finally get there, the ruin is surprisingly restored, with wide grassy clearings where you can walk around the structures, and some you can ascend. There are two main groups; in Group B, the five unique elements of Río Bec architecture are visible: a false god above a false temple, false steps leading up to the temple, delicate roof combs, a checkerboard pattern on the walls, and fake columns ‘supporting’ the structure at the base. Like at Xpujil, it’s possible that Río Bec was also fashioned as a likeness to Tikal.

After a pretty full day, you may have had your fill of ruins, but if not, there are two additional ones that many guides will detour to as you return.


TALLEST PYRAMIDS IN YUCATÁN

Climb them and they all seem tall, but here’s some pyramid perspective:

Coba’s Nohoch Mul Pyramid

42m (137ft)

Calakmul’s Structure II

45m (148ft)

El Mirador’s La Danta

(Guatemala) 72m (236ft)

Toniná’s pyramid

(Chiapas) 74m (243ft)

By comparison, the Temple of the Sun at Teotihuacan is just 66m (216ft), yet the Great Pyramid in Giza stands at a whopping 137.5m (451ft), taller before erosion took its toll.

Yet raw numbers can still deceive: when you calculate by volume, Puebla’s Cholula pyramid is the first place winner (4.45 million cu. m), and El Mirador’s La Danta comes in second (2.8 million cubic meters). Both are larger by volume than Egypt’s 2.5 million cubic meters.




Getting Around

Getting around in these off-the-beaten-path areas may require some logistic creativity and/or luck if you don’t have your own vehicle or private hire, and some ruins, such as Río Bec, require a guide (and a high-clearance 4x4 or ATV). Check with your hotel and see what they recommend – and keep in mind that with the Maya Train soon chugging through, all bets are off for what the lay of the land will be in the next few years.






CHAMPOTÓN
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Sweet, quiet and often overlooked, Champotón sits on Campeche’s west shore at the mouth of the Champotón river, which is why it became such a key part in the history of the New World. The area was spotted by Francisco Hernández de Córdoba and his sailors in 1517 as they searched desperately for a freshwater source to replenish leaking water barrels. They landed, officially becoming the first Westerners to set foot in Yucatán, but were repelled by the Maya so soundly that Córdoba would die of the wounds he sustained a few days later.

This Mala Pelea (Bad Fight), as it was called, was the beginning of a conquest that would reshape everything Mesoamerica had ever known. You wouldn’t know it now though, with the mangrove-lined river and the shrimp shacks and the pelicans offshore. It’s a delightful stop, if only for a day or two.
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TOP TIP

In season, the shrimp shacks along the shoreline are the place to go, but don’t ignore the lines of roadside taco stands that line the inland side of the malecón. The street food here is tasty, cheap and popular – look for a spot that’s buzzing with locals if you want to find the best.




Beachside Bliss

SAND, SURF AND SUN

If stretching out a towel on warm sand is what you’re after, then you’re in the right place. No crowds, no banana boats pulling screaming vacationers, no paragliders, no cruise ships. Just sand, sun and water the color of jade. Depending on where you stay, you can cross the street, hang out all day on the beach, walk to a shrimp or taco stand when you get hungry and then walk back to your hotel. No need to ever use transportation with wheels.

Lie down and you’ll see beautiful frigate birds (the ones with the V-shaped tails) soaring high above in the sky. Closer to the water, possibly in it, you’ll see pelicans; on calm days they will fly so close to the surface that their wingtips touch, leaving a trail of dots as they fly. What some people might call boring or ‘nothing to do,’ others call relaxation at its finest. Note that the better beaches are north of the river.

If you do tire of the beach, meander to where the river mouth empties into the Gulf of Mexico. The town’s centro histórico has restaurants and shops, a malecón (beach promenade), a park, and the ever-more-ubiquitous colored town Letras (Letters) where people take selfies. Several statues stand next to the river, including one honoring the Maya leader Moch Couoh, who was instrumental in repelling the Spanish in that first Mala Pelea. He would later fall at the hands of the Spanish when they returned.
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CHAMPOTÓN’S MAYA RUIN

Though little is left of the Maya settlement with which the Spanish first made contact, there are some ruins on the far side of Champotón.

They are privately owned, and a chain link fence prevents you from getting too close but, if someone’s there, you may be able to pay an entrance fee and they’ll let you inside.

True to the way the Spanish built churches on top of Maya ruins, here a small, knickknack-filled shrine sits atop walls and platforms that are clearly Maya. The site is not extensive and has no plaques with information, but it features walls, glyphs and stairways, many of which overgrown.

For those with an interest in Maya ruins, it’s a good one to check off your list while you’re here.



WHERE TO EAT IN CHAMPOTÓN

Restaurante Los Delfines

A tasty cheap spot by the river mouth with a wide selection of Mexican options.

Restaurant Pelicano’s

A clean, all-day spot that’s close to the beach.

Italian Coffee Company

Debatable if this would pass muster in Italy, but they do pull a drinkable espresso.


Roadside Tacos

GREAT CHEAP EATS

If you’re in Champotón and haven’t yet been ‘daring’ enough to try some street food, this town is really a good place to dive in and sample great cheap eats – the food is fresh and tasty and the service friendly. Some of these vendors have been in business for decades, selling tacos (or other specialties) to adoring fans who’ll come from miles away to dine here. Never mind that it’s outside, that your cutlery is plastic, that your chairs have a brand name soda written on them. It’s incredible food.

Look for a spot that’s got a lot of people. It makes sense, but all too often first-timers head to a spot where they’ll be the only ones there, and guess what? If there’s not a line, that probably means the food isn’t that great. So don’t be afraid to step up to the taco stand that has crowds milling about. Even if you don’t speak Spanish, a few gestures can get your point across or perhaps someone will step in and help. Either way, it’s a fun experience and in a spot like Champotón you’ll really be sure to be getting what the locals themselves go for. In big places like Cancún, even the street food can be ‘for tourists’ and of a lesser quality. Here you’re talking 100% authentic, for sure.
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FLY-FISHING AROUND CHAMPOTÓN

Any experienced fly-fisher will look at a map of the area around Champotón and start drooling as much as Pavlov’s dogs when they hear that dinner bell.

There’s a fishable river with all that those environments have to offer. There are shallow ocean flats, which means great chances for getting salt-water species. And then, just a little further south, there’s one of Yucatán’s longest shallow bays, the Sabancuy Estuary. It stretches about 25 miles before reaching the Terminus Lagoon, and is a prime spot for fly-fishing.

Tours run out of a number of towns, including Sabancuy, Isla Aguada and Ciudad del Carmen. If you’re out there, keep an eye out for the sawfish, believed to now be extinct. Should you spot one, report it to authorities.




Getting Around

Buses zip between Ciudad del Carmen (and points south) and Campeche (and onward to Mérida), stopping at Champotón along the way. Going east–west, look for buses to/from Escárcega. For getting around town, a fleet of ever-ready tuk-tuks will get the job done. Buses will likely let you off anywhere along their route if you need to stop at a beach along the way.






CAMPECHE CITY
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Of all of Yucatán’s cities, Campeche City is undoubtedly the prettiest and the most unique, with its imposing city walls around a historic, walkable center filled with houses that – painted in pastels and trimmed in white – look as if they’re wedding cakes, not architecture. The cathedral, one of the region’s oldest, is lovely by day and spectacular by night. And all of this is set beside a stunning, jade-green sea. There are also fantastic restaurants, interesting activities, and it’s a midway point for folks going from Mérida to mainland Mexico. In 1995 it was given Unesco World Heritage Status. Not bad.

The city’s history is part of its charm, though if you lived here in the 1700s you might not think it was so charming to be sacked every year or so by pirates. The wall built to prevent this still stands today and is a prime attraction and part of what gives the city its character.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Purísima Concepción

SIGHTS

2Calle 59

3Malecón

4Plaza Principal

EATING

5La Parroquia

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6Chocol-Ha

7La Casa Vieja de Río




TOP TIP

Lunch, dine or sip coffee at La Casa Vieja de Río. It’s located up an easy-to-miss stairway that leads to a cafe with a beautiful colonnaded balcony that overlooks the Plaza Principal and the cathedral. It’s worth it for the view alone.




Inside Campeche’s City Walls

A WALLED CITY

There’s just something that will make you fall in love with Campeche – it’s got so much to see and do, but also it’s just beautiful. You can’t tire of even just walking from your hotel to your favorite cafe, because the streets, and by ‘streets’ we mean buildings – are so delightfully decorated. It really does look like they’re painted with cake frosting. And yes, there’s bustle and hustle and traffic, but all at a slower, more relaxed, friendlier pace than in nearby Meridá. Walk around Plaza Principal, people -watch as you hunt for souvenirs, or walk atop the city wall and look across the patchwork of rooftops at a city that’s been here for centuries.


Duck into Campeche Archaeological Museum beneath San Miguel Fort during the day. In the evening, sip coffee at La Casa Vieja de Río, with the spectacular Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Purísima Concepción as a backdrop for the teeniest electric police vehicles. Watch kids proudly holding neon-lit balloons as ice-cream vendors ring a bell to attract customers.

If you do get tired of being in the city, venture out under the arches and walk along the beautiful malecón that stretches for miles in either direction next to the water. Need a bite to eat? Grab something at one of the shrimp and fresh seafood shacks. Feel like a boat ride? Hire a launch and zip around on the waves for a while.



BECAL & POMUCH

Two small towns between Campeche and Mérida deserve a stop.

Becal

This quiet town is famous for one thing and one thing only: Panama hats. Known as jipijapa in Spanish, these are the real deal, woven underground in hand-carved caves due to the perfect humidity. Stop in for a tour or maybe get a hat. You’ll look dapper if you do!

Pomuch

This sleepy town is known for its bread...and its dead. Yep. Those two. Bakers here turn out soft, pillowy bread that draws people from all over Yucatán. Locals also have a unique above-ground burial custom every year, as part of their Día de Muertos celebration. Families visit the cemetery and clean the bones of their dead loved ones, then place candles and flowers among them, to honor their departed kin.



WHERE TO EAT IN CAMPECHE

La Parroquia

Old-style cafe with decent food and a mouthwateringly good flan.

Los Delfines

One of a bunch of tasty seafood coctelerías just north of the city along the waterfront.

Chocol Ha

All things chocolate, with bars, bonbons, cacao items and a traditional Maya hot chocolate.

Explore the Fuerte de San Miguel & Museo Arqueológico de Campeche

IMPRESSIVE FORT WITH GREAT VIEWS

The Fuerte de San Miguel sits atop a high hill overlooking both Campeche city and the Gulf of Mexico, some 4km southwest of the city center. It was built in the late 1700s, as part of the city’s effort to secure itself from marauders. The walls below protected the city. But from the fort, they could fire canons at approaching hostile ships and see them coming from far on the horizon.

Today, the beautifully done Museo Arqueológico de Campeche has excellent rooms that depict the regional history, with lots of pre-Hispanic artifacts, a bit of pirate memorabilia and some interactive exhibits as well. One of the highlights is a beautiful mask made of jade that came from one of the tombs in Calakmul. Other ceramics, tools and writings are shown as well. There’s even a moat and drawbridge.

After looking at what’s inside the museum, you can then go on top of it. A large ramp leads up to a flat roof area where you get superlative views of the surroundings. The bright ochre and blinding white make the area even more striking.

Getting to the fort by bus from Campeche is a bit tricky, as the bus does not travel up the steep hill that brings one to the museum parking lot. Instead, you can either flag down a taxi or else walk.
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CALLE 59

Campeche has many lovely spots to eat, drink and be merry, and the plaza is a great spot to start.

But not far away, 59th Street has been made into a pedestrian-only avenue, with every cafe putting out tables and chairs and umbrellas so that people can dine al fresco without worrying about traffic.

At night, the lights come on, as does the music, and there’s dancing, drinking and a whole different kind of merry. It’s a delight to walk up and down the street, checking out the various options for dining or drinking, or simply just taking a look.




Getting Around

If you’re going to the San Miguel Fort and museum, be aware that you need to walk from the road up a steep hill, as buses and other forms of public transport do not go to the parking lot of the fort itself. Likewise, returning, you’ll need to walk down the hill to reach the main road where you’ll be able to flag a ride from the street. It’s a 10- to 20-minute walk each way, but can feel vastly longer in the intense humidity or heat. Anyone with mobility issues will want to hire a taxi and have them wait.






CHIAPAS & TABASCO
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ANCIENT RUINS, JUNGLES AND WATERFALLS

Misty lakes rimmed by pine forests, chilly mountain towns and dreamy cascades: Mexico’s southernmost states brim with some of the country’s wildest and least-visited places.
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From steamy tropical jungles to thundering waterfalls, Chiapas and Tabasco are overflowing with natural treasures that receive only a trickle of visitors each year. Located in the far southern reaches of Mexico, these states have always been isolated from the rest of the country by imposing mountains and impenetrable forests.

Curious travelers willing to venture off the well-beaten trail will have the chance to learn about distinctive indigenous cultures and immerse themselves in rugged nature far away from the tourist hordes found elsewhere on the Yucatán Peninsula. In the region’s center lies the cultural capital of San Cristóbal de las Casas (pictured), crammed with colonial landmarks and vibrant markets, and a short hop to traditional villages tucked in the mountains. Nearby, the Cañón del Sumidero National Park lures outdoor-lovers with vertigo-inducing rock walls, an emerald green valley and a wide array of wildlife. Up north stretch the lagoons and wetlands of Tabasco state and one of the nation’s best-preserved ancient Maya ruins, Palenque.

In 1994 an armed in-surgency by the Zapatista military shook the region. Although they were pushed back into the jungle by Mexican troops, the Zapatistas and independent indigenous groups in the region continue to fight for equal rights and access to public services. While political tensions remain high, it is generally safe to travel around the region.
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THE MAIN AREAS

PALENQUE

Epic ancient ruins.

SAN CRISTÓBAL DE LAS CASAS

Cultural capital.

COMITÁN

Launchpad for waterfalls and lakes.

TABASCO

Olmec sites, rivers and mangroves.



Find Your Way

Chiapas and Tabasco sprawl across large swathes of untamed rainforest jungles and pine-forest highlands. We’ve handpicked the best spots to experience the region’s wild nature and unique indigenous culture.


[image: ]

Plan Your Days

Largely forests and highlands, this region is best explored with time on your hands. Whether you are climbing ancient pyramids, hiking in oak forests or dipping in refreshing waterfalls, the key is to go slow.
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WITH ONLY ONE DAY

• If you’re short on time, head to San Cristóbal de las Casas for a taste of Chiapas’ culture, history and flavors.

• Start your day with freshly brewed Chiapan coffee followed by a meandering stroll through the compact historical center. Don’t miss the views from the hilltop Iglesia de Guadalupe. Grab lunch at the Mercado Municipal and visit the Centro de Textiles del Mundo Maya to learn about traditional Maya designs.

• In the evening, head to a rooftop bar to see San Cris glow at sunset and try pox, a traditional alcoholic drink.




THREE DAYS TO TRAVEL AROUND

• After a day of wandering around magical San Cristóbal, start your second morning on horseback and ride to the nearby indigenous village of San Juan Chamula for immersion in an age-old culture.

• In the afternoon, go to El Arcotete Parque Ecoturistico for trails through cave and forest. The next day, journey to Cañón del Sumidero, where you can admire the views from the canyon rim or take a boat ride below the soaring rock cliffs.

• End your journey in Chiapa de Corzo, a laidback historic city perched on the banks of the Grijalva River.




IF YOU HAVE MORE TIME

• Venture further to Comitán and El Chiflón, where a series of multi-tiered waterfalls tumble into spearmint natural pools.

• Take a refreshing dip before hiking all the way up to the 120m Velo de Novia falls. Continue driving to the Lagos de Montebello and stop at the Lagunas de Colores, where waters of vivid hues await. From there, veer north to Palenque and explore one of Mexico’s most impressive archaeological sites.

• Afterwards, get off the beaten track in the Lacandón jungle, visiting the Maya frescoes of Bonampak and Yaxchilán ruins, and overnighting in a traditional village like Lacanjá Chansayab.



Seasonal Highlights

The best time to visit Chiapas and Tabasco is during the dry season – from November to May – when the skies are clear and the festivals are in full swing.

JANUARY

Chiapa de Corzo celebrates the Fiesta de Enero, a 12-day festival with regional food, music, and the famous Parachico masked dance.
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FEBRUARY

The town of Comitán puts on a show with parades and fireworks to honor the patron saint, San Caralampio.
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APRIL

Semana Santa (Holy Week) is celebrated in fervor throughout the region with colorful processions and the burning of a papier-mâché Judas.
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MAY

Tabasco’s biggest party of the year, Feria de Tabasco, entertains with cattle shows, food fairs and traditional dances.
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JUNE

The rainy season is in full swing, but that doesn’t stop locals from commemorating Corpus Christi and Día de las Mulas.
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NOVEMBER

Locals set up elaborate ofrendas (altars), and pay respects to their loved ones at the cemetery during Día de los Muertos.
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DECEMBER

Temperatures plummet, particularly in the highlands. Christmas is celebrated with a blend of Catholic traditions and indigenous rituals.
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PALENQUE
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Rightfully the top destination in Chiapas, the Palenque ruins are evocative vestiges of a powerful Maya kingdom. Ancient pyramids rise from the dense canopy alongside temples swathed in hanging roots and foliage. Palenque’s mightiest ruler, Pakal, built a legion of regal palaces and ceremonial complexes here – the most iconic of which is the Templo de las Inscripciones.

Visiting the Palenque ruins is not just a historical experience, it’s also an ecological one: howler monkeys catapult themselves through the jungle, while scarlet macaws soar overhead with their rainbow-colored wings on display. The forest surrounding the ruins forms the Parque Nacional Palenque, a highly protected area of ecological importance.

Set 9km to the east of the archaeological site is Palenque town. The humdrum place isn’t particularly attractive, though it hosts several restaurants and value-for-money hotels. Many travelers skip the town and base themselves at the forest hideout of El Panchán or the leafy La Cañada neighborhood.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Palenque Ruins

SIGHTS

2Mercado Guadalupe

3Parque Central

4Parroquia Santo Domingo de Guzmán

ACTIVITIES

5Aluxes Ecoparque

EATING

see 6 Café Jade

see 6 Chivo’s

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6La Cañada




TOP TIP

The nearest airport is 133km northwest of Palenque in Villahermosa, Tabasco. The airport serves Mexico City, Cancún, Mérida, Monterrey and Guadalajara. ADO runs a direct service in comfortable minibuses from Villahermosa airport to the bus station at Glorieta de la Cabeza Maya in downtown Palenque.







TOP SIGHT
Palenque Ruins

Palenque is one of Mexico’s most important archaeological sites, with ancient pyramids that poke above the treetops and maze-like palaces bearing courtyards and carved pillars – all connected by a string of earthy trails and mossy steps. An arduous climb up to the top of the pyramids will reward you with glorious 360-degree views over the luscious rainforests and lowlands of northeastern Chiapas.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for prices and opening hours.
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Templo de las Inscripciones

Walking in from the entrance, you’ll follow a trail into the forest before the trees suddenly part to reveal a line of grand pyramid-shaped structures in one sweeping view. The tallest and most impressive of them all is the Templo de las Inscripciones (Temple of the Inscriptions), home to the tomb of Pakal. This is the emblem of Palenque and the most photographed of all its buildings.

The eight-story pyramid structure has a central stairway that leads to a cluster of small chambers. On an interior wall are three panels with lengthy Maya inscriptions depicting the history of Palenque. Mexican archaeologist Alberto Ruz Lhuillier named the temple after these specific carvings. Above this, a stairway leads to the burial ground of Pakal, which is now closed to prevent further damage. You can find a recreation of his tomb in Mexico City’s Museo Nacional de Antropología.


DON’T MISS

Templo de las Inscripciones

El Palacio

Tumba de la Reina Roja

Templo del Sol

Templo de la Cruz

Baño de la Reina

Museo del Sitio




La Tumba de la Reina Roja

To the right of the Templo de las Inscripciones stands Templo XIII, the burial ground of the Red Queen, King Pakal’s wife, Tz’ak-b’u Ajaw. When archaeologists unearthed her tomb in 1994, they discovered her red remains (colored by cinnabar), alongside 1000 pieces of jade and a malachite mask.

El Palacio

Diagonally across the Templo de las Inscripciones is El Palacio (Palace; pictured), a ceremonial and political center used to host events and welcome foreign dignitaries. The massive structure is a maze of 12 rooms interconnected by an assembly of corridors and underground passes.

The palace’s standout feature is the tower, a four-story structure offering expansive vistas of the surroundings. Archaeologists believe that the royals observed the sun’s rays from the top of the tower during the winter solstice. Unfortunately visitors are not allowed to climb the tower. A stream runs alongside the palace to an aqueduct that is said to hold over 50,000 gallons of fresh water.


GETTING THERE

Catch a combi to the ruins from Parque Central in Palenque. Look out for combis with the sign ‘Ruinas’ on their dashboard. These combis also pick up and drop off anywhere along the road to the ruins. We recommend taking the combi to the ruins’ main upper entrance, exploring the archaeological site and following the jungle trail within the national park to the museum.



Templo del Sol

To the southeast of the Palace lies a cluster of temples named the Grupo de las Cruces (Group of the Crosses). Dedicated to Palenque’s trinity of gods, the three pyramids were designed by Pakal’s son, Kan B’alam II. Located on the west end of the cluster, the Templo del Sol (Temple of the Sun) has the most impressive roofcomb at Palenque. Step inside and see the immaculately preserved carvings that depict the birth of Kan B’alam II and his ascension to the throne. Some say this stunning building shows how Palenque’s builders thrived on the local hallucinogenic mushrooms – we’ll let you decide if that’s true!

Templo de la Cruz

Scale the steep steps of Templo de la Cruz (Temple of the Cross) for the best view of Palenque. From this elevation, the sprawling archaeological site stretches beneath you, with a sea of verdant green in the far distance. Kan B’alam built this temple to house the panels commemorating his ascension to the throne after King Pakal died. The bas-relief carvings also illustrate Kan B’alam’s ancestral history and the origin of his lineage.


TOP TIPS

• Visit the site when it opens and see the morning mist wrap the pyramids in a glorious haze.

• Avoid visiting on a Sunday as it can get crowded (free entry for Mexican nationals and residents).

• The museum opens from 9am to 4pm Tuesday to Saturday. Time your visit to coincide with those days.

• A good guide brings the ruins to life. The Maya guide associations offer private, two-hour tours in English for M$1300 starting from the main upper entrance.

• Food options are limited to a few cafeterias by the upper entrance serving piping hot pozoles and tacos.

• You might encounter locals selling mushrooms along the road to the ruins. Be aware that they are hallucinogenic.



Museo del Sitio

The site museum at Palenque is the best place to end your visit to the Palenque ruins. Spacious, air-conditioned rooms display artifacts excavated from the ruins and historical facts (in both English and Spanish). Don’t miss the feature exhibit on the Red Queen, where you can glimpse the findings from her tomb and videos filmed during the discovery.




Wander Around Palenque Town

CITY SIGHTS AND STREET FOOD

One of the best areas to stay in town is the leafy La Cañada district, across the road from the ADO station. Tall ceiba trees provide a lush setting for a cluster of beautiful hotels and atmospheric restaurants like Café Jade and Chivo’s, both with garden dining. Conveniently located for day jaunts, the neighborhood may be compact (stretching just three blocks), but it’s far more inviting than downtown Palenque.

About a 10-minute walk east of there is Parque Central, the main square of Palenque town and a hive of activity in the evenings. Snap a photo in front of the colorful Palenque letter blocks, and chill out in one of the cafes that line the eastern end of the square. Next to the row of eateries is the Parroquia Santo Domingo de Guzmán, the town’s main church dedicated to its patron saint. With a clean whitewashed facade, the church sports a central yellow-rimmed arch and two bell towers on each end.

For a better sense of life in Palenque, head four blocks west to the Mercado Guadalupe. The compact but vibrant market is the best spot for cheap eats during the day. In the evening, 2a Av Sur Ote street, one block south of the main square, gets filled with pocket-sized taco carts and marquesita stands every evening.

If you continue 3km west along the road to the ruins, you’ll find Aluxes Ecoparque, the first wildlife rescue center in Chiapas. They work alongside local authorities to rescue and rehabilitate animals that have suffered from abuse or animal cruelty.
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EL PANCHÁN

Set in dense forest off the road to the ruins, El Panchán is a bohemian enclave popular with travelers and nomads seeking an alternative experience.

Low-key cabañas nestle in the streamcrossed jungle, most of which are rustic accommodations with basic beds and mosquito nets. Many have on-site restaurants and run daily drumming practices as well as nightly entertainment.

Get spiritually cleansed at the temascal or meditate at the temple in El Panchán – this commune will be sure to exalt your spirit.

A few top options are: the budget-friendly Chato’s Cabañas by Panchan; the backpacker favorite, Cabañas Kin Balam; and the more upscale Hotel La Aldea del Halach Huinic.




Getting Around

Downtown Palenque is small and walkable, but the ruins are around 9km away. Combis frequently run in the daytime between the town and ruins, picking up and dropping off passengers anywhere along the Carreterra Palenque-Ruinas. They leave from Palenque’s Parque Central. There are also white taxis readily available at the ADO bus terminal and by the main square.





Beyond Palenque
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The jungles surrounding Palenque play host to luscious cascades, tribal villages and little-visited ruins that are just a skip away.


Embellished by impenetrable rainforests and emerald rivers, Palenque is more about setting than sights. A rustic canvas of untamed jungles and fresh spearmint natural pools surrounds Palenque.

Head southwards on Hwy 199 and you’ll glimpse the luminescent water of Río Tulijá winding through the farmland between Palenque and Ocosingo. Continue further along and stop to marvel at the skinny cascade of Misol-Há, swim in the picturesque Agua Clara, and frolic in the series of pools at Agua Azul.

Further southeast of Palenque, the paved road of Carretera Fronteriza (Hwy 307) connects a series of little-known archaeological sites and Lacandón villages. The journey to the ancient cities of Bonampak and Yaxchilán is quite the adventure, but a worthwhile one.
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TOP TIP

Most Palenque travel agencies offer economical day trips to nearby falls and ruins. Combis ply Hwy 199, making stops at the turn-offs to the waterfalls.




Water World

PLUNGE POOLS, RAPIDS AND CASCADES

Just south of Palenque, Mother Nature puts on a show with a spectacular display of inviting natural pools, torrential plunging falls and gushing rapids. These masterpieces are the work of Rio Tulijá, a ribbon of azure water that carved out these landforms as it made its way from Palenque down south to Ocosingo.

Drive 20km south of Palenque along Hwy 199 to reach Misol-Há, awe-inspiring falls that plunge 35m into a shimmering pool surrounded by shrubs. The indigo water can be a tad too deep in the wet season for swimming. A slippery path along the base of the cliff leads into a deep cave, buffeted by mist from the tumbling falls. A separate ejido (communal landholding) charges an additional fee to enter the cave, which has a trail that passes bats hanging off the roof of the cave ceiling.

At the halfway point between Palenque and Ocosingo (60km south of Palenque) lie the churning cascades of Agua Azul, the most popular falls in the area. Here the water thunders down multiple tiers of stepped limestone, forming hundreds of falls, rapids and mini pools, before plunging into a chasm where macho locals dare each other to jump. Take care when swimming here, as the current is deceptively strong and submerged hazards like dead trees can pose dangers.

A paved concrete path leads from the entrance to the top of the falls, splitting into smaller trails leading to miradores (viewpoints) and designated swimming areas. The crowds thin out the higher you go, though be aware that theft isn’t uncommon, so keep an eye on your belongings.
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WELCOME TO THE JUNGLE

A journey along the Carretera Fronteriza will take you deep into the Selva Lacandona (Lacandón Jungle), a remote region of wildlife-filled forests, small local communities and archaeological sites.

About 150km southeast of Palenque, Bonampak is a remarkably preserved ancient temple famed for its highly detailed frescoes.

Around 25km northeast of there, the more extensive Yaxchilán ruins have a magnificent setting along a horseshoe bend in the Río Usumacinta.

The largest of the Lacandón Maya villages, Lacanjá Chansayab is 12km southeast of Bonampak.

A few local families host travelers in their homes and offer guided walks through the Lacandón Jungle to ruins and waterfalls.

The 2.5km hike along the Sendero Ya Toch Kusam to a waterfall of the same name is particularly impressive.




Getting Around

Most Palenque (and San Cristóbal) travel agencies offer daily Misol-Há and Agua Azul trips. If coming from San Cristóbal, you can stay in Palenque at the end. Traveling independently, colectivos run from Palenque to the turnoff for Misol-Há, from where it’s a 20- to 30-minute walk to the falls.






SAN CRISTÓBAL DE LAS CASAS
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Perched 2200m above a highland valley, San Cristóbal de las Casas is a colonial city blissfully backed by misty mountains, hilltop churches and Maya villages. Its historical core is lined with centuries-old cobblestoned streets, terracotta-roofed houses, and fascinating markets that flaunt the region’s celebrated handicrafts and textiles.

San Cris, as it’s known to locals, lies at the very heart of indigenous land. Traditional Tzotzil and Tzeltal indigenous villages dot the surrounding slopes, blending unique ancient customs and beliefs with age-old Catholic traditions. The city makes a great base to explore these deeply rooted indigenous communities.

Impressions of San Cristóbal being an unsafe place to visit are often immediately dispelled when you arrive in the pueblo magico and wander around its sophisticated host of cafes and restaurants. With a solid tourism infrastructure, San Cris has long drawn droves of low-key backpackers and artsy expats. These days, the city has a great community of NGO workers supporting the indigenous communities and digital nomads seeking speedy internet connections and easy-to-access attractions.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Arco del Carmen

2Catedral

3Centro de Textiles del Mundo Maya

4Iglesia de Guadalupe

5Kinoki

6Mercado de Dulces y Artesanías

7Mercado de Santo Domingo

8Mercado Municipal

9Museo del Café

10Plaza 31 de Marzo

11Plaza de la Paz

12Plaza Libertad

13Real de Guadalupe

EATING

14Andador Turistico

15Esquina San Agustín

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

16Café la Selva

17Cafeología

18Libre Café




TOP TIP

The nearest airport to San Cristóbal de las Casas is the Ángel Albino Corzo International Airport in Tuxtla Gutiérrez, a 1½-hour drive away. Daily OCC minibuses run from the Tuxtla airport to San Cristóbal de las Casas bus terminal, and the historical center is just a 10-minute walk north of the station.





Churches, Squares & Viewpoints

A DIY WALKING TOUR

San Cristóbal’s old town is compact and walkable, interconnected by leafy parks and car-free streets. Begin your walk at the city’s main square, Plaza 31 de Marzo. Soak in the unhurried highland atmosphere and let your eyes roam.

A few steps north of here is the iconic Catedral, featuring a yellow-and-ochre baroque-style facade and lavish gold-leaf interior. Staring up at the cathedral, the Plaza de la Paz (Peace Sq) has witnessed many anti-government protests and peaceful demonstrations.

Head east along the pedestrianized Real de Guadalupe, lined with trendy cafes and artisan shops. Duck into the alternative cultural center Kinoki (kinoki.com.mx), to browse its exhibits, or drink in the rooftop views. Keep strolling eastward to the Plaza Libertad, a contemporary art gallery that spotlights local artists and sculptors. By day, there’s a lineup of ceramics workshops and painting classes; by night, its restaurant whips up oven-baked pizzas and mezcal cocktails.

At the end of the walkway stands Cerro de Guadalupe, crowned by the formidable Iglesia de Guadalupe. The white-and-yellow church was erected on the site of an Aztec temple in 1712. Climb the 79 steps to the church for memorable views, but go in the day. This area is not safe at night.

Next up is pedestrianized Andador Turístico, which runs along Miguel Hidalgo. This lively street is home to the city’s hippest restaurants and bars, including Esquina San Agustín, a ridiculously stylish food hall.

Stroll southwards to the Arco del Carmen, a 17th-century Mudejar-style archway that used to mark the entrance to San Cristóbal. The rose-red archway is a popular spot for live music and street performances.

Finally, head west to the daunting stairway that leads to the top of Cerro de San Cristóbal. From this vantage point, the historical city sprawls beneath your feet.
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BEST PLACES TO EAT IN SAN CRISTÓBAL DE LAS CASAS

Restaurante Taniperla

Authentic, homecooked Chiapancan food at its best. $

Restaurante Las Pichanchas

Regional dishes are paired with locally brewed drinks and traditional dances at this institution. $$

Fogón de Jovel

A long-established fixture in the culinary scene that serves a repertoire of regional dishes. $$

El Secreto

A modern take on Chiapas’ specialties elevated to a gourmet level. $$$

Esquina San Agustín

Choose from upscale Peruvian fusion, Japanese cuisine and contemporary Mexican food at this trendy food hall. $$



WHERE TO STAY IN SAN CRISTÓBAL DE LAS CASAS

Hotel Sombra del Agua

A well-priced hotel housed in an elegant 1907 whitewashed building in the historic heart. $

Sereno Art Hotel

Kick back in this spunky art-focused hotel boasting bold colors and unique paintings. $$

Casa Lum Boutique Hotel

Built with reclaimed wood and tiles, this intimate boutique hotel features upcycled furniture and textiles from indigenous artisans. $$$


Get Lost in the Markets

LOCAL FOOD, FRESH PRODUCE AND HANDICRAFTS

Ask anyone where the best place to experience local life in San Cristóbal is, and they’ll inevitably point you in the direction of the Mercado Municipal. This is San Cristóbal at its most interesting: chilis and mangos perfume the air; neon-colored piñatas dangle overhead, while hot steaming tacos and tamales crank up the heat. A walk in the dizzying amalgam of fruit stands and pocket-sized knickknack shops is an assault on your senses, and getting lost is just part of the fun.

The market’s cooked food section is undoubtedly the best place in town to sample authentic Chiapas’ regional food, especially the typical sopa de pan, a broth concocted with bread, boiled eggs, plantain and green beans. If you’re still not stuffed, order some tamales jacuanés wrapped in hoja santa leaves, and tacos de cochito, marinated pork tacos stewed in a saffron sauce.


For a completely different experience, head to the next-door Mercado de Santo Domingo, where a maze of makeshift tents forms an artisan market. Chiapan huipiles (sleeveless tunics), embroidery, handwoven trinkets, amber jewelry and leather goods are available at bargain prices here. Even if you don’t intend to buy anything, a visit here is a feast for the eyes.

Walk southward along Av Insurgentes to the Mercado de Dulces y Artesanías, a compact but equally lively mesh of handicraft shops and sweets stalls. Those with a sweet tooth will be thrilled to pick from a blinding array of Chiapas’ specialty sweets, including coconut candies, caramelized fruit and the feted chimbo (baked flour rolls drenched in honey and cinnamon).
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BEST MUSEUMS & TEXTILE COLLECTIONS

Centro de Textiles del Mundo Maya

This brilliant museum showcases over 500 pieces of handwoven fabrics from Maya communities throughout Mexico and Central America.

Sna Jolobil

The indigenous women’s weaving cooperative exhibits and sells some of the very best huipiles, rugs and blouses in town.

Na Bolom

The former home of Danish archaeologist Frans Blom and his wife, Swiss anthro-pologist Gertrude Duby-Blom, is now an atmospheric museum, showcasing the photographs and artifacts they accumulated over 50 years.

Museo San Cristóbal de las Casas (MUSAC)

MUSAC highlights four centuries of San Cristóbal history in a striking neoclassical mansion.



WHERE TO BUY ORIGINAL HANDICRAFTS IN SAN CRISTÓBAL DE LAS CASAS

Táabal

A responsible local project that works with over 126 artisans from the highlands to produce quality folk art.

Casa Folklora

This locally owned design store sells original blankets, shawls and handicrafts produced by more than 20 Maya communities.

Camino de los Altos

A collaboration between French textile designers and 160 women from indigenous communities.

Coffee Culture

EVERYONE’S FAVORITE BEAN

In almost every corner of San Cristóbal de las Casas, the sweet aroma of coffee wafts through the air. Part of the third wave coffee trend, San Cristóbal has an increasing repertoire of coffee shops and hipster cafes serving up some of Mexico’s finest organic coffee.

Thanks to the rich soils and cool highland climates, Chiapan coffee beans have gained worldwide fame as some of the best in the world. Chiapas alone produces over 40% of Mexico’s total coffee output. To sample some of these legendary beans, pop into Cafeología and watch how they roast and brew their locally sourced coffee in-house. The slick coffee house runs coffee experiences where you can taste different beans and pair them with baked goods.

An institution in San Cristóbal, Cafe la Selva was one of the first coffee shops here, and it continues to serve 100% organic coffee from the Lacandón Jungle. Libre Café is a delightful hole-in-the-wall cafe where most of the space is taken up by a huge coffee roaster and grinder, and there’s only room to squeeze in a couple of chairs. But the coffee keeps people coming back for more.

To go deeper under the surface, take a detour to the Museo del Café, a pint-sized coffee museum covering the history of coffee and its cultivation in Chiapas. The museum is run by Coopcafe, a cooperative of more than 17,000 mainly indigenous coffee growers from Chiapas. After a wander, sit down and enjoy a cuppa at their cafe.


WHY I LOVE SAN CRISTÓBAL DE LAS CASAS
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Nellie Huang, writer  (@wildjunket)

Perhaps it’s the languid pace of life or the artsy vibes, maybe it’s the fascinating indigenous traditions or the people’s tenacious fight for equal rights – San Cristóbal de las Casas has captivated me since day one. There are few cities quite as deeply rooted yet forward thinking, and positively charming yet melancholic, as San Cristóbal.

Locals may despair of the government, but they remain fiercely proud of San Cristóbal, their one-of-a-kind hometown with its sensational landscapes, intriguing people and longstanding traditions.

I’ve traveled over many parts of Mexico, but somehow the call of San Cris keeps me coming back.




Getting Around

If you’re driving to San Cristóbal de las Casas, it’s best to park your car at a covered garage outside of the historic center. The narrow cobblestoned streets can be hard to navigate and congested with traffic. The ADO bus station (Av Insurgentes 66) is just outside the old town, but some drivers will drop passengers off at Plaza 31 de Marzo. The historical center is fantastic to explore on foot.





Beyond San Cristóbal de las Casas
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Part of San Cristóbal de las Casas’ charm lies in the indigenous villages and rugged nature surrounding it.


San Cristóbal’s biggest appeal is the blend of city and countryside, with centuries-old colonial houses giving way to grazing animals and corn fields in the highlands encircling it. Scores of wondrous caves hide under the hills surrounding San Cristóbal. The cavern formations are an ethereal wonderland of stalactites and geological features, which you can see up close at El Arcotete. West of San Cristóbal lies the Cañón del Sumidero: a canyon so deep you can see 35 million years of geological history in its walls.

Curious travelers seeking a deeper understanding of the indigenous culture can spend days or even weeks exploring the dozens of Maya villages that dot los Altos de Chiapas (Chiapan highlands), including San Juan Chamula.
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TOP TIP

Most combis to the city’s outskirts leave from the Mercado Municipal along Calle Utrilla, but day tours are affordable and easily available too.




Meet the Chamulans

HEALERS, INCENSE AND RITUALS

The most famous of all the indigenous villages in the area, San Juan Chamula is the religious center for the fiercely independent Tzotzil people. The Chamulans are renowned for their syncretic practices and rituals that blend Catholicism and pre-Hispanic beliefs. Day tours from San Cristóbal are highly recommended; you’ll learn far more about their beliefs, and the guide will make sure you don’t unintentionally break the rules.

On the village’s main square stands Chamula’s main church, Templo de San Juan, a prominent white edifice with vivid arches of green and blue. Step inside and get ready to be transported into a different world: hundreds of flickering candles puncture the somber ambiance, the smell of copal incense fills the air and worshippers kneel deep in prayer on a floor that’s covered in pine straw. Curanderos (traditional healers) rub the worshippers’ bodies with eggs as they sip copious amounts of pox (an alcoholic drink made of sugarcane and corn) and Coca-Cola to burp out evil spirits.

Photography is strictly forbidden here – stow your camera away and take the opportunity to soak it all in. The Chamulans may be suspicious of outsiders and resent interference in their religious observances, but if treated with respect, they will respond in kind.


The weekly market is held every Sunday, right in front of the village church. You’ll see Chamulan women dressed in their iconic shaggy wool skirts and selling them in the open market. It’s the busiest day of the week here as people from the hills flock to the village to shop and pay their respects in the church, and tourists ascend upon the village.
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THE GROTTOES OF SAN CRISTÓBAL

A few kilometers east of San Cristóbal, El Arcotete Parque Ecoturistico is a hodgepodge of pine forests, stone arches and hanging swings perched over running streams.

The main attraction is a 400m-long semi-open cave, with a walkway weaving through a dazzling chasm of stalagmites and stalactites.

For a softer adventure, head to the zip-line and experience gliding leisurely over the forest. Several hiking trails crisscross the pine forests that stud the eco park, and a lancha (boat) ride leads you through the waterway.

To get there, catch a colectivo two blocks north of the Iglesia de Guadalupe, from the junction of Nicolás Ruíz and Av Remesal.



WHERE TO EAT IN SAN JUAN CHAMULA

Restaurante El Mirador

One of the few proper restaurants in Chamula, with glorious views and decent food. $$

Restaurante Al Toque!

A centrally located and affordable family-run restaurant. $

Restaurante Nichim

Duck into this casual diner for some comforting regional broths. $

Take to the Waters

GLIDE ALONG RÍO GRIJALVA

Without Río Grijalva, there would be no Cañón de Sumidero. It is this river that carved out the canyon, creating a brilliant landscape of forested banks and sheer escarpments laced with trickling waterfalls. The best way to explore the canyon is on a lancha (motorboat) that speeds between the canyon’s lofty rock walls. Catch a boat from the pier in Chiapa de Corzo or the Embarcadero Cauhuaré, 5km north of the town.

The two-hour journey takes you from one end of the river to the next, whisking you alongside massive cliffs and past tiny islets where endangered species roam. Not only are the waters the perfect place to ogle at the sheer scale of the rock faces, they’re prime for wildlife-watching. As you glide on the waters, look out for cormorants perched on tree branches, egrets fishing, turtles gliding in the water, and even a crocodile or two sunbathing on the river bank.

Along the way, the boat captain will point out a series of peculiar rock formations, including the Cueva de los Colores, a craggy cave naturally coated in a shade of pastel pink thanks to the magnesium that filtrates into the rock stack. The cave also houses a shrine dedicated to the Virgin of Guadalupe, which draws in fleets of pilgrims every December 12, on the Día de la Virgen de Guadalupe. Nearby is the Árbol de Navidad or ‘Christmas Tree’, which is, in fact, more of a waterfall than a tree. In the rainy season, the 106m waterfall cascades over a series of thick hanging moss, resembling a shimmering Christmas tree.


HIKING TRAILS

Circuit Cañón del Sumidero

A 6.1km moderate trail that takes you on a loop inside the rainforests.

Cerro Colorado

Challenge yourself to a 3.9km out-and-back trail up to the top of Cerro Colorado, to the east of Chicoasén dam, where soothing views await.

Miradores del Sumidero

This 10.8km trail leads to three viewpoints, beginning at the Mirador La Coyota.



WHERE TO STAY IN CHIAPA DE CORZO

Hotel De Santiago

A no-frills colonial-style guesthouse steps from the white-and-red Templo de Santo Domingo. $

Yaxché

This centrally located hotel is a humble setup with colonial stylings on the outside but few on the inside. $

Hotel La Ceiba

With an inviting pool and an attractive garden, this is the most upscale hotel in town. $$


Drive Along the Canyon Rim

DRINK IN PANORAMIC VIEWS

The moment you roll up in the Cañón del Sumidero national park, you feel it – you’re entering someplace special. Though views from the water are stunningly beautiful, the canyon rim boasts more dramatic and staggering vistas. From this elevation, you’ll see the horseshoe bend stretching out beneath you, with the serpentine Rio Grijalva looping around rainforest-covered karst mountains and an endless sea of green all around.

With six miradores (lookouts) perched on different sections of the canyon rim, you can easily hit them all in one day. Driving up the arduous serpentine road that leads up to the canyon rim – Calzada al Sumidero – can be harrowing, but once you reach the vertex, it’s a leisurely cruise from one viewpoint to the next.

Make your first stop at La Ceiba and see the canyon beginning to take shape, then briefly pop by La Coyota for your first views of the canyon walls. Go deeper and higher into the canyon and you’ll notice the canyon opening up at El Roblar. After rounding a bend, pull up into Mirador El Tepehuaje for a theatrical panorama. Next up, Las Chiapas is a major pit stop for visitors with all-encompassing views, a small museum, shop and bathrooms. The final lookout, La Atayala, has a kids’ outdoor playground and cafeteria that serves up warm tamales. Note that the watchtowers are closed every Tuesday for maintenance, so try to visit during the rest of the week.

There is no public transportation to get to the viewpoints, but you can rent a car from Tuxtla-Gutierrez or San Cristóbal de las Casas. Some day tours include stops at the lookouts.

[image: jpg]

Cañón de Sumidero | DC_Aperture/Shutterstock ©


CHIAPA DE CORZO

Poised on the northern bank of the Río Grijalva, Chiapa de Corzo is the starting point for boat trips into the Cañón del Sumidero – but it’s so much more than a basecamp for travelers.

An underrated destination on its own, Chiapa de Corzo is a sleepy, bucolic colonial town with a history that dates back to 1200 BCE.

For a slice of its past, head 1.5km east of the main square to the Chiapa de Corzo Archaeological Site, where remains of the ancient settlement still stand.

Years of excavation have unearthed three Zoque pyramid structures that sit on mounds dating back to 750 BCE. In 2010 archaeologists found a 2700-year-old crypt, one of the oldest Mesoamerican pyramid tombs ever to be discovered.




Getting Around

Colectivos heading north to San Juan Chamula leave from Calle Utrilla outside the Mercardo Municipal. You can also book affordable day tours from agencies along Real de Guadalupe, but the tours are mostly in Spanish.

There’s no direct public transportation to or around the Cañón del Sumidero national park, but you can catch a bus or colectivo from San Cristóbal de las Casas to Chiapa de Corzo, and from there hop on a boat tour.






COMITÁN
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Set on a high plain 90km southeast of San Cristóbal de las Casas, Comitán de Domínguez is one of Chiapas’ lesser-glimpsed colonial jewels. The quiet town is a jumping-off spot for travelers in search of the cerulean falls of El Chiflón, and only receives a trickle of overnight visitors. Therein lies the attraction of Comitán.

Founded in 1527 by the Spanish, this town has a pleasant highland atmosphere. Comitán is centered around a charming square of modern art sculptures and immaculately pruned flat-topped trees. Splaying out from the center are nine neighborhoods with grid-like streets and pastel-colored houses.

Comitán is the last town just before the Pan-American Hwy (Hwy 190) gives way to sparkling lakes and Guatemala beyond. If you’re planning to head across the border, this is a good stop to refuel. In recent years, Comitán has improved its infrastructure, adding an entourage of well-priced hotels and decent restaurants to its list of offerings.
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SIGHTS

1Casa Museo Dr Belisario Domínguez

2Centro Cultural Rosario Castellanos

3Iglesia de Santo Domingo

4Museo Arqueológico de Comitán

5Museo de Arte Hermila Domínguez de Castellanos

6Museo de la Ciudad

7Palacio Municipal

8Parque Central Benito Juárez




TOP TIP

Hwy 190 bisects Comitán, to the west of Parque Central. At the junction of Hwy 190 and Cristóbal Colón, the OCC bus terminal has regular departures to San Cristóbal de las Casas (two hours) and Palenque (seven hours). Catch combis to the center of Comitán across the road from the OCC terminal.



WHERE TO EAT IN SAN JUAN CHAMULA

Restaurante El Mirador

One of the few proper restaurants in Chamula, with glorious views and decent food. $$

Restaurante Al Toque!

A centrally located and affordable family-run restaurant. $

Restaurante Nichim

Duck into this casual diner for some comforting regional broths. $


Delving into Comitán’s Past

COMITÁN’S BEATING HEART

The colonial center is compact and walkable, overflowing with small-scale posadas and local taquerías. Its epicenter lies at Parque Central Benito Juárez, with its jumble of manicured trees, flowerbeds and art sculptures. On weekends, artisans set up crafts stalls and street vendors sell steaming tacos, while locals put on their dancing shoes and gather here for free marimba concerts.

Flanking the leafy square is the Centro Cultural Rosario Castellanos (culture center) and the Palacio Municipal (city hall). The pièce de résistance here is the striking Iglesia de Santo Domingo, its neoclassical facade splashed in a pastel yellow color.

Dating back to the 16th and 17th centuries, this church is distinguished by the unusual blind arcading on its Mudejar-style tower. Next door, the former monastery features an aesthetically pleasing wood-pillared patio with a large mural depicting local history.

South of the main square, the Casa Museo Dr Belisario Domínguez is dedicated to the eponymous doctor and political activist who played a pivotal role in civic life. The museum, converted from his family home and medicine practice, provides fascinating insights into what life in Chiapas was like in the early 20th century.

A block further south is the Museo de Arte Hermila Domínguez de Castellanos, where you can see works by famous Mexican artists, including José Luis Cuevas and Rufino Tamayo. Around the corner, the Museo de la Ciudad details different stages of Comitán’s history, from its ancient Maya days to the 19th century.

Just east of the main square, the Museo Arqueológico de Comitán displays artifacts from the nearby archaeological sites including Tenam Puente. In the main hall are schematic displays of the first hunter-gatherers and representations of the pre-Classic period.
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LA PILA

Just three blocks to the northeast of the main square lies the oldest neighborhood in Comitán: La Pila.

Terracotta-roofed houses flank the cobblestoned streets, with wooden balconies hanging overhead.

Watch locals go about their lives as vintage Volkswagen Beetles whisk past and street vendors hawk paletas (popsicles) and pozoles de elote (a heavy corn drink).

The district’s crown jewel is the Templo de San Caralampio, an orange-and-red neoclassical building with checkered stairs and plenty of ornate carvings.

The temple was built in 1852, and commemorates a highly revered Greek orthodox saint, who is celebrated with fervor (masked men and devil figures notwithstanding) during a 10-day festival in February.




Getting Around

Comitán is compact enough to walk every-where. Colectivos have terminals on Hwy 190 between 1a and 2a Calles Sur Poniente, just north of the OCC terminal. These vans leave for San Cristóbal. White taxis are also readily available around the main square.





Beyond Comitán
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Comitán is a fantastic launchpad to explore nearby natural and historical sights.


Ringed by sparkling natural attractions, Comitán has no shortage of sparkling lakes and ancient archaeological sites within a two-hour drive. What’s more, because these spots are plonked in the far southwestern edge of Chiapas, close to the Mexico–Guatemala border, they see very few tourists. If you’re traveling overland to Guatemala, it’s easy to turn the journey into one epic road trip, making stops at the numerous natural wonders studded along Hwy 190.

Forty-one kilometers southwest of Comitán lie the plummeting sapphire cascades of El Chiflón, Chiapas’ poster girl and the emblematic symbol of southern Mexico. Looming 55km to the southeast are the stepped pyramids of Chinkultic and the fortified Tenam Puente ruins, while shimmering 60km to the southeast are the pine-fringed lakes of the Parque Nacional Lagunas de Montebello.
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TOP TIP

Guided day trips will give you limited time at each spot. We recommend traveling independently and spending a night at each spot.




Chiapas’ Loftiest Falls

CASCADES, POOLS AND TRAVERTINES

Lauded as the finest falls in Chiapas, Cascadas El Chiflón are a series of frothy cerulean cascades tumbling 120m off an escarpment into swirling cobalt blue pools. At just 20km southwest of Comitán, they are surprisingly easy to access, with forested paths and boardwalks leading right up to various falls.

Two community-run enterprises manage the cascades. The Centro Ecoturistico Cascadas el Chiflón has a number of attractive amenities, including rustic riverfront cabañas, zip-lines, a campground, and a small interpretive center with info on the river and wildlife. Centro Ecoturístico Cascada Velo de Novia has more swimming areas, and newer, slightly cheaper cabañas. Zip-lines whisk you across the river at various points along the route. If time isn’t an issue, we recommend staying overnight in the riverside cabañas and visiting both ecotourism centers to experience the falls from different angles.

Overlooked Ancient Ruins

UNCOVERING STORIES CARVED INTO THE STONES

Receiving just a smidgen of tourists each year, the Tenam Puente archaeological site, 11km south of Comitán, is virtually unheard of but well worth a slight detour on your way to El Chiflón. It’s one of those magical sites where the wild atmosphere is as captivating as the stories written into the stones. The sprawling Maya ruins feature a 20m tiered pyramid, three ball courts, and other structures rising from a wooded hillside.

Also worth a short stop is Chinkultic archaeological site, 39km southeast of Comitán. Of the 200 mounds scattered over a large area of dramatically situated ruins, only a few have been excavated, but it’s easy to imagine the grandeur of this site in its heyday.
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LAGOS DE MONTEBELLO

Over 50 small lakes of varied hues make up the Parque Nacional Lagunas de Montebello, 56km southeast of Comitán.

The countryside along the Mexico–Guatemala border is gloriously underdeveloped – a mini-rainbow of emerald greens and iridescent blues, surrounded by thick temperate pine and oak forest.

At the park entrance, the road forks: north to the five separate lakes of Lagunas de Colores, and east to the village of Tziscao and Lake Tziscao (pictured below). Near to Tziscao, a track leads 1km north to the indigo Laguna Pojoj, which has an island in the middle that you can visit on bamboo rafts. Eventually you’ll reach the Chuj-speaking village of Tziscao, a sweet hamlet stretching down to the lakeside.




Getting Around

There are hourly vans to the El Chiflón turnoff on Hwy 226 from the colectivo terminal 500m north of the OCC terminal. Vans to Lagos de Montebello leave regularly from the same station.

To the ruins, Transporte Ejidal Tenam Puente runs combis from its terminal at 3a Av Poniente Sur 8 in Comitán. To get to Chinkultic, catch any combi to Lagos de Montebello and ask to be dropped at the Chinkultic intersection. The site is 2km north via a paved access road.






TABASCO
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Extending across the Gulf coast north of Chiapas, the compact state of Tabasco is known more for its oil industries than its untamed rainforests and mammoth Olmec stone sculptures. But the state is slowly blossoming into an ecotourism destination, thanks to its amalgamation of biosphere reserves and protected areas.

Take a look at a map of Tabasco and you’ll notice that the state is literally a patchwork of lagoons, rivers and wetlands. It’s always hot and humid here, but drastically less when you head to the breezy coast and venture into the southern hills. The area around Villahermosa and the Gulf coast is subject to seasonal floods, so make sure to check for flood warnings prior to your trip.

Tabasco is also making a name for itself with its rich history – this was where the Olmec, mother of all civilizations, thrived and flourished. Today you can see remnants of La Venta, the largest Olmec ancient city ever built, at the outdoor museum in Villahermosa.
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TOP TIP

Villahermosa International Airport, 13km east of the center, has daily flights from Mexico City. It also serves Cancún, Mérida, Mexico City, Monterrey and Guadalajara. ADO has a handy counter at the airport, running hourly minibuses to Palenque. Buses from other destinations arrive at the ADO bus terminal on Lino Merino 925.




Capital City of Villahermosa

MUSEUMS AND OLMEC HEADS

Despite the name, Villahermosa is neither a villa (town) nor hermosa (beautiful). Home to more than a quarter of Tabasco’s population, the sprawling city is flat, hot and humid. Most travelers arrive into Villahermosa’s international airport (13km east of the center) and use it as a starting point to explore Chiapas and beyond.

Villahermosa’s main draw is the fascinating Parque Museo La Venta, an outdoor park and museum created in 1958 to save the highly significant ancient Olmec settlement of La Venta when it was threatened by petroleum exploration.

Four kilometers south, the excellent Museo de Antro-pología contains some impressive exhibits on Olmec, Maya, Nahua and Zoque cultures in Tabasco. The most intriguing is Tortuguero #6, the notorious tablet responsible for the dire ‘end of the world’ predictions for December 12, 2012.
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FISHING FOR BLIND SARDINES

During Semana Santa (Holy Week), Tapijulapa holds one of the most unique rituals in Tabasco: Pesca de la Sardina Ciega (Fishing of the Blind Sardine), an ancient pre-Hispanic ceremony that has survived till today.

It begins with Mass at the local church, then participants proceed on foot to the sacred Cueva de las Sardinas Ciegas.

Dressed in all- white traditional Tabasqueño wear, they dance and chant in Zoque, with baskets of copal in hand.

Inside the cave, the dancers release the cueza (grounded mullein seeds, which have a narcotic effect on the fish) into the sulfurous water. The fishing thus begins and the celebration turns into a big party.



WHERE TO STAY IN TAJIPULAPA

Mesón de la Sierra

Two blocks north of the main square, this small inn has a Mediterranean feel and a prime location. $

Hotel Comunitario Villa Tapijulapa

This is the town’s community-run hotel, with clean, well-appointed rooms. $

Kolem Jaá

A few kilometers out of town, this eco-retreat has brightly painted bungalows and an array of activities, including zip-lining. $$


Old-World Comalcalco

ANCIENT MONUMENTS AND DIVINE CHOCOLATE

Engulfed in the lush jungle surrounding the town, the tiny but impressive archaeological site of Comalcalco is home to the most westerly known Maya ruins. What sets apart these buildings is the unusual use of bricks and/or mortar made from oyster shells. Under the rule of the Chontal, the ancient city reached its zenith between 600 and 1000 CE, and remained an important center of commerce for centuries more.

Highlights include a sculpture-filled museum, the impressive brick tiered Templo I pyramid and the Gran Acrópolis with its views of the Gulf of Mexico from its summit.

Frequent ADO buses run from Villahermosa (55km southeast), but it’s even faster to hop onto a Comalli van departing from Comalli terminal at Reforma Sur 503.


CACAO HEAVEN

Comalcalco made a name for itself with cacao production and small chocolate factories.

Hacienda La Luz (haciendalaluz.mx), just 300m from the central Parque Juárez, offers informative guided tours of its gardens and cacao plantation. You will see their traditional methods of turning home-grown cacao beans into chocolate and get to taste them.

Tours can be booked on their website; English tours have to be reserved in advance.



WHERE TO STAY IN VILLAHERMOSA

Maja Suites

This riverfront hotel offers incredible value for money with cozy suites just a short walk from the center. $

Sleep Inn Villahermosa

Just a block from Parque Juárez, this midrange business hotel is sparkling clean, with work desks in the rooms. $$

Hotel Boutique Menta & Cacao

This plush hotel is housed in a century-old building that has been splashed with vivid hues and eclectic contemporary decor. $$$

Tapijulapa Adventures

A THRIVING ECO DESTINATION

The pueblo magico of Tapijulapa, 85km south of Villahermosa, is raved about as the prettiest town in Tabasco. The riverside Tapijulapa is set among the lush forested hills of Sierra Tabasco in the southern reaches of the state, close to the Chiapas border.

It is believed that the Zoque people began settling in what is now known as Tapijulapa in the 5th and 6th centuries. Archaeological finds from the caves of Cuesta Chica proved that Tapijulapa was used as a ceremonial center during its heyday. Today, quaint Tapijulapa is centered upon a 17th-century church, and characterized by iconic white houses with red-tiled roofs and potted flowers.

Standing at the confluence of the Oxolotán and Amatán rivers, the beautiful Reserva Ecológica Villa Luz, 4km south of town, boasts waters of various hues and dense jungles that are home to swinging howler monkeys. The easiest way to get there is on a five-minute boat ride from the village embarcadero (pier). It is then a 1km walk to the Casa Museo, a museum converted from the former villa of Tomás Garrido Canabal, an anti-religious governor of Tabasco. Several paths continue on to dreamy cascades that tumble into the inviting pools (where you can swim) and swinging suspension bridges shrouded in vegetation. Tread further and you’ll reach the Cueva de las Sardinas Ciegas (Cave of the Blind Sardines), which has sightless fish swimming within the sulfurous river inside the cave.
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Pantanos de Centla

LAKES, MANGROVES AND MARSHES

Covering over 3030 sq km of wetlands, the Reserva de la Biósfera Pantanos de Centla is around 90km northeast of Villahermosa, making for an accessible but wildly unique day trip from Tabasco’s urban capital. From Villahermosa, catch an ADO or Cardesa bus to Frontera, from where colectivos run the 15-minute trip to the reserve. A taxi from Frontera costs around M$100. The best time to visit is from March to May, during the birding season.

Officially declared a biosphere reserve in 1992, Pantanos de Centla gives nature-lovers a glimpse into the rugged wetlands surrounding two of Mexico’s largest rivers, the Usumacinta and the Grijalva. The estuaries, mangroves, islands and savannas here are a peaceful sanctuary for a medley of endangered species, including the West Indian manatee and Morelet’s crocodile. It’s also a natural habitat for tapirs, ocelots, jaguars, howler monkeys, 52 fish species and 255 bird species.

Start at the visitor center, La Casa del Agua (casadelagua.org.mx), 13km south of Frontera along the Jonuta road. Head up to the 20m-high observation tower for a panorama of the confluence of the Grijalva, the Usumacinta and the San Pedrito rivers – a spot known as Tres Brazos (Three Arms). If time permits, do a two-hour boat tour of the mangroves, run by local communities on rudimentary lanchas. You might spot caimans, iguanas, birds and, with luck, howler monkeys.


YUMKá SAFARI PARK

For more wildlife experiences, head 17km east of Villahermosa (near the airport) to see regional species including howler monkeys, jaguars, scarlet macaws and toucans.

It’s hardly an African game drive, but those traveling with kids may appreciate seeing the savanna and its animals from a tractor-pulled trolley.

Yumká is divided into jungle, savanna and lake zones, representing Tabasco’s three main ecosystems.

The park was reported for alleged animal abuse around 2015, but the new admin-istration team has revamped the park and the animals are now much better cared for.




Getting Around

There are regular bus services from Villahermosa to other parts of Tabasco. They usually leave from the main Central de Autobuses de Tabasco on Av Ruíz Cortines and Casillo. ADO has a modern bus station on Calle Coronel Lino Merino and Av Francisco Javier Mina.







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Cancún, Cozumel and the Yucatán. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Cancún, Cozumel and the Yucatán and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Cancún is the primary point of entry for most travelers visiting the Yucatán. It lies about 20km from the Zona Hotelera. You’ll find all the essentials: ATMs, money exchange, car-rental agencies, cafes and shops. The four terminals are served by different airlines and there’s free bus service between them.
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Visas

Citizens of the US, Canada, EU countries, Switzerland, Australia and New Zealand are among the dozens of countries whose citizens do not require visas to enter Mexico as tourists.




SIM Card

The SIM cards sold in airport shops are not good value. Instead, visit an OXXO convenience store where you can purchase one with much broader coverage (Telcel has the most extensive network).




Onward Transport

Cancún airport has an ADO bus station with direct service to many places, including downtown Cancún, Puerto Morelos, Playa del Carmen, Tulum and Mérida. You can purchase tickets online in advance.




Wi-Fi

All four terminals in Cancún airport have free wi-fi, though service can be slow and unreliable. Elsewhere in the region, you’ll find free wi-fi at hotels and some restaurants and public parks.



Transport from Cancún Airport to City Centre (US$)
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CANCÚN ON THE RISE

When Lisa Marie Strickley flew to Cancún from the US in late December 2022, she was greeted like a rock star, with the governor of Quintana Roo on hand to personally welcome her arrival. Unbeknownst to Strickley, she was the airport’s 30 millionth visitor that year, setting a new record for passenger arrivals.

In fact, Cancún is the second busiest airport in the country after Mexico City and the third busiest in Latin America (São Paulo narrowly edging out Cancún for second place).

Tourism has grown in leaps and bounds over the past decade, and Mexico continues to adapt and innovate. In 2022 the country dispensed with immigration forms for a smoother, faster arrival process.








Getting Around

The Yucatán has a good transport network, consisting of buses and colectivos — and soon a train. There are also plenty of agencies offering car rentals.



TRAVEL COSTS

Car rental
from M$1000/day

Gas
Approx M$24/liter

Bus ticket from Cancún to Mérida
M$610

Colectivo from Playa del Carmen to Tulum
M$50



Bus

Buses on the Yucatán Peninsula are comfort-able, frequent and reasonably priced, and they link all the major towns and cities. Most destinations have one main bus terminal where all long-distance buses arrive and depart, although bigger places like Mérida have multiple bus terminals. Grupo ADO operates many bus lines.

Colectivos

On much of the peninsula, vans or cars operate shared transportation services between towns and along the Caribbean coast. These vehicles usually leave whenever they are full, typically every 10 to 20 minutes. On the downside, they can get crammed and aren’t ideal if you have sizable luggage.


TIP

Renting a bike is a great way to get around many seaside destinations like Tulum, Isla Mujeres and Cozumel.




THE MAYA TRAIN

One of the most talked-about projects in the country is the creation of a 1525km intercity railway that will loop around the Yucatán Peninsula. Dubbed the Tren Maya (Maya Train), the ambitious line will travel down the Caribbean coast as well as inland to Valladolid, Chichén Itzá, Mérida, Campeche and Palenque. The price tag of President López Obrador’s grand project could reach US$20 billion, and plenty of controversy surrounds its construction — including damage to the environment and threats to cenotes and Maya archaeological sites.




Renting a Car

Driving in Mexico is not easy, and rentals and fuel can get expensive. Before booking, make sure you verify the total price with the mandatory insurance. Many online rentals don’t include this fee, which can add US$20 or more per day.




Road Conditions

Major roads are generally fine, but in rural areas expect narrow lanes and bad potholes. Watch out for speed bumps, which line populated areas. Avoid driving at night: potential hazards include unlit vehicles, rocks, pedestrians and animals on the roads.




Toll Roads

The Yucatán’s major toll road travels from Cancún or Playa del Carmen to Valladolid, Chichén Itzá and Mérida. Driving this highway is pricey (Mérida to Cancún costs M$610), but the road is in better condition and gets you there faster than taking the alternative free roads.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right
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Speed limit is generally 40km/h in populated areas, 80km/h on most highways and 110km/h on the toll road.

.06

Blood alcohol limit is 0.6G/L.








Money

CURRENCY: PESO (M$)
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Credit Cards

International credit cards are accepted for payment by airlines, car-rental agencies, supermarkets, many midrange and upmarket hotels, and some restaurants, gas stations and shops. Visa is the most widely accepted card in the Yucatán. Some places tack on an extra fee for using credit cards.

Cash

As a backup to credit or debit cards, always carry cash (preferably pesos), especially when visiting remote towns with few or no ATMs available. US dollars are the most easily exchangeable foreign currency in Mexico. Some hotels offer discounts for cash-paying customers. Many restaurants outside tourist centers accept cash only.

Tipping

Restaurants 15% if service is not already included.

Hotels About M$20 to M$100 per day for staff

Porters M$25 per bag

Gas station attendants M$5 to M$10

Taxi drivers Don’t expect tips unless they provide an extra service

Bars Bartenders ususally don’t get tips, so anything is appreciated


HOW MUCH FOR…

Museum admission
M$80–150

Snorkeling tour
M$600

One-day bike rental
M$200

Chichén Itzá admission
M$613




HIGH PRICES

A rise in the cost of goods, fuel and labor has led to higher prices in Mexico, but especially along the Caribbean Coast. Local issues also contribute to price discrepancies. In Tulum, for instance, a taxi monopoly has led to some of the highest cab prices in the world – with some drivers asking M$500 for a 5km ride (in NYC a similar distance would cost about half that). Until the state intervenes to break up the monopoly, the price gouging is likely to continue.



HOW TO… Avoid Getting Ripped Off

One swindle is when you pay for something with a M$500 bill, the clerk palms it and instantly produces a M$50 (they are both pink), asking ‘Where’s the rest of the money?’ You scratch your head and then pay the rest, thinking you accidentally used a M$50 instead of a M$500 note. The swindler keeps the change.


Local tip

Save money by packing light and taking colectivos (shared vans). You can get around quickly and inexpensively, and you’ll also lower your CO2 emissions compared to renting a car.








Accommodation

Resorts

A popular option for families, particularly in Cancún and the Riviera Maya, these sprawling hotels usually offer all-inclusive packages and provide most of everything you’ll need within the confines of the property. You’ll find swimming pools, private beach access, good restaurants, spas and many excursion options. There are also adults-only resorts, which put a premium on luxury and comfort.

Hotels & Inns

Yucatán has hotels in all price ranges, especially in developed areas. Before settling on a room, ask to see the range of options available. An additional M$200 or so may mean the difference between a musty interior room and airy digs with a view. Casas de huéspedes (guesthouses) and posadas (inns) are normally inexpensive and congenial, family-run accommodations with a relaxed atmosphere.

Budget Sleeps

Hostels exist in nearly all the region’s most popular tourist destinations. They provide dorm accommodations, plus communal kitchens, bathrooms and living space, and often more expensive private rooms. Savings aside, the big draw is meeting other travelers. Standards of hygiene and security vary. Always ask if the dorms come with air-con – you might need it on a hot day.

[image: jpg]

Pentium5/Shutterstock©


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN A...

guesthouse
M$1200

hostel dorm
M$450

cabaña
M$1000
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Camping

Some campgrounds are actually trailer parks set up for people with camper vans and trailers (caravans) and are open to tent campers at lower rates. They’re most common along the coast. Some cenotes, restaurants and guesthouses in beach spots or rural areas will let you pitch a tent on their property for a nominal fee.


Cabañas

Cabañas are usually cabins or huts – of wood, brick, adobe or stone – with a palm-thatched roof. Some have dirt floors and nothing inside but a bed; others are deluxe, with electric light, mosquito net, air-con, fridge and bar. Prices vary widely depending on location and amenities provided. The best are perched near the shoreline and get delightful sea breezes.



SUSPENDED SLEEP

Many Maya sleep in hammocks, a tradition that dates back centuries. Hammock hooks are standard in most rural houses, and some locals don’t even own a bed. The advantages: hammocks are more comfortable and airy in hot climates, they take up less space (ideal for big families) and can be easily packed away during the day. There’s also science to back it up: a study in Switzerland found that the subtle rocking motion induced a quicker, deeper sleep. For visitors to the Yucatán, some rural lodgings and eco-cabins have hammocks as the sleeping method of choice.






Family Travel

Few places offer more to see and do for youngsters than the Yucatán, from kid-friendly theme parks to kids’ menus in nearly every restaurant, to the fascinating, once-in-a-lifetime opportunities to clamber around ruins and see wildlife. Boat trips, snorkeling, zip-lines, cenote swimming and cave tours all rank way up there in the ‘world’s best vacation’ list.


Accommodations

Family rooms are widely available, and many hotels will put an extra bed in a room at little extra cost. You can find rooms with air-conditioning nearly everywhere, and most midrange and top-end hotels and apartment rentals have wi-fi access. You’ll also find child-friendly channels on the TV and/or access to streaming services like Netflix – ideal when your kids need some downtime.


Dining Out

The closer you are to tourist centers, the better chance you have of finding more diverse and child-friendly menus. If your kid is a finicky eater, consider packing a lunch when visiting small towns where menu options may be more limited.
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Getting Around

Car seats are compulsory for children under five, but if you’ll be renting you may want to bring your own seat or booster from home, as agencies often add US$5 or even more per day to the cost of the car. Buses have comfortable seats, usually with onboard movies, and most (not all!) have bathrooms. Colectivos can be less comfortable, but at least the rides aren’t typically very long.


Facilities

Facilities for changing diapers can be found in some shopping centers and restaurants.

All farmacias (pharmacies) have diapers (nappies), painkillers, cortisone creams, NSAIDs and so on. Less easily found are 100% DEET products or decent sunscreen, so you may want to bring these from home.



THE MAYA BAPTISM

One of the first big events in a Maya child’s life is the Hetzmek ceremony, when they will become symbolically integrated into the community.

Held during a full moon on the child’s third or fourth month, the family gathers with the chosen godparents and follows a series of rituals that involve donning new clothes, tasting specially prepared foods, and carrying the baby around a table nine then 13 times (symbolizing layers of the underworld and the heavens).

The child will also be handed certain objects to symbolize a productive life ahead: a pencil for good studies, an instrument for future musicians, a griddle for culinary skills, etc.

It all ends with a feast for all those gathered there.


CHILD-FRIENDLY ATTRACTIONS

Xplor

One of several action-filled theme parks on the coast where visitors can zip-line, paddle an underground river and ride ATVs through the forest.

Cozumel

Snorkel your way through colorful reefs then spend the afternoon building sandcastles on the beach.

Uxmal

Get an eyeful of awe-inspiring Maya temples, then head to Choco-Story to feed rescued squirrel monkeys.

Reserva de la Biósfera Ría Celestún

On scenic boat tours you can spot abundant wildlife including crocodiles and flamingos.








Health & Safe Travel

INSURANCE

A travel-insurance policy to cover theft, loss and medical problems is a good idea. Some policies specifically exclude dangerous activities such as scuba diving and motorcycling. Some US health insurance policies stay in effect (at least for a limited time) if you travel abroad, but it’s worth checking exactly what you’ll be covered for in Mexico.
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Theft

Pickpocketing and bag-snatching are relatively minor risks in the Yucatán, but it’s a good idea to stay alert on buses and in crowded bus terminals and airports. Don’t leave any valuables unattended while you swim, and don’t leave anything valuable-looking in a parked vehicle. Muggings are rare, but to avoid injury don’t resist.

Sunburn

To protect yourself from excessive sun exposure, you should stay out of the midday sun, wear sunglasses and a wide-brimmed hat, and apply sunscreen with SPF 30 or higher, providing both UVA and UVB protection. A long-sleeved rash shirt is an essential investment here. Many cenotes and some marine sanctuaries don’t allow sunscreen since it pollutes the water.


TAP WATER

Tap water is not safe to drink. Unfortunately most portable water filters do not provide protection against viruses.



SWIM SAFELY
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Safe to swim
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Swim cautiously, dangerous conditions are present
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Use extreme caution, swimming inadvisable
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Highest danger – do not enter the water

Mosquitoes

Mosquito-borne infections are a risk – Zika and dengue being the most high profile. To prevent bites, wear long sleeves, long pants, hats and shoes (rather than sandals). Avoid exposing your flesh at dusk and dawn when mosquitoes are out in full force. Use a good insect repellent that should be applied to exposed skin and clothing.


NARCOS

Violence has been on the rise in Quintana Roo as rival cartels battle for control over the lucrative drug trade. Cancún and the Maya Riviera have been the backdrop to several high-profile shootouts, and sadly innocent people have died in the crossfire. Neighboring Yucatán state, however, is a different world, and Mérida is rated one of North America’s safest cities.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


When to Eat

Desayuno (breakfast, 7am–11am) Usually consists of fresh fruit, pan dulce (sweet bread) or egg dishes.

Almuerzo (lunch, noon–2.30pm) Can range from a quick bite to gut-busting four-course meals.

Cena (dinner, 6–10pm) Generally features more elaborate (and pricier) dishes, though some people make a meal from taco stands before hitting the bars and clubs.



HOW TO… Hydrate

The great variety of fruits, plants and herbs that grow in the Yucatán Peninsula provides ideal refreshment under the tropical sun. Across the region, you’ll find vendors selling agua de coco (coconut water), often served straight from the husk. You’ll also find a wide variety of jugos (juices), with flavors like naranja (orange) and mango, as well as more exotic drinks like zapote negro (a black fruit with pear-like consistency).

Aguas frescas are drinks made from fruit, seeds or grains, which are mixed with water and sugar and resemble iced teas. A few favorites are agua de tamarindo (tamarind), agua de jamaica (hibiscus), horchata (made of rice) and agua de chaya (a uniquely Yucatán drink, made of the spinach-like leaves of the chaya tree, which is then mixed with lime, honey and pineapple). Lastly, there are licuados, a thicker version of aguas frescas and made of fruit blended with either milk or water.
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MENU DECODER

A la parilla Grilled

Agua (mineral) (Mineral) water

Aguacate Avocado

Arrachera Flank steak

Arroz Rice

Atún Tuna

Bebidas Drinks

Calamar Squid

Camarones Shrimp

Cangrejo Crab

Carne Meat

Carne de res Beef

Cerveza Beer

Champiñones Mushrooms

Ensalada Salad

Entradas Appetizers

Frijoles (negros) (Black) beans

Helado Ice cream

Huevos Eggs

Langosta Lobster

Leche Milk

Licuado Smoothie

Mar y Tierra Surf and turf

Ostras Oysters

Pan Bread

Papa asada Baked potato

Papas fritas French fries

Pastel Cake

Pescado Fish

Plátanos Plantains

Pollo Chicken

Postre Dessert

Pulpo Octopus

Queso Cheese

Sopa Soup

Ternera Veal

Vegetales Vegetables

Vegetariano Vegetarian

Vino (tinto/blanco) (Red/white) wine
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Where to Eat

Restaurante Restaurants offer the widest variety in terms of menu items, price ranges and hours.

Taquería Taco shops are a perfect late-night option and the food’s cheap if you’re looking to pinch some pesos.

Mercado Many markets have a cluster of food stalls preparing decent, reasonably priced local dishes.

Cafe Coffee shops are a good breakfast option for an early start.

Puesto Street stalls whip up everything from tacos to ceviche cocktails. Opening hours vary; some work mornings, others keep night hours.


HOW MUCH FOR A…

a street taco
M$20

a meal in a market
M$120

an ice cream
M$50

dinner for two (upscale restaurant)
from M$1600

a cappuccino
M$40

a beer
M$50

a margarita
M$100
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HOW TO… Eat Breakfast

In some Mexican households, breakfast is proudly proclaimed to be the most important meal of the day – one that will give you the requisite energy (via plenty of carbs and protein) to fuel just about any activity. On weekends, breakfasts can be a decidedly social experience, with locals gathering with family and friends over hearty dishes.

Mexicans have a dizzying variety of dishes for breakfast. Eggs are essential building blocks of the morning meal and can be served a number of different ways, all of which are usually accompanied by tortillas, refried beans and a side of fruit. There are huevos rancheros (fried eggs topped with pico de gallo – a chunky mixture of tomatoes, chili peppers, onion and cilantro), huevos a la mexicana (like huevos rancheros but scrambled), huevos divorciados (two fried eggs living their separate – divorced! – lives, one in red salsa, the other in green) and huevos motuleños (fried eggs over beans, ham and tortillas, topped with cheese), among many other varieties.

Another favorite dish is chilaquiles, which are strips of corn tortillas that are lightly fried and then topped with a red or green salsa and sprinkled with cheese. For a bit more nutrition, you can often top these with an egg, ham or carne ahumada (smoked meat). For those seeking a slightly less heavy meal, you’ll find a growing number of places serving up smoothies and smoothie bowls (topped with fruit, nuts or granola).

¡Vamos a desayunar! (Let’s have breakfast!)


GOING OUT

A proper night out in the Yucatán often begins with sunset drinks by the seaside – if you find yourself in Cozumel or Isla Mujeres, you can watch the sun’s fiery descent into the water. In other places, you’ll have to use your imagination. The margarita is a fine drink of choice for a sundowner, though you can also opt for another tropical cocktail like a mojito (some of the best places, like Batey in Tulum, even use freshly pressed sugarcane).

Afterwards, it’s off to a restaurant for a meal before heading off on the bar crawl. In Playa del Carmen that means trolling the bars along Quinta Avenida, while in Cancun the action is split between the raucous nightclubs of the Zona Hotelera and the more laid-back drinking spots in Centro. If it’s dancing you’re after, keep in mind that most of the clubs are fairly empty before 10.30pm, and prime time for dancing and people watching is around midnight. Most clubs are pretty casual when it comes to the dress code, with ‘smart casual’ being the general rule. Some show up in sandals and shorts, while others dress up a bit.

Once inside, you can join the party people amid the in-house entertainment, which might include top DJs from around the globe, themed fests, conga lines, foam parties or drag shows, depending on the place. The action keeps going until around 3am when most places close (though some bars close at 2am). Afterwards, if you’re not ready to call it a night, there’s always a taco stand nearby, ready to give you some much-needed sustenance before you head to bed.




Fast Breaking

The Spanish word for breakfast has a parallel construction to English. ‘Desayuno’ comes from the prefix ‘des’, meaning ‘not’, and ‘ayuno’, meaning ‘fast,’ as in abstaining from food. So it literally means ‘the breaking of the fast’.








Responsible Travel

Genesis Eco-Oasis Resort is a sustainable eco-friendly retreat set in the forest near the May temples of Ek’ Balam. It also supports the local community through unique experiences related to cooking, weaving and chocolate production.

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when travelling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travellers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travellers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travellers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognising this is a mitigation more than a solution.

Overtourism

You can avoid overtourism by exploring less visited sites – like the ruins along the Ruta Puuc or Maya sites in Campeche state – and focussing your travels on less-trammeled towns like Valladolid in the interior.

Ecotourism

Ecotourism projects run by local communities provide the chance to experience the region more meaningfully. Highlights include forest adventures in Punta Laguna, canal tours in Si’an Kaan Reserve and waterfall excursions at Centro Ecoturistico Cascadas el Chiflón.

Chemical Free

A long-sleeved rash shirt is a handy purchase before heading to the Yucatán. Many cenotes and aquatic nature reserves prohibit the use of sunscreens since the chemicals can damage marine life and pollute the water.

Drug Trade

Buying drugs in Mexico only helps to fuel the drug trade, which has led to violent street battles between rival groups. Abstaining also keeps you out of trouble with the law.


Pedal Power

Getting around by bike is a great way to beat the high taxi prices in Tulum.




Markets

You can purchase farm-fresh fare at markets across the peninsula, including San Cristóbal’s Mercado Municipal.
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Save money and lower your carbon foot-print by opting for public transportation around the Yucatán. Buses and colectivos can get you just about anywhere and you won’t have to deal with the stress of driving.


In Mérida, Cielo Hamacas sells beautiful hammocks made by women weavers from Maya communities. Their non-profit, Cielo Foundation, aims to alleviate poverty, promote gender equality, and inspire social entrepreneurship.
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Dolphin Love

Some adventure theme parks on the Caribbean organize swims with dolphins, which are exploitative and stressful for these captive animals. Instead, you can go snorkeling in the Akumal marine reserve, where sea turtles freely come and go.

[image: jpg]

CHAMELEONSEYE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Artisan Respect

Haggling over handicrafts is discouraged as it can be disrespectful and doesn’t take into account the cost of raw materials or the artisan’s hard work over many days or weeks. Many artisans support their families from their sales.

Ancestral Beekeeping

The small stingless honey bee has been revered by the Maya since long before the Spanish arrived. Known locally as xunan kab, the endangered bee produces a unique honey used in sacred drinks and holistic medicine.


Slow Travel

Low-impact tourism rather than ATVs and jet skis is better for the environment. You’ll also see more nature and wildlife on excursions like a kayaking trip in the Ría Celestún biosphere reserve.




RESOURCES
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theyucatantimes.com  Insight into local, sustainable travel.
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ceakumal.org  Accepts volunteers for turtle monitoring and reef restoration.
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junax.org Volunteering with indigenous communities in Chiapas.








LGBTIQ+ Travelers

The Yucatán Peninsula is more broad-minded about sexuality than many might expect. LGBTIQ+ travelers rarely attract open discrimination or violence, though it’s still uncommon to see open same-sex affection in smaller rural towns. Public displays of affection, even between heterosexual couples, are uncommon in countryside Yucatán, so same-sex affection may raise an eyebrow. In general the most gay-friendly destinations are Cancún, Playa del Carmen, Tulum and Mérida.


Award-Winning Destinations

GayTravel.com crowned Cancún as the best beach destination for LGBTIQ+ travelers in 2022. It was the first time the seaside city has won the award, beating out other competitors like Aruba, Los Cabos and Waikiki. Cancún garnered top honors for its spirit of inclusiveness and hospitality excellence – not to mention its outstanding beaches and nightlife.

The same year, Cozumel won top honors for the best island destination for LGBTIQ+ travelers. The Caribbean island has long nurtured a laid-back vibe that’s welcoming to all and it also hosts one of Mexico’s best LGBTIQ+ festivals.
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BEST GAY BEACHES

LGBTIQ+ travelers can be found at beaches all across the region, although a few places have a bigger pull than others. In Cancún, Playa Delfines and Playa Gaviota Azul both draw a wide cross-section of visitors, including the LGBTIQ+ crowd. South of there in Playa del Carmen, you’ll find another unofficial gay gathering spot near the Mamitas Beach. It’s directly in front of and just north of the Mamitas Beach Club.




BIG NIGHTS OUT

Cancún is the epicenter of the LGBTIQ+ party scene, with some outstanding clubs. In addition to gay-friendly spots like Coco Bongo, you’ll find major hotspots like 11:11 and Laser Hot Bar Beer & Queer. In Playa del Carmen, the place to be is Club 69, complete with go-go dancers and strippers.



Mérida Pride

The biggest Pride event in the Yucatán takes place in mid-June in Mérida. The event, which draws some 20,000 revelers to the city, features colorful costumes, beautifully attired drag queens, rainbow-painted cars and floats, and abundant joie de vivre. The parade rolls down the Paseo de Montejo, then enters the historic district and finishes at the Plaza Grande, which is followed by live concerts on the square.

LGBTIQ+ TOURS

The award-winning Mérida Gay Tours, based in the Yucatán capital, has a wide range of excursions across the Peninsula: major Maya sites, cenotes and remote beaches, wildlife watching, and nightlife. In Playa del Carmen, Pink Flamingo Gay Tours focuses on adventure travel, including trips into the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve.


Arena Festival

It’s worth planning a trip around the Arena Festival, the biggest LGBTIQ+ dance music fest in Mexico. Held over six days in February in Cozumel, the festival features top-notch DJs at different themed parties each night, typically on the beach.








Accessible Travel

As elsewhere in Mexico, the Yucatán Peninsula has many accessibility challenges. Things have been improving in recent years, and there are a handful of blockbuster sites that are surprisingly accessible.


Transportation & Tours

The Cancun-based company called For Handicap Travelers (www.forhandicaptravelers.com/transportation) provides accessible transportation services from Cancún Airport to Cancún and other coastal destinations. It also operates excursions to Chichén Itzá, Tulum and Playa del Carmen.

Accommodations

Newer hotels and resorts have accessible rooms, with the best options along the Caribbean coast. Cancún leads the pack: some resorts offer wheelchair-accessible rooms, roll-in showers, pools with step-free areas and direct beach access.

Beaches

Some beaches along the Caribbean coast make accessibility easy, with accessible parking and ramps down to the shore. Cancún and Playa del Carmen are the best, particularly the latter’s Punta Esmeralda, which has specialized equipment and helpful on-site staff.


RESOURCES

Travel agency Wheel the World (wheeltheworld.com) has a wealth of listings related to the Yucatán. You can peruse listings of properly vetted accessible hotels, arrange excursions or book week-long tours.

A Piece of Travel (www.apieceoftravel.com) is one of the best independent websites on accessible travel. You’ll find keen on-the-ground insight into accessible travel in Cancún, Playa del Carmen, Tulum, Mérida, Progreso, Campeche and other destinations.



MAYA RUINS

Once past the steep entrance ramps into Tulum ruins, the majority of the ruins are accessible (though not the hilltop with sea views unfortunately). Chichén Itzá is even more accessible, with ramped entrances and flat unpaved paths crisscrossing the entire site.


Cancún Airport provides free assistance to wheelchair users. Attendants will meet you at the plane and take you through customs. Request this service from your airline at least 48 hours before departure.



QUINTA AVENIDA

Playa del Carmen’s vibrant pedestrian strip is completely accessible. The long car-free promenade is lined with accessible shops, restaurants, bars and cafes, and there’s also the Parque Fundadores, where you can take in performances and street food.

Cozumel

The Caribbean island is an excellent choice for a vacation, with its smooth, cobblestone-free paths, array of accessible shops and restaurants, and accessible beach clubs. The ferries there are also accessible.


Mérida

The Yucatán’s oldest city presents obvious challenges. Accessible areas include Paseo de Montejo, Parque Santa Lucía with its outdoor restaurants, and the Plaza Grande, plus you can day trip to the accessible seaside town of Progreso.








Language

There are variations in spoken Spanish across Mexico, the most notable being the pronunciation of the letters ll and y. In some places, they are pronounced like the ‘ll’ in ‘million’, but in most areas they are pronounced like the ‘y’ in ‘yes’.


Basics

Hello. Hola. o·la

Goodbye. Adiós. a·dyos

Yes. Sí. see

No. No. no

Please. Por favor. por fa·vor

Thank you. Gracias. gra·syas

Excuse me. Perdón. per·don

Sorry. Lo siento. lo syen·to

What’s your name? ¿Cómo se llama Usted? ko·mo se ya·ma oo·ste

My name is … Me llamo … me ya·mo …

Do you speak English? ¿Habla inglés? a·bla een·gles

I don’t understand. No entiendo. no en·tyen·do

Directions

Where’s (the station)?

¿Dónde está (la estación)? don·de es·ta (la es·ta·syon)

What’s the address?

¿Cuál es la dirección? kwal es la dee·rek·syon

Could you please write it down?

¿Puede escribirlo, por favor? pwe·de es·kree·beer·lo por fa·vor

Can you show me (on the map)?

¿Me lo puede indicar (en el mapa)? me lo pwe·de een·dee·kar (en el ma·pa)

Signs

Abierto Open

Cerrado Closed

Entrada Entrance

Prohibido Prohibited

Salida Exit

Servicios/Baños Toilets

Time

What time is it? ¿Qué hora es? ke o·ra es

It’s (10) o’clock. Son (las diez). son (las dyes)

Half past (one). Es (la una) y media. es (la oo·na) ee me·dya

morning mañana. ma·nya·na

afternoon tarde. no·che

evening noche. pronunciation

yesterday ayer. a·yer

today hoy. oy

tomorrow mañana. ma·nya·na

Emergencies

Help! ¡Socorro! so·ko·ro

Go away! ¡Vete! ve·te

I’m ill. Estoy enfermo/a. es·toy en·fer·mo/a (m/f)

Call ...! ¡Llame a …!. ya·me a …

a doctor un médico. oon me·dee·ko

the police la policía. la po·lee·see·a

Eating & drinking

I’d like a table for (two) people.

Quisiera una mesa para (dos) personas. kee·sye·ra oo·na me·sa pa·ra (dos) per·so·nas

I don’t eat (meat). No como (carne). no ko·mo (kar·ne)

What would you recommend?

¿Qué recomienda? ke re·ko·myen·da

Cheers! ¡Salud! sa·loo

That was delicious. ¡Estaba buenísimo! s·ta·ba bwe·nee·see·mo

The bill, please. La cuenta, por favor. la kwen·ta por fa·vor


NUMBERS

1
uno oo·no

2
dos dos

3
tres tres

4
cuatro kwa·tro

5
cinco seen·ko

6
seis seys

7
siete sye·te

8
ocho o·cho

9
nueve nwe·ve

10
diez dyes




Donations to English

There are many. Thanks to Columbus’ arrival in the New World in 1492, there’s a large corpus of words from indigenous languages that have entered English via Mexican Spanish. You may recognise avocado, chocolate, coyote, tomato...

False Friends

Warning: many Spanish words look like English words but have a different meaning altogether; for example, éxito ek·see·to is ‘success’, not ‘exit’ (which is salida sa·lee·da in Spanish).

Must-Know Grammar

﻿Spanish has a formal and informal word for ‘you’ (Usted oos·ted and tú too respectively). Also, verbs have a different ending for each person, like the English ‘I do’ vs ‘he/she does’.

SPANISH IN MEXICO

What sets Mexican Spanish apart from other Latin American Spanish varieties is the rich vocabulary. In addition to the influence by indigenous Náhuatl and Mayan languages, there’s strong impact from US English, especially in the northern border areas.


DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

The strong and rolled r, and kh (as in the Scottish loch).




10 Phrases to Sound like a Local

Hey! ¡Oye!/ ¡Oiga! (inf/pol) 	o•ye/oy•ga

Are you serious? ¿Te cae?	 te kai

You must be kidding ¡No manches!	no man•ches

Cool, dude! ¡Chido, güey! 	chee•do gway

What’s new? ¿Qué onda?	ke on•da

Awesome!	¡Cámara!	ka•ma•ra

Whatever	Me vale me va•le

Wow, really?	¡Órale! o•ra•le

How’s things ¿Qué tal? ke tal

Check this out! ¡Checa ésto! che•ka es • to



WHO SPEAKS MEXICAN SPANISH?
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Nuts & Bolts

Toilets

Public toilets are rare, so take advantage of facilities in places such as hotels, restaurants, bus terminals and museums; a fee of about M$5 may be charged.

When out and about, carry some toilet paper with you because it often won’t be provided. Put soiled paper in the waste basket as the drains can’t cope otherwise.


Smoking

Mexico has a ban on smoking in public indoor spaces, except in designated areas.

Tap Water

Tap water is not safe to drink in this region.



OPENING HOURS

Archaeological sites 8am to 5pm

Banks 9am to 5pm Monday to Friday

Cafes 8am to 9pm

Cenotes 9am to 5pm

Museums 9am to 5pm Tuesday to Sunday


GOOD TO KNOW

Time Zone
Quintana Roo GMT minus 5 hours, other areas
GMT minus 6 hours

Country Code
+52

Emergency number
911

Population
13.5 million



PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

Año Nuevo (New Year’s Day) January 1

Día de la Constitución (Constitution Day) February 5

Día del Nacimiento de Benito Juárez (Anniversary of Benito Juárez’ birth) March 21

Día del Trabajo (Labor Day) May 1

Día de la Independencia (Independence Day) September 16

Día de la Revolución (Revolution Day) November 20

Día de Navidad (Christmas Day) December 25

In addition, some places close on the following optional holidays.

Día de la Bandera (National Flag Day) February 24

Viernes Santo (Good Friday) Two days before Easter Sunday

Día de la Raza (Columbus’ ‘discovery’ of the New World) October 12

Día de Muertos (Day of the Dead) November 1 and 2

Día de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe (Day of Our Lady of Guadalupe) December 12

Electricity
127V/60Hz
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STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of life in Cancún, Cozumel & the Yucatán


A History of Cancún, Cozumel & the Yucatán in 15 Places

From ancient Maya ruins to the young town of Cancún

Regis St Louis

Corn: Sacred Food of the Maya

The prominent and historical role of maize in Maya culture

Regis St Louis

Lord of the Forest: The Jaguar Returns

The surprising return of the big cat

Regis St Louis
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A HISTORY OF CANCÚN, COZUMEL & THE YUCATÁN IN
15 PLACES

WHEN JOHN LLOYD Stephens reported what he had seen, his traveling companion Frederick Catherwood thought he was being overly romantic. Stephens described ‘mounds of ruins, and vast buildings on terraces, and pyramidal structures, grand and in good preservation, richly ornamented without a brush to obscure the view, and in picturesque effect almost equal to the ruins of Thebes.’ The next day, when Catherwood saw the astonishing site for himself, he pronounced Stephens’ description an understatement.

Today known as the ruins of Uxmal, they were but one of many ancient Maya cities the pair had stumbled upon during their travels across the peninsula in the 1840s. Nearly two centuries later, archaeologists are still making ground-breaking discoveries in the region, like the 13,000-year-old remains found in an underwater cave in 2007 — one of the oldest genetically intact human skeletons ever found in the western hemisphere.

The Yucatán has always been a world apart from other places in Mexico. During the Caste War, the peninsula nearly seceded, and it wasn’t until 1950 that rail lines finally linked it to the rest of Mexico. The second half of the 20th century brought dramatic changes, with tourism fueling some of Latin America’s fastest-growing cities. More recently, the peninsula has seen innovative ideas to help preserve its enormous natural and cultural heritage – both off the coast and in the forested interior that Stephens and Catherwood helped make famous.

1. Calakmul

REMNANTS OF THE MIGHTY SNAKE KINGDOM

In the southern reaches of the Yucatán Peninsula, deep in the jungles of the Petén Basin, ancient temples tower above the rainforest canopy. Known for an emblematic glyph of a serpent head, Calakmul (pictured opposite) was the epicenter of the so-called Snake Kingdom, which became one of the most powerful Maya cities during its peak in the 7th century CE. The Maya have much deeper roots here, and some of the oldest carved stela date back to 435 BCE.

2. Palenque

LEGACY OF A GREAT MAYA KING

The magnificent ruins of Palenque attest to a great civilization that ruled a region in the southwest of the peninsula over 1000 years ago. First occupied in 100 BCE, this Maya city state was smaller than Chichén Itzá, but it contains some of the finest Maya carvings yet discovered. Palenque reached its peak in the 7th century CE under the rule of Pakal the Great, who oversaw the construction of some of the city’s finest plazas and temples. The good days didn’t last, though, and the city was abandoned sometime in the 10th century. Today, only about 10% of the site has been excavated and explored.

3. Aktun Usil

MAYA CAVE PAINTINGS

In a remote corner of eastern Yucatán state, these caves were used as a site for rituals – perhaps related to the harvest – by the local Maya as early as the 8th century CE. Near the entrance, cave paintings adorn the 12m-high ceiling with depictions of hieroglyphics and creatures meant to pay homage to Chaac, the Maya god of rain. Fragments of ceramics, bone and stone phalluses lie in other chambers inside. The site is still considered sacred to the local community – a remarkable continuum of ancestral beliefs – and guides can shed light on the surprisingly well-preserved pictographs made centuries ago.
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4. Chichén Itzá

GRANDEUR OF CIVILIZATIONS PAST

Chichén Itzá is best known for its massive 1000-year-old pyramid, with 365 steps (one for each day of the year), dedicated to the plumed serpent deity Kukulcán. The site, however, was inhabited centuries earlier – as early as 450 CE, though little is known of this early group. The Itzá took over the area (either through conquest or by assimilation) a few centuries later. This group may have been responsible for the city’s greatest structures, including massive ball courts, temples and columned buildings. The city also took on the name from this group: Chichén Itzá means ‘at the well of the Itzás’, in reference to the various cenotes used both as vital water sources and as sacrificial pits.

5. Tulum Ruins

A MARITIME MAYA CITY

Unlike other ancient sites on the peninsula, Tulum perches near the edge of the sea, making for dramatic views from the edge of its weather-beaten temples. It’s also the last of the major ancient walled cities that were still inhabited when the Spanish arrived in the 16th century. During the late post-Classic period (1200–1521 CE) Tulum was an important port town. The Maya sailed up and down this stretch of coast, maintaining trading routes all the way down into Belize. When the conquistador Juan de Grijalva sailed past in 1518, he was amazed by the sight of the walled city, its buildings painted a gleaming red, blue and yellow, and a ceremonial fire flaming atop its seaside watchtower.

6. Casa de Montejo

SYMBOL OF THE SPANISH EMPIRE

One of the oldest and best-preserved colonial structures in Mexico was built in the 1540s and serves as a symbol of Spain’s imperial ambitions in the New World. Well positioned on the south side of Mérida’s Plaza Grande, the building originally housed soldiers, but was soon converted into a mansion for the Montejos – a name deeply connected with the conquest of the Yucatán. Francisco de Montejo Sr tried and failed to conquer the peninsula, but his son succeeded, ultimately founding Mérida in 1542, and ordering the construction of this well-known building using stones from the destroyed Maya town that had previously occupied the site.

7. San Miguel Fort

PIRATE DAYS

After the Spanish founded a permanent settlement on the peninsula’s southwest coast in 1540, Campeche soon flourished as the major port of the Yucatán Peninsula. With riches flowing in and out of the Gulfside settlement, Campeche became a frequent target of pirate attacks. After a particularly gruesome assault in the 1660s, the Spanish monarchy decided to take decisive action. By 1686, a 2.5km hexagon incorporating eight strategically placed bastions surrounded the city (pictured right). A segment of the ramparts extended out to sea so that ships literally sailed into a fortress to gain access to the city. With Campeche nearly impregnable, pirates turned to other ports and left the place in peace.

8. Hacienda Uxmal

ARCHAEOLOGICAL HEADQUARTERS

One of the top lodging options near Uxmal has been hosting guests for nearly two centuries, including John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood who stayed here while traveling through the region in the early 1840s and later brought the virtually unknown Maya ruins to the world’s attention with the publication of their bestselling book Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas and Yucatán. A century later, American archaeologists exploring and studying Uxmal also stayed here – as did the late Queen Elizabeth II on her visit in 1975.

9. Fuerte San Felipe

ONE BATTLE IN THE WAR OF THE CASTES

In 1859, a group of Maya rebels attacked and seized this fort above Bacalar. It was one of many dramatic episodes that occurred during the War of the Castes, a bloody conflict in which the Maya defended their people against subjugation and the expropriation of public lands. Over the second half of the 19th century, numerous towns were destroyed and up to 250,000 died or fled into exile. Peace didn’t return to the region until 1915, when General Salvador Alvarado implemented much-needed reforms in the region.

10. Sotuta de Peón

GREEN GOLD IN THE YUCATÁN

Yucatán state would have been little more than a provincial backwater if it weren’t for a spiky plant known as henequén (sisal). From the 1850s to the early 20th century, the fibers of the agave fourcroydes were used to create strong maritime rope and twine. The ‘green gold’ rush was on as the ‘sisal barons’ of Yucatán built vast estates for the booming business. For the Maya workers, conditions were abysmal, and many lived a life not far removed from indentured servitude. The well-preserved Sotuta de Peón is an 1858 property with vintage working machinery that shows the entire process from shrub to finished product.
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11. Playa Tortugas

BUILDING A RESORT DESTINATION FROM SCRATCH

In the early 1960s, Cancún was a deserted island of sand dunes, mangroves and marshes. All that changed when the Mexican government decided to transform this empty stretch of Caribbean coastline into the country’s top tourism destination. Top officials, assisted by a data-driven computer of the era, crunched numbers and spent two years flying around the country. Cancún ultimately won them over for its white-sand beaches, good weather year-round and easy access to some of the nation’s most important archaeological sites. The first resorts opened in 1974 near Playa Tortugas, with hundreds more opening over the next five decades.

12. Progreso Pier

MASTER OF SHIPPING

Back in 1989, the small town of Progreso earned its place in the record books for building the world’s longest pier. Given the shallowness of the Yucatán’s northern shoreline, the port needed to reach 6.5km out into the Gulf in order to accommodate sizable cargo and cruise ships. The pier has helped fuel economic growth in the region. Meanwhile, bigger plans are on the horizon, with the expansion of the deep water port allowing ships of up to 100,000 tons to enter (up from 40,000 now).

13. Parque 28 de Julio

GROWTH OF A CITY

In Playa del Carmen, the palm-fringed plaza known as Parque 28 de Julio (28th of July) commemorates not a distant success in centuries past, but something much more recent. On that steamy date in 1993, when the population was a mere 15,000, Playa del Carmen officially separated from Cozumel and became the capital of another municipality. It grew exponentially over the next decade, reaching a population of 100,000 by 2005, then tripling to 300,000 today. At one end of the plaza, you can peak at the outdoor murals in the Palacio Municipal courtyard, with images of Playa from ancient Maya days to recent times.

14. Museo Subacuático de Arte

ARTWORK INTO CORAL

One of the best additions to the coastline can only be seen with the aid of a mask and snorkel. MUSA, which stands for Underwater Art Museum, isn’t really a museum at all, but a collection of hundreds of sculptures placed on the seafloor in the Cancún National Marine Park. The project was first conceived in 2005 by marine scientist Dr Jaime González Cano, who envisioned creating a new artificial reef, which would also benefit nearby natural reefs that were suffering from overtourism. Created by Mexican and international artists, the first of some 500 sculptures were placed in 2009. Most statues are now completely covered by coral and other flora.

15. Gran Museo del Mundo Maya

VITAL LANDMARK OF MAYA CULTURE

When it opened in 2012, this impressive museum (pictured below) became a major focal point for the city of Mérida. The building features a cutting-edge design with a vast circular cantilevered form meant to evoke the form of the ceiba, a sacred tree in Maya culture. Its swaths of green represent the leafy canopy overhead and the link to the heavens, while the limestone base sits above the underworld and realm of souls. In between lies the earth, the realm of mortal beings, or in this case the main museum floor, which houses a range of galleries devoted to Maya history, traditions and beliefs, as well as one of Mexico’s best Maya archaeological collections.
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CORN:
SACRED FOOD OF THE MAYA

Maize has played a prominent role in Maya traditions, from ancient human creation myths to present-day harvest rituals.
By Regis St Louis
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IN THE BEGINNING, there was only darkness, silence and water. Six deities living in the primordial sea joined forces with U Kʼux Kaj (‘Heart of Sky’), also known as Huracán, the god of wind, storms and fire (and source of the English word ‘hurricane’). Together they created the land on the earth and instilled a creative energy upon it. They planted a ceiba tree to separate the sky from the land, and its roots reached deep into the nine layers of Xibalba, the underworld. The branches reached up into the 13 levels of the Maya upper world, while the trunk marked the middle realm of the earth.

The gods then created plants and animals. They fashioned humans out of mud, but these beings were weak and simply dissolved in water. The second attempt, involving wood, succeeded on a superficial level, but these people had no hearts or minds and could not praise their creator, so they too were destroyed – this time by a great flood. The few that survived fled to the trees and later transformed into monkeys. In a final effort, the deities used white and yellow maize, mixed it with water and mashed it into paste. Corn turned out to be the missing ingredient, and they at last succeeded in creating human beings.

This is the crux of the creation story according to the Popol Vuh, sometimes referred to as the Maya Bible. There are of course many other elements to it – including an important aside about the Hero Twins (Hunahpú and Xbalanqué) who go on an epic adventure to defeat the Lords of the Underworld and ultimately secure the sacred element of maize for the final creation of humanity.

Although it might at first glance seem like an odd choice for a human building block, corn was one of the most important living things to the ancestral Maya. There are around 60 different varieties of corn, all cultivated from a wild grass known as teosinte growing in southern Mexico over 8700 years ago. Corn grew well in the climate, was easily stored and could feed huge numbers of people. Byproducts could also be used: corncobs burned for fuel or fed to livestock, the fibers of husks used in basketry and craft-making.

The essential foodstuff could be prepared in numerous different ways, from porridge-like concoctions for breakfast to heartier dishes of corn flour mixed with meats and baked in underground ovens, or even in alcoholic drinks like pox (pronounced ‘posh’). The staple grain provided some 70 percent of the diet, and it was also used in medicine. Even today, corn plays a pivotal role in Yucatecan cooking, and it’s still celebrated in big events, like Mérida’s Pueblos del Maíz festival. Some of the year’s most important gatherings have dishes featuring maize — like tamales, eaten during Día de Muertos, and atole (a corn-based beverage with cinnamon, vanilla and sugar), served around Christmas.

Corn also lies at the root of the Mayan language. Despite the many variations among the 32 different Mayan languages spoken today, the world for corn – ixim – is nearly identical to the ear in all of them.

The supernatural was woven into Maya beliefs and everyday practices, and the harvest time was no exception. This is perhaps not surprising given that corn was seen as a divine gift. Among the many gods the Maya worshipped was Hun Hunahpu, the god of maize and the father of the Hero Twins. According to tradition, he was decapitated every harvest time and returned to life at the start of the next planting season. The Maya would pray to the god for a fruitful season as well as a good life since corn wasn’t merely an agricultural product but also represented the cycle of human life and stood at the very essence of their existence. Statues of the god – sometimes only depicted as a disembodied head – were typically placed on an east–west orientation, most likely to represent the emergence of the maize plant at dawn. In traditional carvings, the deity appeared as handsome and youthful, wearing a stylized ear of corn atop hair that resembled corn silk.

Chaac, the god of rain, was another important deity, especially in parts of the Yucatán lacking in natural water sources (like Uxmal and the Puuc region). For a culture dependent on farming, too much or too little precipitation could mean the difference between life and death for entire communities. On temples throughout the peninsula, geometrical figureheads portray Chaac with a large trunk-like nose and an open mouth dotted with fangs. His name featured prominently at harvest rituals held before the planting season in March. The Maya made offerings to him at the Chichén Itzá’s sacred cenote where he was said to reside. Still today, milperos (corn farmers) in the south of the Yucatán gather to conduct a special ritual in the springtime. A H-men (shaman) presides, asking Chaac to bless the rains that will allow the corn to flourish. The farmers then offer tribute – specially prepared food and drink, rather than human victims as in centuries past.

Folktales revolving around corn help explain some of the unique wildlife of the Yucatán. In one story, in the early days after creation, a bird by the name of Dziú helped save a vital corn harvest from fire. The bird had rushed into the flames and was nearly killed retrieving seeds for the next season’s planting. All the other birds were grateful and promised that henceforth they would raise the eggs of Dziú’s descendants, the cuckoo. The god Chaac also ensured that the bird’s heroic efforts would never be forgotten: the eyes of Dziú will always be reddened and its wings will forever be the color of ash – reminders of the sacrifice of the bird. Today, Dziú is the Mayan name for the red-eyed thrush. In the Yucatán, that ‘everything else’ can mean an astonishing array of animal life. The Calakmul Biosphere Reserve is one of the most biodiverse regions on earth, with 70,000 plant and animal species. Its great diversity includes everything from howler monkeys and pumas to tapirs and toucans – along with 360 other bird species. The Unesco-listed site is also home to the highest concentration of jaguars in Mexico.

The future could bring even brighter days for Calakmul. In 2022, the Mexican government in partnership with ANCJ announced tentative plans to expand the reserve from 723,000 hectares to more than 1.3 million hectares. If implemented, this will make Calakmul the largest protected intact tropical forest in the Americas outside of the Amazon basin. Preserving this biologically rich region is but one part of the greater goal of saving Mexico’s rich ecosystems – jaguars and their hunting grounds included – before it’s too late.

Despite the many variations among the 32 different Mayan languages spoken today, the world for corn – ixim – is nearly identical to the ear in all of them.




Lord of the Forest:
THE JAGUAR RETURNS

Revered by the ancient Maya, the jaguar is making a surprising comeback in Mexico thanks to bold conservation initiatives.

By Regis St Louis
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BY DAY, THE sun makes its slow journey across the Yucatán Peninsula. As it disappears out of view at dusk, the light transforms into a jaguar to battle all night with the lords of Xibalba – this was the Jaguar God of the Underworld, one of the most important of the Maya deities.

The Jaguar in Maya Culture

For the Maya royals, using the symbol of the jaguar was akin to conferring supremacy. Rulers wrapped themselves in the spotted hide to show their inherent strength or sat on thrones carved in the shape of the roaring animal. During coronations in Chichén Itzá, Maya kings walked beneath a frieze of great cats carved on the aptly named Temple of the Jaguar. One fortified city was even named after the animal: Ek’ Balam, meaning ‘Jaguar Star’. There was also an element of mystery to the elusive hunter. Some said looking at the jaguar’s skin was like staring into the night sky.

The Maya were hardly alone in their admiration (and undoubted trepidation) for the jaguar. Pre-Hispanic groups from countless different regions depicted jaguars in carvings, on sculptures, painted on ceramics and chiseled into buildings. Ancient warriors adorned themselves with skin, teeth and claws in the belief that they could absorb the animal’s spirit and embody its power and ferocity. Meanwhile, shapeshifters known as Naguales (found in Chiapas among other places) were revered for their alleged ability to transform into animals, with the most powerful sorcerers able to become jaguars or pumas.

A Fiercesome Predator’s Decline

The apex predator certainly gave ample reasons to inspire awe (aka terror). The biggest animals can reach sizes of up to 8ft (2.4m) long and weigh upwards of 350lb (159kg), and their razor-sharp 2in (5cm) claws can shred the skin of their victims. The jaws are the strongest of the big cats relative to their size, and unlike lions and tigers, the jaguar kills its prey with a powerful bite through the skull. Escaping and surviving an attack is difficult given the animal’s exceptional tree-climbing and swimming abilities – they’ve even been recorded paddling alongshore and diving after caiman.

The world’s third largest feline once roamed a vast territory stretching across much of North America all the way down to Patagonia. No one knows how many once inhabited the two continents, though some scientists estimate the population was above 400,000 in the early 1800s. Up into the mid-19th century, jaguars were even found in the United States – from the Carolinas across to California – though by 2022, the wild jaguar population was down to just one lone member: a male by the name of El Jefe (‘the boss’) infrequently spotted in central Sonora, Arizona.

Elsewhere, the jaguar’s once borderless hunting grounds have shrunk to less than half their initial size. Deforestation, expanding cities and hunting have all led to precipitous declines of the native population. Today there are an estimated 15,000 jaguars in the wild, found in 20 countries across the Americas, although most of the big New World cats live in South America.

Mexico’s Conservation Efforts

Mexico contains a relatively small portion of the global jaguar population, but the outlook is no longer as bleak as it once was. Over the last two decades, a coalition of environmentalists, local communities and NGOs have been working hard to help bring the animal back from the edge of extinction. Back in 2005, ecologist Dr Gerardo Ceballos founded the National Alliance for Jaguar Conservation (ANCJ). He and a team of 20 other scientists across the country made comprehensive studies of the jaguar, tracking movements with GPS collars and camera traps and monitoring health through collections of dung and fur samples. They also conducted an extensive census of the jaguar population in 2010. Armed with ample research, the group developed conservation strategies to help support the threatened population.

Their recommen-dations were wide-ranging, and included big-policy initiatives like creating more wildlife corridors and sanctuaries and working on a micro level to address the challenges faced by livestock owners. Some of their proposals were adopted, with the federal government and NGOs working in tandem to improve conservation.

Small communities were also instrumental in the success of the project. In some areas, the government paid people not to deforest wildlife sanctuaries, reimbursed them for the loss of livestock caused by jaguar predation and provided them with electric fences to prevent future attacks on their properties. ‘Local people have been critical,’ Ceballos told a reporter from Mongabay in 2021. ‘When they have the funding and incentives to protect the forest, they become the most important ally.’

Promising Results

In 2018, the alliance took another census of the jaguar population. Ceballos expected the results to show a small decline of jaguar numbers or at best a trend toward stabilization of the population. Instead, the results were much more impressive. Over the eight-year span, the population grew by 20% in Mexico, with some 4766 jaguars in the country — up from 4025 in 2010. It was a clear indication that the bold strategies were working.

The success helped put pressure on the government not to relent on conservation. The new 1525km Maya Train that passes through pristine forests posed environmental risks that threatened to upend the positive trends in the Yucatán. After the good news about the jaguar population was announced, the government agreed to route the line in accordance with conservation needs and add many wildlife passes along the way.

Environmentalists noted that the benefits weren’t limited to the big cats. ‘The jaguar is an umbrella species,’ Ceballos told the New York Times in 2021. ‘By protecting the jaguar, you are protecting every-thing else.’

In the Yucatán, that ‘everything else’ can mean an astonishing array of animal life. The Calakmul Biosphere Reserve is one of the most biodiverse regions on earth, with 70,000 plant and animal species. Its great diversity includes everything from howler monkeys and pumas to tapirs and toucans – along with 360 other bird species. The Unesco-listed site is also home to the highest concentration of jaguars in Mexico.

Looking Ahead

The future could bring even brighter days for Calakmul. In 2022, the Mexican government in partnership with ANCJ announced tentative plans to expand the reserve from 723,000 hectares to more than 1.3 million hectares. If implemented, this will make Calakmul the largest protected intact tropical forest in the Americas outside of the Amazon basin. Preserving this biologically rich region is but one part of the greater goal of saving Mexico’s rich ecosystems – jaguars and their hunting grounds included – before it’s too late.

Over an eight-year span, the population grew by 20% in Mexico, with some 4766 jaguars in the country — up from 4025 in 2010. It was a clear indication that the bold strategies were working.
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“Punta Esmeralda . . . has soft white sand and ample room to run about. There’s also a small shallow cenote, which makes a calm coastal pool for kids to play in.”
REGIS ST LOUIS
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“The heart and soul of Mérida is the Plaza Grande, a tree-lined square in the old quarter. It’s surrounded by some of the city’s most important buildings and serves as a vital gathering space: to ring in the new year, catch outdoor concerts and simply meet up with friends — just as people have been doing since the 16th century.”
REGIS ST LOUIS
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Chichén Itza

A Walking Tour
It doesn’t take long to realize why
the Maya site of Chichén Itz4 is one
of Mexico’s most popular tourist
draws. Approaching the grounds
from the main entrance, the strik-
ing 1 Pyramid of Kukulean (also
known as El Castillo) jumps right
out at you - and the wow factor
never lets up.

It’s easy to tackle Chichén Itza in
one day. Within a stone’s throw of the
castle, you’ll find the Maya world’s
largest 2 ball court alongside
eerie carvings of skulls and heart-
devouring eagles at the Platform
of Eagles & Jaguars, and the Tzom-
pantli (better known as the Platform
of Skulls).

On the other (eastern) side are the
highly adorned 3 Plaza de las Mil
Columnas and the 4 Templo de
los Guerreros. A short walk north
of the castle leads to the gaping
5 Cenote Sagrado, an important
pilgrimage site. On the other side
of El Castillo, you’ll find giant stone
serpents watching over the High
Priest’s Grave, aka El Osario. Further
south, marvel at the spiral-domed
6 Il Caracol the imposing Nunnery
and the exuberant carvings cover-
ing the small building known as
La Iglesia.

Asyou roam the 47-hectare site, it’s
astonishing to consider that, at
its height, Chichén Itza
spanned approximately
30 hectares and was
home to an estimated
90,000 inhabitants.
So you’re looking at
just a small part of a
once-great city.

TOPTIP

Arrive at 8am and
you'll have a good three
hours or so before the tour-
bus madness begins. Early

birds escape the
merchants, too.
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@ Piramide de Kukulcan
(Pyramid of Kukulcan)
ElCastillo (The Castle)

Even this mighty pyramid (also known as El Castillo) can't bear

the stress of a million visitors ascending its stairs each year. No
climbing allowed, but the ground-level view doesn't disappoint.

°ElCaracol

Observatory

Today they'd probably just use a website, but backin N Em'ran’ci! %

the day priests would announce the latest rituals and azens a9 ot ol tatin s 0 o -a
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@ Gran Juego de Pelota
GreatBall Court

How isit possible to hear someone
talk from one end of this long, open-air
court to the other? To this day, the
acoustics remain a mystery.
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0 Plaza de las Mil Columnas eCenote Sagrado

Plaza of a Thousand Columns

Not unlike a hall-of-fame exhibit, the pillars
surrounding the temple show carvings of
ignitaries and celebrated warriors.

Templo de los Guerreros
Temple of Warriors
The Maya associated warriors with eagles and jaguars,
as depicted in the temple's friezes. The revered jaguar,
in particular, was a symbol of strength and agility.
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E
g
g

Sacred Cenote

Diving expeditions have turned up hundreds of valuable
artifacts dredged from the cenote (limestone sinkhole),
not to mention human bones of sacrificial victims who
were forced tojump into the eternal underworld.
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are possible on this

o Playa del Caribbean dream
Carmen island.
Wi | o
San Miguel de
Cozumel

o Cedral
Arrecil Laguna
Palancar Colombia
10 km

®
co

e 5 s

Laguna
Xlapak

Caribbean
Sea

SCOOTER ORCAR

Rates start at around M$450 for a scooter
and M$650 for a car, but prices go up in high
season. Car collision insurance is an extra
M$350. Recommended local car and scooter
rental companies include SharkRider and
Rentadora Isis.

TAXI

Taxi have set rates posted at the ferry terminal
and airport, but those can change. At research
time, prices were around M$100 to M$200

for rides around downtown and M$2000 for a
five-hour day trip around the island.
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TAXI

Alot of your vacation travel can
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BUS
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Ist-class or pretty nice 2nd-class
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CAR

Mexican roads are not the
nightmare you may have been
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TRAIN

It's coming, it's coming soon, with

much of it expected to be complete

by 2024. The Tren Maya (Maya Train)

will run the entire length of the i
Archaeological Corridor, conneeting
Chetumal and Bacalar withCampeche
and points south to Palenque. There

will be stops for Calakmul and

possibly other sites as well.

©oPomuch

Campeche City

This beautiful colonial city has
‘wedding cake’ architecture
and a beautiful cathedral in the
center of town. Walls protected
it from piracy and now serve as
amuseum.

Bolonchéno Y {

de Rejon | CAR

Aswith much of Yucatan, having a car
A\ o taxi will help you get the most of

5 “your visit, as the sights and attractions
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o g@” A‘”‘O"“’ : < =l You won't need one in town centers,
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Pich | BUS
| Many of the popular archaeological sites
along the Corridor can be reached by
colectivo, but you'll find that you may
need to flag one down from the roadside
once you're done. The first-class or
express buses will only stop in bigger
cities and towns.
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Campeche City
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Champotén

Asweet seaside town with a
river that coaxed the Spanish
to come here looking for water
- with disastrous results for
both sides. Today, it's known for

seafood and its pretty beaches. QUINTANA ROO
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Laguna

Deep in the jungle, the Snake 7)
Kingdom had a vast command
over nearby and distant Maya
cities, many of which are well
excavated and lie along the
Archaeological Corridor.
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Cancun & Around
RESORTS, BEACHES, FOOD AND NIGHTLIFE

The captivating resort city has white-sand beaches
and turquoise waters, the perfect backdrop to

Yucatan State & the ers;the perfect backdrop!
M Heartland all manner of aquatic activities, including diving
aya anunderwater sculpture museum. Nearby, you
CULTURE, ANCIENT RUINS AND WILDLFIE can spend some time unwinding on picturesque
Yucatan State holds a staggering array of Maya ruins, islands like Isla Holbox or Isla Mujeres. Isla Cozumel
FISH-WATCHING PARADISE

from the famed (Chichén Itz4) to the obscure (Ruta
Puuc). You'll also find one enchanting, historic city that’s
packed with culture (Mérida) and two biosphere reserves
where you can go croc- and flamingo- spotting.

A diver's heaven, this Caribbean
. island is renowned for its drift diving,
Cancin & year-round visibility and an impressive
variety of coral reefs and other marine

Around b s }
. ife. Aquatic activities aside, Cozumelis
Yucatan State & afine place to explore with windswept
the Maya Heartland beaches, scrubby jungle scenery and
Campeche State The la some hidden Maya ruins.
QUIET AND HISTORICAL DESTINATION Riviera ¢ooumel
Campeche’s unique feature is its pretty historical Maya
center surrounded by stone walls built to fend off
pirate attacks. It's a serene destination, complete The Riviera Maya
with a beachside boardwalk and a romantic air. The Costa
Elsewhere, you'll find fascinating Maya sites like BEACHES, ECO-ADVENTURES AND MAYA RUINS
the temples of Calakmul, set deep in the jungle. Maya The multifaceted Riviera Maya has obvious appeal
thanks to its picturesque shorelines, nightlife and
Campeche abundance of activities. There are cenotes and
State lagoons to visit, reef excursions just offshore
and some spectacular Maya temples, including
the Tulum Ruins perched above the sea.
The Costa Maya
OFF-THE-GRID ADVENTURE
Chiapas & Dubbed the ‘lake of seven colors', the crystalline
waters of Laguna Bacalar have spectacular
Tabasco shades of blue. Divers won't want to miss out on
visits to coral reefs and a ship graveyard. The
fishing villages of Mahahual and Xcalak provide a
fine counterpoint to the megaresorts of Cancun.
Chiapas & Tabasco

ANCIENT RUINS, JUNGLES AND WATERFALLS

Aland of adventure, these southern states are home

to misty mountains and biologically rich rainforests.

You'll find sprawling ancient Maya complexes here,

like jungle-fringed Palenque, as well as Olmec relics

in Villahermosa. The star attraction is the culturally
rich city of San Cristobal de las Casas.
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