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Puerto Vallarta and the region surrounding it have long had die-hard fans. From the wild, undeveloped southern coast to the colorful beach towns of the northern shores, this unique slice of Mexican terrain attracts return visitors year after year. Golden beaches embrace the limpid waters of the Bay of Banderas, home to myriad species and providing both abundant seafood and opportunities for diverse recreational activities. The bay shelters Puerto Vallarta from storms and serves as habitat for endangered sea turtles and whales.


Nestled in a verdant valley, Puerto Vallarta is rich with resources. Fertile farmlands, tropical fruit orchards, and blue agave fields surround the city, giving rise to craggy volcanic mountains. In hidden coves and along sweeping sea-shores, smaller towns provide an enchanting taste of tropical Mexico at its best.


While Old Town, or Zona Romántica, as it is called, retains its singular charm, Vallarta has also matured into a contemporary city complete with all-night discos, upscale boutiques, modern cinemas, colorful art galleries, live performances, and even a few small casinos. This once-scruffy beachfront resort town is an urban destination offering access to the best that Mexico has to offer.
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view of the sea off the Nayarit Coast





The heart of Puerto Vallarta remains in Old Town and the lively Malecón that runs along the shoreline of downtown. Along this pedestrians-only promenade you’ll find endless entertainment, from sand sculptures and living statues to clowns and musicians. It comes alive at night as visitors and residents congregate to watch the sunset and later enjoy the live entertainment, delicious street food, and endlessly amusing parade of people.


The surprising diversity of Vallarta and its surroundings attracts more people each year, yet you can still get away from everything without going far from this lively city: from the tranquil beach town of Barra de Navidad to timeless San Blas; from lazy fishing hamlets to the gated barrios of the rich and famous; from surf towns to wild beaches so removed that you can only reach them by sea. Come discover your own special place in this magical region by the sea.
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Hacienda Jalisco near San Sebastián




[image: image]

steps decorated with traditional Mexican tiles.
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sunset on a beach in Sayulita









Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Puerto Vallarta


Puerto Vallarta is divided north and south by the gentle, vine-swathed Río Cuale, rippling down from its foothill canyon. The original town north and south of the river retains much of its charm, especially south of the river in the Old Town or Zona Romántica and the adjacent Playa los Muertos. In spite of a squadron of massively overbuilt hotels and apartment buildings, the appeal continues to the south, along the villa-decorated Conchas Chinas headland, past the village of Mismaloya and the nearby offshore Los Arcos underwater sanctuary, and farther south, to petite Boca de Tomatlán shoreline village.


North of the Río Cuale, El Centro, or downtown, spreads uphill to the meandering lanes of Gringo Gulch, and sweeps along past the bay-front Los Arcos amphitheater and the airy Malecón shoreline promenade. Farther north, the beach boulevard passes through the Zona Hotelera lineup of world-class hotels along golden-sand Playa de Oro, continuing past the plush Marina condo-home district and golf course to the airport at the town limits.


Around the Bay of Banderas


There are many wonderful things to do and see around the Bay of Banderas. Bucerías lies along the northern shoreline, followed by an abundance of lovely beaches climaxing at Punta Mita and coral-strewn Playa Anclote, great places for sunbathing, surfing, and snorkeling. Excursions to wildlife-rich offshore Islas Marietas are a popular adventure as well.
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street market in Bucerías





[image: image]


Visitors find even more in the cool Sierra Cuale, home to a trio of invitingly Old World colonial-era towns, not far east of Puerto Vallarta. San Sebastián, curled around a precious little plaza, offers comfy country inns and old gold mines to explore. Colorful Mascota adds tasty home-cooked country food and museums. Further up in the hills, picturesque Talpa is a pilgrimage town, home of the miraculous Virgin of Talpa, a fine museum, and good restaurants.


Sayulita and the Riviera Nayarit


For years, the Nayarit Coast was one of Puerto Vallarta’s best-kept secrets, but no longer: Sayulita has emerged as a major destination in Nayarit. Visitors come to enjoy the gorgeous beaches, good surfing, snorkeling, wildlife-watching, and cowboy-country ambience, along with Sayulita’s increasingly sophisticated shopping and dining attractions.


Moving north, the highlights beyond Sayulita include sleepy San Francisco, the still untouristed (by norteamericanos) towns of Lo de Marcos, Guayabitos, La Peñita, and precious Chacala. Finally comes San Blas, famous for bird-watching, wildlife viewing, and occasional world-class surfing. Beyond San Blas is the idyllic automobile-free Mexcaltitán, an island village where an excellent museum tells the island’s fascinating story.


Barra de Navidad and the Jalisco Coast


For travelers yearning to follow the path less traveled, the Jalisco Coast may be just the ticket. From Puerto Vallarta, it stretches more than 100 miles south, traversing pine-tufted mountains, desertlike savanna, lush tropical forest, and seemingly endless pristine golden strands.


On the three broad bays that indent the Jalisco Coast, a few villages, including Perula and La Manzanilla, provide a modicum of food, lodging, and services for travelers seeking a Mexican paradise. A number of splendidly isolated boutique hotels sprinkle the Jalisco Coast. If you enjoy being pampered in the wilderness, this is the place. Many travelers’ Jalisco Coast journeys wind down at the drowsy far-southern twin resorts of Melaque and Barra de Navidad, where they enjoy lots of sun, golden sand, and sparkling Pacific sunsets.



Know Before You Go



High and Low Seasons


The most popular time to visit Puerto Vallarta is high season (Christmas to Easter), when the days are warm and dry and the nights are cool. This is when prices are highest and the hotels most crowded.
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view of Puerto Vallarta nd the Bay





Travelers looking for lower costs and less crowds should visit before Christmas, from about late October. The weather is still lovely, and there’s no shortage of hotel rooms or deals.


True bargain hunters and surfers looking for less-crowded waves should visit in late spring or summer. Days are steamy and hot, but the evenings are often cooled by spectacular thunderstorms, washing away the dust and presenting brilliant evening light shows. Summer is low season, and savvy visitors can take advantage of discounts on everything from hotels to massages.


To catch the best cultural events, visit during the first two weeks of December during the celebration of the Virgin of Guadalupe. Streets are closed off, and nightly processions of floats, folkloric dancers, and musicians head to the cathedral. If you are a foodie, don’t miss Restaurant Week in mid-May. The best restaurants in Puerto Vallarta offer prix fixe meals under $25. If you like movies, tequila, surf, and live music put together in one big, colorful package, time your trip around Festival Sayulita, in mid-January.


Vaccinations


No vaccinations are necessary when heading to Mexico for your vacation. During the rainy summer months there is an abundance of mosquitoes, some of which carry dengue, an unpleasant and quite painful but rarely fatal tropical virus.


Passports


Keep the tourist card you receive when traveling into Mexico. You will face fines if you try to leave without it. If you are traveling from or through the United States, you will need a valid passport to return from Mexico.


Pets


If you plan on traveling with your pet, make sure you have current health records and a rabies vaccination (given within 30 days of your arrival). Few hotels are pet friendly, so it’s best to check in advance.



The Best of Puerto Vallarta



For the most intimate experience of Puerto Vallarta, stay in a comfortable hotel within close walking distance of the colorful Old Town sights, cafés, restaurants, and shops. If you opt to stay in the north-end Hotel Zone or the Marina, you can easily hail a taxi ($5-8) or hop a local bus ($1-2) to go where the action is. If it’s your thing, be sure to reserve seats ahead for a Fiesta Mexicana show.


Those who want a full dose of urbanity with their beach time should stick to Puerto Vallarta, either El Centro (downtown) or Old Town, since this puts you within easy reach of the city’s best restaurants and nightlife while also keeping you close to the beach and bay. If you’re looking to really chill out, however, you might consider staying up at the north end of the Hotel Zone, or even in Nuevo Vallarta, and cabbing or busing in to “the big city” for day trips or nights on the town. And if a beachfront city isn’t on your agenda except as a pass-through, why not spend a night or two in Vallarta at the beginning or end of your travels and head north to Sayulita or San Blas, or south to Cabo Corrientes or the Costa Alegre for the rest of your trip?


Wherever you stay, be sure and take at least one leisurely promenade down the Puerto Vallarta Malecón at sunset or in the early evening. This is simply a great urban beachfront experience.


Puerto Vallarta


DAY 1


The majority of flights arrive at the Puerto Vallarta Airport in the late afternoon. After customs and transportation to your hotel, that doesn’t leave much time for sightseeing, and who wants to rush out after a long day of travel anyway?


Change out of your travel clothes and into some casual beach attire; grab your phone or camera and head down to a beach restaurant and dig your toes into the sand. Order a tropical drink and some fresh guacamole, then people-watch and decompress until you catch your first brilliant Vallarta sunset. Ah, isn’t that better?
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Dancers of Vallarta by Jim Demetro on the Malecón







A Perfect Day for Romance


Ask any of the hundreds of honeymooning couples who visit each year, and they’ll tell you that Puerto Vallarta is the place for romance. Swaying palms on golden beaches, moonlit walks along the shore, and brilliant Pacific sunsets make the Bay of Banderas the perfect backdrop for weddings, anniversaries, engagements, or just a quick romantic getaway. The following are suggestions for a perfect romantic day in Puerto Vallarta.


Start your morning with breakfast on your balcony. Order room service and start the day relaxed and unhurried while watching the waves together. When you’re ready, get dressed and hail a cab or stroll to Playa los Muertos. Boarding from the Los Muertos Pier, enjoy an hour boat ride viewing the magnificent mansions and villas, and the beautiful deserted coves, that line the shore on your way to Yelapa.
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sunset at Yelapa





If it’s still early in the day, at Yelapa, hike to the waterfall or take a horseback ride into the forest. When you return, have a light lunch and a slice of pie at one of the beachfront restaurants. Go ahead and swim, sunbathe, or buy some jewelry or souvenirs from the local vendors, and then catch a return boat back to Playa los Muertos.


On your way back to your hotel, recharge with a couple’s massage at a local spa. Tables are set up side by side so you and your sweetie can enjoy the relaxing and healing powers of massage together. For a real treat, buy a package at one of the hotel spas to enjoy steam rooms, sauna, massage, and total pampering. Once back at your hotel, rest for a while before getting dressed for dinner.


There are any number of restaurants along the Malecón where you can watch a spectacular sunset, but Vista Grill, Barcelona Tapas, and Restaurant Chez Elena up on the hill behind downtown offer a panoramic view of the city and bay as well. Share a dessert and a kiss as the evening fireworks light up the sky at about 10pm.


If you’ve still got it in you, head out to La Bodeguita del Medio or J&B for some salsa dancing, or stop by a liquor store and pick up a bottle of sparkling wine for a moonlit stroll along the beach. End your perfect day with a kiss at midnight, your feet buried in the sand and the warm waters of the bay lapping at your ankles.





After drinks and chips, you probably won’t be very hungry, so stroll along the Malecón and nibble on crepes, tacos, and fresh fruit from the food stands. Check out the central Plaza de Armas and watch the concert (or the clowns) at the adjacent shoreline Los Arcos amphitheater.


Things start picking up at the dance clubs around midnight, so head over to Mandala or the Zoo to get your groove on and work off those margaritas.


DAY 2


Who can resist the beach on your first full day? Head out and start beach exploring. Start at the seafront park just north of the Río Cuale and stroll south over the river bridge and continue along the seashore andador (walkway) along Playa los Muertos. Walk out on Los Muertos Pier to see what’s biting, or grab a lounge chair at any of the restaurants and beach clubs. There are plenty of people to watch, friends to make, and margaritas to drink.


Still have the urge to explore? Head south by local Mismaloya or Boca bus (from the corner of Constitución and Basilio Badillo). Visit Mismaloya, and then head back into town to watch the sunset at one of many establishments along the famous Malecón.


Later, hit one or more of the nightclubs on the Malecón. Closed to auto traffic, the Malecón is party central, especially during spring break but pretty much year-round. The old standards—Hilo, the Zoo—still rock, and now a couple of relative newcomers—Mandala, La Vaquita—have amped up the Malecón party options.


DAY 3


You’ve done the beaches, and now it’s time to hit the water. Take a relaxing day cruise for snorkeling at Los Arcos and a waterfall swim at either Quimixto or idyllic Yelapa on the Bay of Banderas’s forested southern shore.


Head back into town for dinner, and then do a little nightclub hopping along the Malecón (or seek out more conversation-friendly entertainment at either Ándale pub or Garbo in the Olas Altas district). Tired of techno and dance music? Hit Club Roxy for some raucous rock and roll.


DAY 4


After all of the previous activity, it may be best simply to rest for a day. Or head for an out-of-town adventure at Punta Mita or Sayulita (1.5 hours north of town by bus). There you can stroll, shop, boogie-board, and maybe try your hand at surfing or stand-up paddleboarding.


If you are taking a break from the sun and surf today, head south and make a stop at the Puerto Vallarta Zoo to cuddle a lion cub or feed a giraffe, or the Vallarta Botanical Gardens to view the amazing collection of orchids and the picturesque grounds. Both are excellent for nature photography and bird-watching.
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a view of Puerto Vallarta’s cathedral through the Los Arcos Amphitheater
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a bougainvillea-draped doorway at the Vallarta Botanical Gardens










Best Restaurants


• Best High-End Gourmet Experience: Thierry Blouet’s first and finest restaurant Restaurant Café des Artistes remains the gold standard for gourmet dining in Puerto Vallarta (click here).


• Most Romantic: The outside dining area at the Hotel Playa Escondida (click here), just south of Sayulita, is about as intimate and beautiful as it gets. Alternately, Taste at Casa Cupula, in Conchas Chinas, is a gorgeous and romantic dining room with a fabulous menu as well (click here).


• Best Surf Burgers and Pizza: There are a lot of burger joints around Vallarta, but rooftop KM5 Surf Bar by Higuera Blanca on the road from Punta Mita to Sayulita has great food, amazing sunset views, frequent live music, and killer cocktails (click here).
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K5 Surf Bar, on the road from Sayulita to Punta Mita





• Best Pasta: Sayulita’s Mamma Mia makes their own pasta daily, and it is simply great, whatever the sauce. Reasonable prices and a good wine list add to the buzz (click here).


• Best Pastries: Pie in the Sky in Old Town, the Marina, and Bucerias whips up the finest tres leches cake in this part of Mexico (click here).


• Best Cheap Tacos: The competition is stiff. El Tacón de Marlin by the airport and in north El Centro has the best shrimp burritos on the planet (click here). Ocho Tostadas (in the Centro, marina, and Nuevo Vallarta) slings the best low budget seafood you’ll ever eat (click here). Sayulita’s Tacos Ivan whips up the best $1 tacos al Pastor in the neighborhood (click here).


• Best Views: Vista Grill offers earth, water, and sky views beyond belief, and fine food to come back down to (click here).


• Best Beachfront Dining: At Don Pedro’s in Sayulita, enjoy great seafood amid torchlights (click here). In Yelapa, the Lagunita hotel restaurant is a magical toes-in-the sand dining experience (click here).


• Best Malecón Dining: Vitea is one of Puerto Vallarta’s finest dining rooms in the midst of a row of commercial venues—a gem in the rough (click here).


• Best Late-Night Eats: Eat a late-night dinner on the patio at Restaurant de Santos then go upstairs and party all night (click here).





Tonight, head north for some killer salsa dancing at J&B.


DAY 5


Part of your last day will be spent picking up mementos of your trip and handicrafts for the folks back home. Head down to the Isla Cuale and check out the wares for sale in the many shops and stalls. If you can handle the heat, head into the Mercado Municipal just downhill from the bridge. Grab some Mexican vanilla, organic coffee, or colored glassware for affordable and useful gifts.


For the rest of your day, schedule a special tour such as horseback riding or a whale-, dolphin-, or bird-watching excursion to the Islas Marietas. Don’t miss your last Puerto Vallarta sunset!


If you’ve still got one more night of partying left, spend it like a local at the dive bar La Cantina. Just mind your manners, because things can get pretty rowdy.


Sayulita and the Nayarit Coast


I’ve yet to meet a day-tripper on excursion from Puerto Vallarta to Sayulita who didn’t want to stay overnight. Sayulita (and San Pancho, five minutes north) both have that effect on people. You get there, and you do not want to leave. It’s an hour from the Puerto Vallarta airport, but you’ll feel like you have entered another world.


DAY 1


Zip up from Vallarta to Sayulita by local bus for about $2 (a rental car will be a parking headache, and it is an expensive cab ride). The ride from the airport to Sayulita by local bus is roughly an hour; from downtown, probably 90 minutes, depending on traffic. Arriving in Sayulita, head to the plaza, and you’ll quickly see what the buzz is about. Sayulita is small, lively, and colorful, stocked with interesting characters, dozens of great restaurants ranging from taco carts to gourmet dining rooms, and an array of interesting shops selling all manner of offbeat, chic, and unique merchandise. And then there’s the beach and the surf, and the surfers, paddleboarders, kayakers, and swimmers at play on the shore and in the waves.


Find a room soon if it’s high season. Charming, reasonably priced quarters can be rented at the Hotelito Los Sueños on the north side, or the Petit Hotel Hafa downtown. If you want to go super low-budget, check out the hostels; there are several. If you want to go high-end, the designer Villa Amor, at the south end of the town beach, and the exquisitely rustic Hotel Playa Escondida, five minutes’ drive south of town, are great lodging options.
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Folk art for sale on the street in San Pancho





Stay up late at one of several ultra-lively late-night bars, such as Don Pato, the Sayulita Public House, or Club Camarón.




Highlights of Gay Puerto Vallarta


When you arrive in Puerto Vallarta, make sure to pick up a copy of the excellent Gay Guide Vallarta or visit their website, www.gayguidevallarta.com, for a wealth of information on Puerto Vallarta’s many gay-friendly establishments and events. Also recommended is www.discoveryvallarta.com, one of the city’s best websites for gay travelers. These online guides are extremely useful since the club scene, both gay and straight, changes fast, and places close or move all the time.


BEACHES


There are plenty of free palapas in the general area of the famous Blue Chairs resort at Playa los Muertos, the stretch of sand most popular with the gay community. Most hotels and beach clubs are happy to let you use their lounge chairs and facilities with a minimum food or drink purchase of about $20 worth of pesos. Whether you are looking forward to making new friends or just people-watching, Playa los Muertos is the place to be.


ACCOMMODATIONS


Hotels catering to gay travelers can be found all over Old Town. Gay-owned Casa Fantasia B&B offers a soothing haven from the busy streets and beaches of the Zona Romántica. This three-house hacienda-style B&B is spacious yet welcoming.


One of the most beautiful and eccentric of all Vallarta hotels is Casa Cúpula, contained in three side-by-side houses and a modern new lobby building, joined by winding stairways and paths. Casa Cúpula is considered one of the best gay-friendly guesthouses in Puerto Vallarta. It’s also home to Taste, one of Puerto Vallarta’s finest gourmet restaurants.


NIGHTLIFE


There is nightlife aplenty in gay Vallarta. For a wild time of it, check out C.C. Slaughter’s or Paco’s Ranch, both offering plenty of bar and dance-floor action. For a low-key night, check out the neighborhood piano bar Garbo, a popular after-work place for locals that has cheerful waiters and a friendly, mixed crowd.


Try one of the neighborhood bars in the Zona Romántica, such as Frida, a nice, quiet hangout with cheap drinks and a fun atmosphere. Relaxed Diva’s is a great place to go alone or with friends early in the evening before hitting the nearby dance clubs. La Noche offers quiet corner booths for conversation or a romantic drink as well as more central seating for more social groups. Rumor has it that of late the rooftop lounge at La Noche if where you go to take a walk on the wild side.


TOURS


Ocean Friendly Whale Watching is a good choice for trips catering to gay travelers. The whales come to Puerto Vallarta every year, conveniently in high season (Nov.-Apr.), to either mate or give birth, and it’s likely that you’ll get to see some amazing mating behavior from these massive mammals.


If you really want to experience gay life on the water, choose one of the gay tours available, perhaps to one of the private beaches along the south coast. Diana’s Tours has always focused on and catered to gay and lesbian tourists, but its “straight-friendly” tours remain open to everybody.





DAY 2


Now that you’ve familiarized yourself with the scene, on the second day take a surfing or paddleboarding lesson. Spend half the day on the water and the other half on the beach, watching one of the more interesting beach scenes in Mexico play out. It’s a real circus. In the evening, sample fare from the fish-taco carts or one of the dozen-plus restaurants in every price range that encircle the plaza and spill out onto all the side streets. These days Sayulita is foodie heaven.


DAY 3


Head up from Sayulita to San Pancho by cab (10 minutes, $10) and have the cabbie drop you somewhere not too far in from the entrance to town. From here you can spend an hour or two sauntering toward the sea down Avenida Tercer Mundo, taking in the many cool shops, restaurants, bars, and coffeehouses along the way. Be sure and check out the quirky furniture, glassware, and crafts made from recycled materials on sale at Entreamigos, the local community and recycling center. When you reach the beach, stroll south and have a look at the estuary, almost always busy with hundreds of birds. Beware of swimming if there is any surf at all—San Pancho’s waters are often dangerous. Have a drink or lunch at one of the beachside restaurants, then head back to Puerto Vallarta—or back to Sayulita for some remedial yoga before you return to the big city.




[image: image]


Sayulita beach





Jalisco Coast


Should you find three or four days in cosmopolitan Puerto Vallarta to be enough (stateside city dwellers might find the crowds, cars, and ambient city noise all too familiar), hit the road for a trip down the Jalisco Coast. You can get very far away from it all in just a few hours, heading south out of Puerto Vallarta.


DAYS 1-3


Drive or take a bus to El Tuito, up in the mountains on Cabo Corrientes. From here, head west to Tehualmixtle or Playa Mayto. The road to the Cabo Corrientes coast was close to finished as of this writing, so the going should be relatively smooth and not too time-consuming. Figure on roughly one hour of driving time, unless the usually heavy summer rains have already washed the new road away. At the end of the road, the beaches are gorgeous, empty—although the new road will eventually bring more people to this previous little-visited stretch of the Jalisco Coast—and endless, with potentially great surfing, fishing, and beachcombing. There are sweet, inexpensive little hotels to be found here as well. Try the Hotel Mayto, or the El Rinconcito Hotel just down the road, with its inexpensive air-conditioned rooms, a general store, and a restaurant with a pool table. If you are on a low budget, a bus ride followed by two or three nights at these two hotels would serve as a fine excursion.


On the other hand, if you plan ahead, rent a car, make a reservation, and can afford a one- or two-night fling in the land of rustic luxury, by all means book a room at the Hotelito Desconocido. This strikingly well-designed outpost of eco-luxury is surely one of the most beautiful, isolated, and distinct lodgings on the Pacific coast of Mexico. It’s an amazing place to unwind, and you might even get to help send some baby turtles into the sea.


Best Day Trips from Puerto Vallarta


If you are based in Puerto Vallarta and are set on spending all your nights here, you can still get out of town for a day at a time. Your form of transportation will, in part, determine your destination. Here are a couple of options.


San Sebastián


This pretty little mountain town is a long haul by car for a day trip, but the second half of the drive is gorgeous, and once you’re here, it’s a memorable place for a lunch, a stroll around town, and a tour of a coffee plantation, a gold mine, or a historic hacienda. If driving is not on your agenda, there are numerous one-day tours available from Vallarta.


Alta Vista Sacred Site


You’ll need a rental car for this one, or go with Mexitreks, the tour company based in Sayulita. The turnoff is about two hours north of Puerto Vallarta on Highway 200; from there, it’s a 20-minute drive. The beautiful hike in along the streambed takes less than an hour, and in season you’ll find natural rock-rimmed swimming pools and waterfalls to soak in; year round, there are dozens of ancient petroglyphs to contemplate. You’ll need to bring your own food and drink.
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copper pots and pans for sale at a roadside stand on Highway 200





Sayulita


An hour or so north of Puerto Vallarta by bus, Sayulita is just about the liveliest beach town on the Pacific coast of Mexico, great for surfing, paddleboarding, dining, beach-lounging, shopping, or just people-watching. The only issue, on a day trip, is having to leave at the end of the day—it’s too much fun.


San Francisco (San Pancho)


The next town north of Sayulita, five minutes farther up Highway 200, San Pancho is quieter than Sayulita; some say prettier as well. It’s home to a bird-filled estuary as well as a number of fine restaurants and beachfront cafés. Plus, in season, you can watch world-class polo players in action.
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San Pancho beach





Anclote


Take the bus from Vallarta for an hour, and spend the day on the beach or at one of the palapa restaurants drinking, dining, and taking in the scene. Take a boat ride to the Marietas. Take a surfing lesson. Learn to paddleboard. It is all right here: no hike in, no hassle.


Puerto Vallarta Botanical Gardens


You can get here in under an hour by bus, heading south on Highway 200, or take one of many tours that come here. Spend the day admiring the hundreds of orchids, the acres of flowers, the birds, and the butterflies. You can even walk down to the river and take a swim. An on-site restaurant will cover your lunch requirements.


Yelapa


The don’t-miss day trip of all day trips out of Puerto Vallarta: Board a boat at the Los Muertos Pier and head to the magical little beach town of Yelapa for a day of hiking or lounging. Throw in a hang glider ride on the thermal wind, and a slice of pie from the vendors on the beach.


Bucerias


Under an hour north of Puerto Vallarta, this town doesn’t look like much from the highway that cuts through it, but the primarily empty beach is long and pretty. You can shop the market, dine on the sand, or even consider a paddleboarding, sailboarding, or kiteboarding lesson from the folks at Pacific Paddle.



Surfing and Stand-Up Paddleboarding



Surfing and stand-up paddleboarding enthusiasts can find plenty of action in the Puerto Vallarta region. The best surfing conditions customarily occur during winter, but swells hit various spots around Banderas Bay year-round, providing good surf somewhere in the area almost any time of year.


Several great local spots, north and south of Puerto Vallarta, include the following. If you’re paddleboard surfing, you can find waves at any of these beaches (don’t attempt to learn surfing on a paddleboard in big waves). If it’s flat, just go for a paddle.


Bay of Banderas


NORTH SHORE


Burros, La Lancha, Anclote, and El Faro offer good beginner, intermediate, and advanced breaks along the shore near Punta Mita. There are other spots along this stretch of bay, but these four are the best-known.
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stand-up paddleboarder on a wave in the Bay of Banderas





• Burros (intermediate to advanced): Features an interesting forest hike in and a pretty beach in spite of the nearby all-inclusive hotel.
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surfer at Burros on the Bay of Banderas





• La Lancha (beginner, intermediate, and advanced): Offers a fun, gentle surfing wave and one of the bay’s most beautiful beaches. Access has been difficult recently; ask around to see if the gate is open or what new rules are in place.


• Anclote (beginner, intermediate, and advanced): Easily accessible, super-gentle, user-friendly wave, great for beginning surfers and paddleboarders, and intermediate and advanced surfers when the swell is big.


• El Faro (intermediate to advanced): The legendary “lighthouse” of 1970s surf lore; fast, fun, tubular, and powerful, but hard to get to, fickle, rocky, and not for beginners.


SOUTH SHORE


• Quimixto (intermediate breaks): Approachable by boat only; a good fast beach break; short- or longboards; in front of a small resort village.


NAYARIT COAST


• Sayulita (beginning, intermediate, and advanced): A crowded, lively break, great for beginners at the south end, while the river-mouth lefts and rights are good for better surfers.


• Aticama and Santa Cruz (intermediate): These are rocky point breaks, both lefts, directly in front of the small towns they are named for.


• Matanchén (great for beginners): Endless, soft, fun point break waves on shallow sand bottom; occasionally gets big and even more endless.


• Stoner’s Point (advanced): Can be a fantastic wave but is very fickle; big, powerful, and fast enough to be for advanced surfers only.


JALISCO COAST


• Ipala and Las Peñitas (intermediate to advanced): On the Cabo Corrientes coast south of Tehualmixtle; hard-breaking beach-break waves; better for shortboards.


• Playa el Tecuán and Arroyo Seco (beginner to advanced): Hard-breaking beach-break waves; better for shortboards.


• Playa la Manzanilla (intermediate to advanced breaks): Beach break in front of the town; can be good on a strong swell; long- and shortboards fine.


• Barra de Navidad (beginning and intermediate): At the jetty; fun, easygoing in-town wave for everybody; better for longboards.




Best Hideaways


There are all kinds of hotel experiences to be had in the Puerto Vallarta region. For those who really just want to get away from it all and do nothing in beautiful isolation, here are a few options.


• Hotelito Desconocido (Jalisco Coast), two hours south of Puerto Vallarta, is hands-down one of the most beautiful hotels in Mexico, and it’s about as far away from it all as you can get (click here).


• Majahuitas Resort (Bay of Banderas), on the beach between Yelapa and Quimixto, can only be reached by boat. It’s a perfect getaway with fantastic views of the bay stretching north to Punta Mita (click here).
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Majahuitas Resort





• Hotel Playa Escondida (Nayarit Coast), five minutes, two miles (3 km), and a million light years south of Sayulita, features its own little beach and cove; a fabulous spa; a few dozen individually designed, luxuriously rustic guest rooms; and a lush, verdant setting that is about as romantic as can be (click here).


• Tailwind Jungle Lodge (Nayarit Coast), a couple of miles north of San Pancho up a seasonal dirt road, offers tents on platforms and palapa-roofed casitas flanked by pools and yoga platforms. All are carefully sited in a hillside forest tumbling down to a beautiful isolated beach (click here).


• Hotel Rincón del Cielo (Nayarit Coast), on the hill above the beach at Punta Raza, is way off the beaten path and off the grid, having its own solar and propane power sources, and offers access to the long, empty Playa Punta Raza and its neighboring bird-filled lagoon. This fabulous beach is slated for development, but nothing is going on to date. It is fenced, gated, and guarded, but it’s open to guests of the hotel. Imagine a five-mile (8-km) beach with no one on it: It’s yours (click here).






Best Beaches



Since a best beach for some people might be not-so-great for others, we have organized the best beaches by region first and also by the distinctive qualities that make them the best.


Best All-Purpose Beaches


PUERTO VALLARTA


• Playa los Muertos: Beginning on Puerto Vallarta’s south side, Playa los Muertos is the hands-down best all-purpose beach in town. It’s long enough that you can avoid crowds if you want, but it also has all of the amenities, including beach clubs, restaurants, and bars (click here).
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Playa los Muertos





• Mismaloya and Boca de Tomatlán: Out of town but still close in, these south-side best all-purpose beaches are renowned for calm waters and natural beauty as well as easy access to food, drink, and snorkeling (click here and click here).


BAHÍA DE BANDERAS


• Playa Bucerías: On the bay’s northwest side, Playa Bucerías is an all-purpose favorite for calm surf and family-friendly conditions as well as proximity to food, drink, and shopping (click here).


• Playa Anclote: Located at Punta Mita at the far north end of Bahía de Banderas, with good palapa restaurants, safe swimming, snorkeling and surfing nearby, and excursions to offshore Islas Marietas, Playa Anclote has it all (click here).


NAYARIT COAST


• Playa Sayulita: Sayulita is known for surfing, but it is also great for just about anything and everything else: snorkeling nearby, swimming, paddleboarding, great food and drink, shopping a few yards away, and a people-watching extravaganza—or walk 0.5 miles (800 m) and get away from it all (click here).


• Playa Chacala: A favorite all-purpose beach on the Nayarit Coast is gem-like Chacala, whose golden sand curves gently around its intimate, palm-tufted half-moon bay (click here).


• Bay of Matanchén: This long, lovely bay offers shallow water for play, gentle waves for beginning surfers, and dozens of restaurants all in a row, right on the beach (click here).


JALISCO COAST


• Playa Perula: The first best beach south on the Jalisco Coast is at family-friendly Perula, on islet-decorated Chamela Bay (click here).


• Playa Boca de Iguanas: Farther south, find Playa Boca de Iguanas, the perfect spot for RVers (click here).


• Playa Melaque: Those who want it all—good hotels, restaurants, gentle waters, and drowsy, country-Mexico tranquility—choose Melaque (click here).


Best Wildlife Beaches


PUERTO VALLARTA


• Boca de Tomatlán: With an estuary pouring into a quiet little bay, Tomatlán draws schools of fish which in turn draw crowds of birds (click here).


BAHÍA DE BANDERAS


• Nuevo Vallarta: You’ll find crocodiles lounging in the Ameca river mouth and at various spots along the river banks and around the golf courses, as well as myriad birds and more crocodiles in the canals that weave through Nuevo Vallarta. Bird- and croc-watching tours leave from the docks behind Paradise Plaza (click here).


• Islas Marietas: The hundreds of fish underwater are almost as spectacular as the thousands of birds, including the rare blue-footed boobies, that make themselves at home here. A 15-minute boat ride from Anclote will get you here (click here).




At Play in the Bay


There are many ways to have fun in Bahía de Banderas, from the simple pleasure of taking a swim in warm, buoyantly salty water to more time-consuming and expensive diversions such as whale-watching and scuba diving. Hey, it’s the Pacific Ocean, and it is one big, thrill-filled and exciting adventure, however you choose to go in.


WHALE-WATCHING


December-March marks the return of the humpback whales to the Bay of Banderas for their annual mating and birthing. Whale-watching trips usually leave early in the morning and get back midday. You’ll have an opportunity to get up close to these magnificent beasts, plus, if you are lucky, you’ll see all kinds of mating behavior, such as tail slapping, breaching, and maybe even the mating itself. Just be sure to pick a licensed and ethical company when you book your tour.
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male whales jousting in the Bay of Banderas





SCUBA DIVING AND SNORKELING


While Puerto Vallarta might not have the aquamarine waters of the Caribbean, it does offer a wide variety of aquatic life that ranges from rainbow-colored tropical fish to jaw-dropping giant manta rays that grow as large as 25 feet (7.5 m) across. Puerto Vallarta has two marinelife preserves, Los Arcos and Islas Marietas, both of which offer fantastic diving and snorkeling opportunities. More advanced divers can do the amazing wall dive at Los Arcos, where the continental shelf drops more than 1,800 feet (550 m) down, or partake in a night dive when the predators like lobsters and octopuses come out to feed.





NAYARIT COAST


• San Francisco and Playa Punta Raza: On the Nayarit Coast, the beaches at San Francisco and Punta Raza both are fed by estuaries. This means superb bird-watching, and you may even get to see some of the indigenous species, like crocodiles, turtles, or coatis (click here and click here).
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Playa Punta Raza





• Playa El Naranjo: Also very lovely and worthwhile is the local country beach haven of Playa El Naranjo, north of Rincón de Guayabitos. It offers palapa restaurants, a mangrove lagoon, crocodiles, and plenty of birds. It’s open only in the dry season (click here).


Best Hidden Beaches


PUERTO VALLARTA


• Playa Conchas Chinas: Surprisingly, the close-in beaches along Conchas Chinas are often deserted because you can’t always see them from the main road (click here).


BAHÍA DE BANDERAS


Along the north shore of the bay are half a dozen empty beaches reachable only by boat from La Cruz de Huanacaxtle and/or Anclote. They remain the least developed, and thus most beautiful of all the beaches in the bay. Hire a boat and ask the captain to find you one.




Forest Adventures


When you get tired of the beach and bay, head for the hills. Puerto Vallarta is ringed with magnificent mountains, and these forest-clad hills are laced with trails for your feet, your mountain bike, or your horse. Or skip the trail and do it in the air via zip line.


HORSEBACK RIDES INTO THE FOREST


For the equestrian, Puerto Vallarta offers a variety of horseback riding adventures. If you are only looking for a day trip, take a short forest ride to a waterfall. For a longer adventure, take an eight-hour ride into the Sierra Madre. For true horseback-riding lovers, there are trips ranging from an overnight camp in the forest to weeklong rides to various mountain towns. Lunch is almost always included.


MOUNTAIN-BIKING TOURS


Several local providers offer different bike tours for riders ranging from beginner to expert. The tours take you through small Mexican pueblos, along rivers, and through some of the most beautiful countryside that Mexico has to offer. Lunch is included in all trips, and many of the tours include stops for swimming.


CANOPY TOURS


There are numerous canopy tours available, but the most popular is Los Veranos. Starting with an open-air drive to the Los Veranos ecological preserve, visitors will get to see some of the beautiful coastline south of Puerto Vallarta. Los Veranos has 14 cables, the longest 400 feet (120 m). Daring visitors will zip from tree to tree at up to 35 mph (55 km/h). Afterward, you can swim, eat, or visit with the monkeys. For safety reasons, there is a weight limit of 250 pounds (110 kg) for the zip lines.





• La Lancha: This surfing beach is gorgeous, and limited to surfers only—unless you come in by boat from Anclote. The trip is around 15 minutes; split the cost with friends, and you will have an amazing stretch of deserted beach to enjoy and explore, with great surfing waves for those who ride them (click here).


• Stinky’s: Just east of Playa Anclote’s jetties, you’ll find this little gem—sometimes it smells a little rank, hence the name, but the water is clean and if you walk a little farther east down the beach, you are in pristine terrain and the smell goes away (click here).


NAYARIT COAST


• Playa de las Cuevas: This little gem is tucked in between rocky headlands laced with caves between the north end of Sayulita and the south end of Playa Malpaso (itself an oft-deserted beach). Walk, paddle, or bike in from Sayulita, and enjoy clear swimming waters off a small beach framed by striking rock formations (click here).


JALISCO COAST


• Playa Mayto: South of Puerto Vallarta, venture off-road to Playa Mayto, accessible (about an hour’s drive) from Highway 200 at El Tuito. This three-mile-long (5-km) golden-sand beach is good for all beach diversions and is home to a pair of comfortable, moderately priced hotels, both with restaurants and one with a pool (click here).


• Tehualmixtle: Alternatively, go a mile (1.6 km) farther south to Tehualmixtle fishing cove, with restaurants and a rustic hotel; add fishing, snorkeling, and scuba diving (with your own equipment) to the family-friendly beach activities (click here).



Most Beautiful Beaches



PUERTO VALLARTA


• Boca de Tomatlán: A bit out of town and thus still undeveloped, Boca de Tomatlán remains a pristine stretch of sand with a little village behind it—the archetype of a beachfront pueblo (click here).


BAHÍA DE BANDERAS


Along the north shore of the bay there are half a dozen empty beaches reachable only by boat from La Cruz de Huanacaxtle or Anclote. They remain the least developed and thus most beautiful of all the beaches in the bay. Hire a boat and ask the captain to find you one.
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the beach in Bucerías





NAYARIT COAST


• Playa Malpaso and Playa de las Cuevas: Tucked in between Sayulita and San Pancho, these two gems are almost always empty, thus offering all that a beautiful beach should offer: solitude, beauty, and serenity (click here).


JALISCO COAST


• Playa Careyes: Gem of gems, Playa Careyes sits on its own petite half-moon bay and offers palapa restaurants, turtle-watching, surf fishing, and fishing trips (click here).


• Playa el Tecuán: A few miles farther, de facto wildlife refuge Playa el Tecuán offers a long pristine strand perfect for beachcombing, powerful rollers for advanced surfers, great surf fishing, and even bird- and wildlife-watching in your own kayak on the Tecuán lagoon. The beach has no facilities, however, so bring everything (click here).


Best Water-Sports Beaches


PUERTO VALLARTA


• Playa Mismaloya: A little ways south of town, Mismaloya has good fishing and snorkeling nearby, plus you can hire a boat to take you to nearby Los Arcos, the bet snorkeling in the region (click here).
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Playa Mismaloya





• Playa Los Muertos: Boogie-board the waves at the north end river mouth, paddleboard around the pier, or fish off the rocks at the south end (click here).


BAHÍA DE BANDERAS


• Bucerías: The consistent thermal winds make this the best spot in the region for kiteboarding, sailboarding, and sailing (click here).


• Burros, La Lancha, Anclote: Hike in to Burros, boat or hike in to La Lancha, stroll in to Anclote, and if there is a swell on you’ll find the best surfing waves on Bahía de Banderas. From Anclote you can boat out to Las Islas Marietas for fabulous snorkeling as well, or boat to Bahía or El Faro for more challenging surfing waves (click here, click here, and click here).


NAYARIT COAST


• Playa Sayulita (click here) is the most consistent for surfing, but you’ll find great waves every now and then at San Blas (Stoner’s Point) (click here) as well as at Playa Chacala (click here).


JALISCO COAST


• Barra de Navidad: At the far south end of the Jalisco Coast, Barra de Navidad has a fun longboard wave right in front of the town beach—great for surfers of all levels (click here).
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Playa los Muertos and the hills above Conchas Chinas
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Puerto Vallarta’s cathedral.







Highlights


Look for S to find recommended sights, activities, dining, and lodging.


S A Walk Along Isla Río Cuale: Take in crafts stalls, swaying suspension bridges, and verdant surroundings. En route, stop for lunch at a riverside restaurant or at one of the fondas, upstairs at the Mercado Municipal (click here).


S The Malecón: Take an early-evening stroll along this waterfront promenade, highlighted by quirky sculptures along the way. Take your pick of diversions from the parade of lively clubs, bars, shops, and restaurants (click here).


[image: image]


S Puerto Vallarta Zoo: Feed the animals and have your photo taken with lion and jaguar cubs (click here).


S Vallarta Botanical Gardens: With 20 acres of trees, flowers, birds, and butterflies and a swimmable river, this is a great way to spend a day in the country (click here).


S Playa los Muertos and Los Muertos Pier: Its strand of yellow sand, gentle waves, and lack of undertow make Playa los Muertos a good spot for wading and swimming. Catch the sunset from the stunning pier, cocktail in hand (click here).


S Diving and Snorkeling at Los Arcos: This marine sanctuary, offshore from Misma-loya, is a magnet for both vacationers and fish (click here).





It is easy to see how Puerto Vallarta (pop. 256,000) inspired the imaginations of location scouts looking for an evocative setting for John Huston’s movie The Night of the Iguana. The lush, verdant forest and the rolling foothills of the Sierra Madre make for a spectacular backdrop, not just for the movies but for life as well.


The pearl of the Mexican Pacific, Puerto Vallarta radiates with the same rare intensity as the gemstone. As miners from inland pueblos traveled to the coast in search of a spot to send their salt by sea to coastal Mexican towns, they came upon the paradise that is now Puerto Vallarta. What they found was perfection: loamy soil fertilized by the many rivers, cream-colored beaches that stretched endlessly along the edge of Bahía de Banderas, and protection from even the worst storms of the Pacific Ocean.


Even today, despite its rapid growth from tiny village to bustling, urbane tourist mecca, Puerto Vallarta retains the magic that those miners must have felt as they looked into the Edenic valley. With its mild temperatures year-round (except the rainy-season heat of August-September), stunning white gold beaches, and a dazzling array of exciting recreational opportunities, it is easy to see what draws visitors back to the Bay of Banderas time and time again.


The centerpiece of Puerto Vallarta is the Bay of Banderas, one of the deepest and largest natural bays in the world. Visitors plumb its mysterious depths on scuba trips, delight in its abundance of brightly colored tropical fish on snorkeling tours, and, several times a year, compete for the biggest tuna and marlin in international sportfishing tournaments. Surfers, paddleboarders, and swimmers frolic in the beautifully shaped waves that break along its shores. The bay is also home to sea turtles and dolphins. Each year, from November through March, humpbacks and other whales arrive to mate or give birth to calves in its sheltered waters.


The Bay of Banderas also provides a plethora of fresh seafood that is available in every restaurant, from the rustic palapa huts lining the beaches to the high-end gourmet restaurants that dot the hillsides on winding cobblestone streets above Vallarta’s city center. Puerto Vallarta attracts international talent to its many exquisite restaurants and is host to an annual gourmet festival. One thing is certain: Vallartenses (residents of Puerto Vallarta) love good food.
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Los Muertos Pier





Perhaps nowhere else in Mexico will you experience the feeling of warmth and welcoming you find in Puerto Vallarta. With their homes tucked in between art galleries and souvenir shops, the residents will greet you with a smile and a “buenas noches” as they sit outside enjoying an evening breeze.


From the well-known and well-loved Zona Romántica and Isla Cuale to lesser-known hamlets and everything in between, Puerto Vallarta, like the pearl, is a rare and beautiful treasure to be discovered.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Puerto Vallarta offers something for everyone, from gourmet dining to whale-watching or baking in the sun and shopping—for art, clothes, tequila, and crafts. Spend a week to experience Mexico at its seaside best. A good option is to stay at the north end of downtown or the south end of the hotel zone, so everything is accessible by a short cab ride or on foot. You can walk to Los Muertos Beach and Old Town for shopping, dining, and nightlife. En route, experience the Malecón, Vallarta’s enchanting people- and art-watching promenade. Spend at least one night in the nightclubs clustered along the Malecón—this is Vallarta’s party zone.


There are souvenirs stands and markets everywhere in Puerto Vallarta, including great crafts from all over Mexico, like Oaxacan pottery or Huichol beadwork. You’ll also find artisanal tequila from Jalisco and mescal from Oaxaca. Two days should cover shopping, except for art: Spend a day gallery-hopping downtown and in old town. Then get out of town, on a horse or an ATV, exploring the forest; zip-line through the canopy; dive or snorkel Los Arcos; and rent a paddleboard and wander offshore.


Unless you are a surfer desperate to avoid crowds, you won’t want to visit Puerto Vallarta in the summer or early fall (July-late Oct.). This is low season because the weather is impossibly hot and humid, and there are daily torrential rainstorms that can even wash away roads. Avoid the mountains and Cabo Corrientes during the rainy season.


Beyond the Town Limits


Those in town for only a few days will want to spend their time in Puerto Vallarta proper, but if you can spare the time, take a short trip out of town. One possibility is Mismaloya, a lovely beach just 15 minutes south (made less lovely by the presence of a massive all-inclusive hotel, but still a charming getaway). If you’re a movie buff, walk along a pathway to peer into the now-closed set of John Huston’s The Night of the Iguana. If the oversize hotel scares you off, get back on the bus and find another stretch of sand. Alternately, continue farther south to the Vallarta Botanical Gardens to take in the flora, enjoy the birds and butterflies, check out the gift shop and museum, have lunch in the flower-bedecked Hacienda de Oro restaurant, and then stroll down for a swim in the river before heading back to town. Should you take this particular trip, count on 45 minutes total travel time in each direction.


For more out-of-town adventure, take one of the many water taxis from the new pier at Playa los Muertos to the villages of Quimixto, Las Ánimas, or, especially, Yelapa on the south shore of the bay. More athletic travelers can start at the small fishing village of Boca de Tomatlán (past Mismaloya, before the botanical gardens) and take a moderately challenging hike along the water and through the forest to Las Ánimas, stopping at some superb hidden beaches along the way. The trailhead is just over the suspension bridge and heads south along the coastline. Water taxis to Yelapa also depart from Boca de Tomatlán.


Farther North, South, and Inland


Farther afield, you could spend a day busing or driving to beach towns not far north of Puerto Vallarta, such as Punta Mita, for lunch, sunning, swimming, and maybe surfing or stand-up paddleboarding; or visit Sayulita or San Francisco (known as San Pancho to the locals) for the same.


Consider heading farther north and spending two or three more days enjoying the scenic beauty of the northern coast and visiting less-traveled havens such as Chacala or San Blas.


You can also meander farther south, where you’ll find wild, mostly deserted beaches of unparalleled beauty on the far reaches of Cabo Corrientes, charming beach towns such as La Manzanilla, and the tranquil resort towns of Melaque and Barra de Navidad. Allow at least three to five days for this part of your trip.


Another kind of adventure can be found in the mountains inland from Vallarta, where the towns of San Sebastián, Mascota, and Talpa showcase a distinctly different part of Mexico. Up in these horse-country highlands, you can explore old silver mines and organic coffee plantations, hike in the mountains, take horseback or mountain bike rides, visit a church with a miraculous story behind it, and spend a night or two in a grand hacienda hotel or a rambling country inn.



ORIENTATION



Puerto Vallarta is long and narrow, stretching from the Riviera-like Conchas Chinas condo headland at the south end to the marina district at the north end. In between, you’ll encounter the popular Playa los Muertos and the intimate old Río Cuale neighborhood, joined across the river by the busy (but mostly beachless) central Malecón lined with shopping and restaurants and always bustling with activities. To the north, the beaches resume again at Playa Camarones and continue past the Zona Hotelera (Hotel Zone) string of big resorts to the Terminal Maritima dock, where several times a week behemoth cruise ships dock and let forth a stream of daytime visitors. The city technically ends at the international airport, although continuing past that, you will pass a naval base on the left and then find the working-class neighborhood of Las Juntas, other residential neighborhoods, and roadside commerce of all kinds. Beyond and to the west, across the Río Ameca, lie the newer, upscale hotel and residential beachfront zones of Nuevo Vallarta.


Nuevo Vallarta lies in Nayarit, a state distinct from Jalisco, home to Puerto Vallarta, and many new visitors do not realize how far it is from the city when booking their stay. While Nuevo Vallarta and the southern part of Nayarit formerly were in a different time zone than Puerto Vallarta and the airport (leading to many a missed flight), in 2010 the time zone border was moved farther north and now lies on the northern border of the Bahía de Banderas municipality near the beach town of Lo De Marcos. Today, the northern Nayarit towns of Chacala and San Blas are on Nayarit (mountain) time, while the towns south of Lo De Marcos, including San Pancho, Sayulita, and Punta Mita, are on Puerto Vallarta (central) time, an hour later.


One basic thoroughfare, which is the urban section of Mexico’s Pacific coast Highway 200, serves the entire beachfront. Officially Bulevar Francisco Medina Ascencio, it changes names three times as it conducts express traffic south past the Zona Hotelera. Narrowing, it first becomes the cobbled Avenida México; then becomes the pedestrians-only Paseo Díaz Ordaz along the seafront Malecón, lined with tourist restaurants, clubs, and shops; and finally Avenida Morelos, again an automobile road, before it passes the Presidencia Municipal (city hall) and central plaza.


Isla Río Cuale, the tree-shaded, midstream island where the city’s pioneers built their huts, marks the change from El Centro (which is how people refer to downtown Puerto Vallarta) to Zona Romántica, also known as Old Town, and formally designated Colonia Emiliano Zapata. Many unusual shops and art galleries are here, and visitors can spend hours shopping. This is also home to the majority of the gay-friendly clubs, bars, hotels, and shops.
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a street in Old Town
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Sights



Puerto Vallarta has an abundance of wonderful things to see, from the beautiful sculptures that line the Malecón to the natural beauty of its beaches and bay. Those who sequester themselves inside their resort miss out on much of what Puerto Vallarta has to offer.


S A WALK ALONG ISLA RÍO CUALE


Start at the Museo Río Cuale (www.tiendadelmuseo.com, 9am-2pm and 3pm-6pm daily, free), a joint government-volunteer effort near the downstream or western tip of Isla Río Cuale. Inside is a fine three-room collection of pre-Columbian ceramics excavated in Jalisco, Nayarit, and Colima, including some especially attractive female sculptures and some charming representations of Colima’s famously fetching dogs. The museum’s website illustrates a number of for-sale examples.
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craft booths along Isla Río Cuale





Head upstream beneath the bridge and enjoy the shady paseo of shops and restaurants. For fun, stroll out on one of the two quaint suspension bridges over the river. Evenings, these are the coolest spots in Puerto Vallarta, as night air often funnels down the Cuale valley, creating a refreshing breeze along the length of the clear, tree-draped river.


Farther upstream, on the adjacent riverbank, stands the Mercado Municipal Río Cuale, a honeycomb of stalls stuffed with crafts from all over Mexico. Continue past the upriver bridge (Av. Insurgentes) to Plaza John Huston, marked by a pensive bronze likeness of the renowned Hollywood director.


About 100 yards farther on, stop in at the small gallery of the Centro Cultural Vallartense, a volunteer organization that conducts art classes, sponsors shows of promising artists, and sometimes invites local artists to meet the public and interested amateurs for informal instruction and idea exchange. Ask the volunteer on duty for more information or see the community events listings in PV Mirror, Vallarta Tribune, or Banderasnews.com, the local English-language newspapers, all of which are available online as well as on paper.


A few more steps upstream at a small plaza stands the headquarters and auditorium of the city-sponsored Centro Cultural Cuale. On the left side of the courtyard are the Centro Cultural’s graphic and fine arts courses. A schedule of courses open to the public is posted by the Centro Cultural’s office (by the auditorium, 10am-2pm and 4pm-7pm Mon.-Sat.).


Walk a few steps farther upstream to the boulder-strewn far point of the island, where you can enjoy the airy river panorama: clear (in dry season) rushing water framed by great riverbank trees, verdant canyon ramparts, and distant cloud-capped mountains.


EL PITILLAL


For those looking for a sample of the authentic Mexico that still slumbers behind the glitz of the now cosmopolitan tourist city of Puerto Vallarta, El Pitillal will transport you directly there. Located only three miles (4.8 km) or so behind the massive Walmart shopping center, and just north of Vallarta’s Costco store and a pair of mega shopping malls, the petite and ever-active central square of Puerto Vallarta’s most populated neighborhood can be reached via a short taxi or bus ride.


El Pitillal is home to many of the working people of Puerto Vallarta, and the businesses here cater to their needs rather than tourist desires. As a result, you can find great bargains and unusual wares tucked into the warren of streets and storefronts. Lining the streets surrounding the square are leather shops, jewelers, clothing stores, restaurants, and hardware shops.


During the evening, the square comes alive, often with live music, assorted street vendors, and a clutch of delicious food stands where you can purchase fresh tamales, roasted corn on the cob, and tacos.


Spend some time admiring the church and buying souvenirs, and then take a stroll over to the Río Pitillal. You won’t need more than a few hours in Pitillal to get a glimpse of an entirely different side of Puerto Vallarta. You can dine at any one of the local fondas tucked back on the streets (look for one that is busy during mealtimes).




If You Are . . .


• an animal lover: Visit the Puerto Vallarta Zoo.


• a water enthusiast: Snorkel or dive at Los Arcos and Las Marietas.


• a daredevil: Try the zip lines at Los Veranos.


• a bird-watcher: Take a trip to the Vallarta Botanical Gardens.


• a foodie: Don’t miss the International Gourmet Festival and Restaurant Weeks.


• a romantic: Enjoy sunset cocktails at Vista Grill.


• a spa junkie: Indulge in a massage at the Grand Velas Spa.


• a sports nut: Go for a bucket of shrimp and the game at El Torito.


• an angler: Take a fishing trip on the Bay of Banderas.


• a shopaholic: Head to the Mercado Municipal and the myriad stores of Old Town.


• an equestrian: Try Rancho El Charro horseback riding excursions.


• a surfer: Go on a day trip to Punta Mita or Sayulita.


• a family: Experience a trip on the Marigalante Pirate Ship.


• a bargain hunter: Take a trip to El Pitillal.


• a salsa dancer: Spend a night dancing at J&B.





S THE MALECÓN


Several of Puerto Vallarta’s other memorable sights lie along the water’s edge, on or near the Malecón (seafront walkway). First, let the much-photographed belfry of the cathedral be your guide. Named La Parroquia de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe for the city’s patron saint, the church is relatively new (1951) and undistinguished except for the very unusual huge crown atop the tower. Curiously, it was modeled after the crown of the tragic 19th-century Empress Carlota, who went insane after her husband was executed.
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Puerto Vallarta’s main cathedral





Head across the main town square, the Plaza de Armas, flanked by the Presidencia Municipal on its north side and Los Arcos (The Arches) amphitheater, marked by the arches picturesquely set at the seafront, at the beginning of the Malecón. Although interesting enough by day, Los Arcos frequently forms a backdrop for a colorful flurry of evening snack stalls, sidewalk arts and crafts, playful clowns, and free evening music and dance performances. From there, the Malecón stretches north along the seafront about a mile (1.6 km), toward the Zona Hotelera, which you can see along the curving beachfront. In 2011 the powers that be hit upon the brilliant idea of closing the Malecón to automobiles, immediately transforming it from a mixed-use, pleasant but often noisy promenade into an inspired strollers’ delight.


Along with the wonderful views of the bay, a number of quirky modernistic sculptures, including several pieces added since cars were banned, highlight the Malecón; travelers often climb all over the elongated seats, ladders to the sky, and other oddly compelling works of art, eagerly shooting photos of each other. From November through April, Gary Thompson, director of Galería Pacífico and with 30 years of experience in the Puerto Vallarta art world, offers a free two-hour walking tour (9:30am Tues.) of the public sculpture collection, well worth attending if you want to find out more about these strange, beautiful creations. The tour begins at the Millennium Sculpture by the Rosita Hotel at the north end.


Along with the artworks, you’ll find street vendors, sand sculptors, and performers such as rock balancers and living statues. On the inland side of the Malecón you’ll find blocks of storefronts, restaurants, discos, bars, and time-share salespeople. Beware of anyone asking how long you will be in town!


The Malecón action regularly climaxes in the evening, and especially around 10pm Saturday, when everyone in town seems to be out for a stroll. This is when the people-watching is at its best. Young people gather in groups to flirt, families take their evening constitutionals, and, of course, visitors from all over the world marvel at the sights. The disco scene spills out onto the Malecón, and everybody parties.


TERRA NOBLE


A unique artistic oasis created by owner-artist Jorge Rubio, Terra Noble (tel. 322/223-0308, www.terranoble.com, 9am-4pm Mon.-Sat., free) blends into the forest perfectly on a hilltop above the middle of town. It’s an art and healing center offering workshops, a traditional temescal sweat lodge experience, and spa treatments, including a delicious chocolate body treatment. The view from the top, a panoramic vista of the entire city and bay, is amazing. Terra Noble spreads downhill through a tropical deciduous forest at the western edge of the Agua Azul Nature Reserve. Villa Kenya, on-site, is available for rent and is family- and pet-friendly. Rates start at about $300 per night for two to four people, with a three-night minimum. The unique villa was handcrafted by clay sculptor Suzy Odom from a design by Jorge Rubio. The buildings and landscaping suggest an organic blend of Spanish architect Antonio Gaudí, pueblo style, African sculpture, and a host of other influences.


Besides its singular buildings and enchanting landscapes, Terra Noble is a serious healing center. A variety of treatments are available from a single massage to an all-day experience in the open-air treatment rooms, each graced with amazing views. Terra Noble is a favorite for weddings and special events, and the spa can handle groups of up to nine people at once.


Regardless of whether you get the full treatment, Terra Noble is worth a visit, if for nothing more than a look around and a picnic (pack a lunch). Contact Terra Noble ahead of time to verify hours. Get there by car, taxi, or any local bus that follows the libramiento (bypass road) through the hills east of town. Follow the side road, signed “Par Vial Zona Centro,” about 100 yards south of the summit tunnel (not the short tunnel at the south end), on the west (ocean) side of the libramiento. After about 0.5 miles (0.8 km) curving uphill, you’ll see the Terra Noble entrance sign—an old car body transformed into a sculpture—on the side of the road.
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Dancers of Vallarta by Jim Demetro, on the Malecón





S PUERTO VALLARTA ZOO


Head south out of Puerto Vallarta on the main highway and you’ll arrive at a pair of hidden treasures tucked back into the forest: the Puerto Vallarta Zoo and the Vallarta Botanical Gardens.


The Zoologico de Vallarta (Camino al Eden 700, Mismaloya, tel. 322/228-0501 or 322/228-0955, www.zoologicodevallarta.com, 10am-7pm daily, $10) is a beautifully sited zoo that climbs the hill up into the forest-draped canyon behind Mismaloya, about 7 miles (11.5 km) from Puerto Vallarta. Here, for an extra $5 visitors can purchase a small bag of food to feed the animals. The bag contains five different foods along with a handy chart of which animals eat what. Unlike U.S. zoos, the Puerto Vallarta Zoo has no Plexiglas or safety moats, except between you and the predatory cats such as the jaguars; the animals are right there for you to see and touch. Toss peanuts to the monkeys on the island or hand-feed the flamingos that wade in the water at arm’s reach. The ostriches are probably the scariest to feed because they’re so bizarre looking up close, but they’re remarkably gentle as they peck away at your open palm. You can even feed animal crackers to the sweet-tempered black bears. Hand-feeding a giraffe is an intense experience, and here you’re free to try it.


The zoo, which was once private, does brisk business in trading big-cat cubs with other zoos, which is why, throughout most of the year, there are cubs for you to hold and play with. While some of the enclosures seem cramped, the staff members at the zoo are always working hard to improve conditions. They can only do that with the support of visitors and the community.


The zoo offers a selection of one-hour guided tours, each driven by a theme such as local flora and fauna, endangered species, mammals, reptiles, insects, and so on. You can plan in advance by looking over the themes at the website so you know what you’re getting into when you sign up for a tour. The tours are $15 for one person, $8 pp for two, $6 pp for three, $5 pp for four. In addition to the tours, organized packages called Diamond ($85), Gold ($50), and Silver ($50) include food and time spent with either monkeys, feline cubs, or both, depending on the package.


S VALLARTA BOTANICAL GARDENS


About 7 miles (11.5 km) farther south from the Puerto Vallarta Zoo, past the gorgeous Le Kliff Restaurant, Boca de Tomatlán, and Chico’s Paradise, are the Vallarta Botanical Gardens (Hwy. 200, Km. 24, tel. 322/223-6182, www.vbgardens.org, 10am-6pm daily Dec.-Mar., 10am-6pm Tues.-Sun. Apr.-Nov., $5), 20 acres (8 ha) of forest property (half was formerly overgrazed cattle pasture) that contain more than 3,000 different species of plants, including hundreds of strikingly beautiful and colorful flowers. There are several trails worth exploring, all well marked with signs identifying varied species of plants. Wind your way through the blue agave hills where more than 6,000 of these cacti grow, or meander through the butterfly and flower gardens, where bilingual signs explain some of the interesting ways that plants, insects, and birds interact in this part of the world, and make sure to bring your binoculars and camera. Check out the amazing Mexican orchid collection, housed along with a vast array of other exotic flora in greenhouses adjacent to the Hacienda del Oro visitors center. This elegantly beautiful two-story structure, draped in bougainvillea and other flowering vines, houses a small museum, a store with arts and crafts and books for sale, and a charming little restaurant with a great view over the grounds down toward a river.




[image: image]


Villa Kenya at Terra Noble







Get Off the Boat


The first thing to do when your cruise ship pulls into the marina is to do your best to ignore the American big-box stores across the highway. Get into a taxi and head downtown for a dose of something resembling the real Mexico. Puerto Vallarta is a tourist destination, but it is a very Mexican city as well.


Take the taxi as far as the Hotel Rosita, where the pedestrians-only Malecón begins, and a walk down this beachfront promenade. As you work your way south you’ll enjoy Puerto Vallarta’s most entertaining and intriguing display of public art—sculptures by a dozen different artists, ranging from the whimsical to the utterly magical. As you near the south end of the Malecón, just after it meets the street again, you’ll find Puerto Vallarta’s central zócalo, or plaza, with the cathedral looming over the east side. Back on the Malecón, you’ll pass the maritime museum and a row of ticky-tack shops, with the excellent restaurant Vitea stuck in among them, and then you’re on the very cool contemporary bridge over the Río Cuale. Drop down and pay a brief visit to the free Museo Río Cuale, located just ahead. Check out the petroglyphs outside. Have lunch at Daiquiri Dick’s or in the restaurant at the Los Arcos Hotel. Alternatively, walk as far as the new Los Muertos pier and dine at Cuates y Cuetes.


Continue north into downtown, also known as El Centro. The most interesting places to visit here are art galleries. As the day grows late, you might consider a cocktail and dinner at one of the restaurants up on the hill behind downtown, so you can gaze out on the bay and out at the sunset—and at your ship. If you want to stay up late, there are bars and discos aplenty around downtown and down on the Malecón.





After you’ve spent some time wandering the grounds and perhaps had lunch or a snack, feel free to stroll down to the river and, if it’s a hot day, take a swim. This is the same river that flows through Chico’s Paradise, a little way downstream, and you’ll find the same inviting, rock-lined natural swimming pools here. Don’t be surprised if a chattering flock of parakeets comes by to see what you are up to.


CHICO’S PARADISE


At kilometer marker 20, about 12.5 miles (20 km) from Vallarta, you’ll find the Chico’s turnout. What Chico’s Paradise (tel. 322/473-0413, 10am-8pm daily) offers is gorgeous natural scenery—rock pools, waterfalls, rapids, and forest vines—with assorted bridges and pathways linking it all together, and to the restaurant and the zip line nearby. The natural water features are beautiful, and the place has been unobtrusively organized to take advantage of the setting without overdoing it. There are lovely natural pools for swimming. The zip line comes well recommended for good, fast scenic zips (about $50). The food is hit-and-miss, and pricey, with entrées averaging around $25. In other words, unless you absolutely have to stop here and take a swim (you can experience the same river just upstream at the botanical gardens), have a look and then head to the gardens, where you’ll find more compelling scenery, if not swimming, and better food.



Beaches



The beaches along the Bay of Banderas are truly wonderful. Long stretches of golden sand line the Puerto Vallarta area while they are spun into white gold just south of town at Las Gemelas. There are beaches that are right for anyone; secluded and empty beaches lie to the north and south, while the perfect for people-watching Playa los Muertos is at the heart of the action.


S PLAYA LOS MUERTOS AND THE LOS MUERTOS PIER


Easily the most popular beach in Puerto Vallarta, Playa los Muertos is the strand of yellow sand that stretches for a mile (1.6 km) south of the Río Cuale. This is the best beach for people-watching and making new friends, as there are always people fishing, sunbathing, strolling, and just enjoying the beautiful weather. Vacationers in this area range from mild to wild, so this might not be the best beach choice for conservative types. The recently (at long last) completed Los Muertos Pier, launching pad for the water-taxi services to Yelapa and other points along the shore, is a striking new addition, and a stroll out on the pier provides a good vantage point for viewing the action along the playa.
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view of Playa los Muertos from Los Muertos Pier





There are many beach clubs and restaurants lining Los Muertos, and most establishments allow you the use of their lounge chairs with a minimal food or beverage purchase.


Gentle waves and lack of undertow make Playa los Muertos generally safe for wading and good for swimming beyond the close-in breakers. The same usually feeble breakers, however, eliminate Los Muertos for bodysurfing, boogie boarding, or surfing, although most days a contingent of teenage boogie boarders can be seen catching waves at the north end of the beach, just offshore of the mouth of the Cuale. You can watch them doing their 360-degree flips in the waves from a perch atop the bridge spanning the river’s mouth.


Fishing is great off the rocks on the south end of the beach. Lisa (mullet), sierra (mackerel), pargo (snapper), and torito are commonly caught anywhere along close-in beaches.




Family Fun


Mexico is a very child-friendly country; children are practically revered by men and women alike. Holidays like Children’s Day (Apr. 30) and Mother’s Day (May 10) are widely celebrated with fiestas and parties, plus presents for the honored guests. On Mother’s Day, moms can expect to be greeted with hugs and congratulations, even from barely known acquaintances.


Children adapt very easily to Mexico and will soon make friends with the Mexican children in your neighborhood or at your hotel, despite language barriers. Don’t be surprised when your young child is teaching you Spanish words and phrases at the end of your trip. Bringing along some toys to share or inexpensive gifts like coloring books and crayons is an excellent way to help shyer children make new friends.


If you are traveling with small children, often the large resorts are the way to go. They have special areas with shallow swimming pools, plus kids’ clubs and daily activities where the children can interact with others in their age group. Some of the best child-friendly resorts are the Hotel Krystal (Av. de las Garzas s/n, tel. 322/224-0202, Mexico toll-free tel. 01-800/903-3300, U.S. tel. 888/726-0528, Canada tel. 866/299-7096, fax 322/226-0738, www.nh-hotels.com) and the Hotel Buenaventura (Av. México 1301, tel. 322/226-7000, Mexico toll-free tel. 01-800/713-2888, U.S. tel. 888/859-9439, fax 322/222-3546, www.hotelbuenaventura.com.mx).


There are many tours and activities that children can enjoy, from the Marigalante Pirate Ship (Paseo Diaz Ordaz 770-21, tel. 322/223-0309, www.marigalante.com.mx), which is good for older children but can be scary for some small children, to swimming with the dolphins at Vallarta Adventures (tel. 322/297-1212, U.S. tel. 888/303-2653, www.vallarta-adventures.com). Other popular activities for children include zip-line tours, horseback riding for the older children, and snorkeling for children of all ages. Whale-watching is an adventure no child will ever forget.


If you’re willing to venture a little farther north, spend a day at Splash Waterpark (tel. 322/297-0708, 10am-7pm daily, rides 11am-6pm daily, $10 adults, $8 kids), next to Highway 200 immediately to the right as you get off the highway at the first Nuevo Vallarta exit. They have rides, slides, games, pools, and swimming with dolphins. There is plenty of fast food available.


If you’ve got little animal lovers in your group, you can’t miss the Puerto Vallarta Zoo (Camino al Eden 700, Mismaloya, tel. 322/228-0501, www.zoologicodevallarta.com, $10), where you can feed many of the animals, including giraffes, flamingos, and zebras. For a small fee you can even hold and play with lion and jaguar cubs (seasonal) while you get your photo taken.
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giraffe at the Puerto Vallarta Zoo





Feeding your children shouldn’t be too rough, depending on how picky they are. Most restaurants are happy to provide quesadillas, chicken fingers, and other kid-friendly cuisine even if they don’t have a kids’ menu.


If you are traveling with small children, you might want to take advantage of Lots for Tots (tel. 322/209-1740, www.lotsfortotsmexico.com), which offers a selection of rental equipment. Owner Anjalla Berttall provides delivery of every type of baby gear imaginable—strollers, playpens, cribs, and even diapers and baby food—right to the door of your hotel or condo before you arrive.






PLAYA CONCHAS CHINAS



Playa Conchas Chinas (Chinese, or “Curly,” Shells Beach) is not one beach but a series of small sandy coves dotted by rocky outcroppings beneath the condo-clogged hillside that extends for about a mile (1.6 km) south of Playa los Muertos. A number of streets and driveways lead to the beach from the Manzanillo Highway 200 (the extension of Av. Insurgentes) south of town. Drive, take a taxi, or ride one of the many minibuses marked “Mismaloya” or “Boca” that leave from the corner of Avenida Constitución and Calle Basilio Badillo, just below Avenida Insurgentes, or hike along the tide pools from Los Muertos.


Fishing off the rocks is good here; the water is usually clear enough for snorkeling, and there are plenty of fish to be seen among the rocks. Bring your own gear, as there’s none for rent. The many rocks, both visible and hidden underwater, and the usually gentle waves prevent surfing.


BEACHES JUST SOUTH OF TOWN


Beach lovers can spend days poking around the many little beaches south of town. Drive, take a taxi, or hop a minibus marked “Mismaloya” or “Boca” from the corner of Calle Basilio Badillo and Avenida Constitución.


Just watch out the window, and when you see a likely spot, ask the driver to stop. Say “Pare (PAH-ray) por favor.” The location will most likely be one of several lovely playas: El Gato (Cat), Los Venados (Deer), Los Carrizos (Reeds), Punta Negra (Black Point), Garza Blanca (White Heron), or Gemelas (Twins).


Although many of these little sand crescents have big hotels and condos looming over them, beaches are public in Mexico up to the high-tide line, and there is always some path to the beach used by local folks. Just ask “¿Dónde está el camino a la playa?” and someone will probably point the way.


MISMALOYA AND LOS ARCOS


If you ride all the way to Playa Mismaloya, you will not be disappointed, despite the oversize Hotel Barceló crowding the beach. Follow the dirt road just past the hotel to the intimate little curve of sand and lagoon where the cool, clear Mismaloya stream meets the sea. A rainbow of fishing lanchas (boats) and a few Jet Skis float in the river mouth in front of a line of beachside palapa restaurants. You can rent a boat and snorkeling gear here for about $10 pp and head out to Los Arcos for an underwater adventure.
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boats moored on the Mismaloya River





Continue past the palapas to the ruins of the movie set of The Night of the Iguana. Aside from their use in the film, the rooms behind those now-crumbling stucco walls served as lodging, dining, and working quarters for the dozens of crew members who camped here for eight busy months in 1963. For movie and pop culture buffs, it’s a strangely compelling archaeological site, just 50 years old but definitely “ancient” in contemporary cultural terms.


Stop for food or a drink at the Restaurant las Gaviotas palapas across the river. A big fish fillet, any style, with all the trimmings is $8, or consider breakfast eggs from the restaurant’s own hens.


For another kind of cinematic adventure at Mismaloya, consider heading up to the Predator filming site, formerly the ecoadventure site known as El Eden. The minor action film was shot here, and the “set,” as it were, is now a destination complete with movie helicopter wreckage, a restaurant, a set tour, a forest hike, and a bunch of zip lines that will send you flying down a mountainside at 50 mph (80 km/h) through the forest, dodging whatever alien beasts are lurking therein. The creek that flows through is gorgeous, and there are plenty of places to swim here and also downstream at the restaurant called Capomo Paraiso. To reach this destination, go east or inland on the dirt road just north of the Mismaloya bridge—this is the same road that you take to the Puerto Vallarta Zoo. After passing the zoo entrance, keep going on the dirt road, which can get rough. Call ahead, especially in the rainy season, to see what kind of wheels you might need, or just book the trip on a tour to play it safe. If you book online, Vallarta Tour Center (Mexico toll-free tel. 01-800/681-1858, U.S. tel. 888/558-3330, www.vallartatourcenter.com) offers a good discount on the zip-line fee, from $81 to $71 for kids and from $106 to $81 for adults. The road is rough, and it feels like a long way, but it’s not—the zoo entrance is 0.4 miles (0.6 km) from the highway, Capomo Paraiso is 0.9 miles (1.4 km) farther, and the entrance to the movie set is another mile (1.6 km). Even if the movie means nothing to you, it’s a beautiful spot, and the zip lines are spectacular.


Fishing, especially casting from the rocks beneath the waterfront movie set, is great at Mismaloya. Every other kind of beach activity can be enjoyed here as well, although the waves are usually too gentle for surfing and boogie boarding.


S Diving and Snorkeling at Los Arcos


North and offshore beyond the Mismaloya cove are the green-brushed Los Arcos sea rocks, a federal underwater park and eco-preserve. The name comes from the arching grottoes through the bases of some of the rocks. Los Arcos Marine Sanctuary is one of the best snorkeling grounds around Puerto Vallarta. Get there by hiring a boat and snorkeling gear at Mismaloya. These are informal arrangements handled on the beach in person, and should cost around $10 pp. Another option is to join one of the tours out of Marina Vallarta. Serious snorkelers be warned: Some of these Los Arcos tours out of Marina Vallarta are more about drinking tequila and partying than about snorkeling, so if you are looking for a real snorkeling experience, be sure to shop around. Also, make sure you go on a sunny day, and after any morning haze or clouds have burned off; underwater viewing is infinitely superior with bright sun shining through the water. Along with everything else, the folks at Vallarta Adventures (Paseo de las Palmas, Nuevo Vallarta, tel. 322/297-1212, U.S. tel. 888/526-2238, www.scuba-vallarta.com) run a great scuba diving program, with lessons available for ages eight and up; they hit all the good dive sites around the bay, including Los Arcos. There are several other companies offering similar packages, so shop around.


Snorkeling at Los Arcos is a Puerto Vallarta must-do. Swirling bunches of green algae and branching ruddy corals attract schools of grazing parrot, angel, butterfly, and goat fish. Curious pencil-thin cornet fish may sniff you as they pass, while big croakers and sturgeon will slowly drift, scavenging along the coral-littered depths.


Similarly, scuba diving at Los Arcos is fantastic for experienced and beginner divers alike. There are shallow reefs to dive as well as the more challenging wall dive of the Devil’s Canyon, the lip of the continental shelf that plummets down about 1,800 feet (550 m). Los Arcos is also where night dives take place, allowing brave divers to experience the magic of phosphorescent algae, sleeping fish, and night predators like the octopus and lobster at their most active. Marina Mismaloya offers one-and two-tank Los Arcos dives for $60 and $90.


BEACHES FARTHER SOUTH


Three miles (4.8 km) south of Mismaloya is Boca de Tomatlán, a tranquil country village overlooking a broad strip of yellow sand and a small river-mouth lagoon with fishing boats bordering a petite blue bay. Palapa restaurants supply enough food and shade for days of easy relaxation.


If you decide to linger, contact Agustín Bas, a personable English-speaking Argentinian expatriate. He and his partner, Marjorie Torrance, offer lodging in their gorgeous two-bedroom, three-bath forest bay-front Casa Tango (tel. 322/224-7398, U.S. tel. 310/494-9970, www.tangorentals.com). Low-season (May-Sept.) rates are about $80 or $560 weekly, in high season (Oct.-Apr.) $120 or $790 weekly for up to six people, including airport pickup. Agustín and Marjorie also offer many other vacation rentals and personalized guided snorkeling, fishing, horseback, and other tours, specializing in the Bay of Banderas southern shore.


You can continue by colectivo water taxi (about $6 pp each way) to the pristine paradises farther south: Las Ánimas has seafood, palapas, an idyllic beach, and snorkeling; the same is true for Quimixto, which also has a waterfall nearby for splashing, and sometimes has a good surfing wave as well.


Yelapa, a settlement nestled below lush palm-crowned hills beside an aquamarine cove, is home to perhaps a hundred local families and a small colony of expatriates. For visitors, it offers a glimpse of South Seas life as it was before the automobile. Since Yelapa is accessible only by sea, residents get around on foot or horseback (although there are a few ATVs around cruising the cobblestone trails). A waterfall cascades through the tropical forest above the village, and a string of palapa restaurants lines the beach. If you’re up for a hike, another waterfall can be found about 1.5 hours upstream. This waterfall walk will reveal some colorful examples of rustic Mexican-style backcountry living. We recommend going soon, as a road to Yelapa is being planned; this will change the character of the town completely.


One of the highlights of Yelapa is the pie: Yelapa’s pie women roam the beaches until about 4pm daily, selling freshly baked pies and slices to people on the beach. The pie is fantastic and comes in a variety of flavors, including chocolate, fresh coconut, lime, and mango. A hefty slice will run you about $2, so don’t forget your wallet.


If you are the kind of traveler who likes to try crazy new things, how about flying with the vultures? Hang gliding is big in Yelapa, with thermal winds blowing off the ocean at predictable speeds and times of day, and there are pilots here who will take you 2,000 feet (600 m) up into the sky on a tandem flight. Ask for Brad at Ascenso Libre (tel. 322/209-5174, U.S. tel. 801/707-0508, brad@paraglideutah.com, info@ascensolibre.mx, www.ascensolibre.mx) to book a flight, or find them when you get here; Yelapa is a very small town. The cost is about $120 per flight, and if you are an adventurous soul, I would say it’s well worth it. This is not parasailing—your pilot might use a boat to get aloft, but once you are up there, you and the pilot are on your own, riding the thermals with, yes, the vultures.


Lodging is available through either hotels or rental homes, with the majority of the property in Yelapa for rent. Try the palapa-roofed cabanas of the rustic Hotel Lagunita (tel. 322/209-5055 or 322/209-5056, www.hotel-lagunita.com, $70 d low season, $120 d high season), run by a friendly, droll expat New Yorker named Luke Donoghue, also has a great three-meal restaurant right on the beach and a pretty rock-lined swimming pool. Reservations are recommended during the winter high season. For a high-end eco-resort experience, visit the unique Verana (U.S. tel. 866/687-9358, www.verana.com, from $220 d, not including meals), perched high up on the hill overlooking the bay. To reach the resort, guests must make the 25-minute hike while their luggage is delivered by burro up the mountain. Once here, the view is incredible, but the property is still etched into the hillside, so this is not a good choice for the unathletic or infirm. Should you choose to add the optional meal plan ($95d pp, drinks not included), you will not be disappointed: The food is flavorful, fresh, and inspired. Verana has two worthwhile spas, one on-site at the resort and a day spa down below near the water line.


ZONA HOTELERA BEACHES


These are Puerto Vallarta’s cleanest, least-crowded in-town beaches, despite the many hotels that line them. Beginning at the Hotel Rosita at the north end of the Malecón, Playas Camarones, Las Glorias, Los Tules, and de Oro form a continuous three-mile (4.8-km) strand to the marina. Stubby rock jetties about every 0.25 miles (400 m) have succeeded in retaining a 50-yard-wide (45-meter-wide) strip of golden sand most of the way.


The sand is grainy, between coarse and fine. The waves are usually gentle, breaking right at the water’s edge, and the ocean past the breakers is blue and fairly clear, with 10 to 20 feet (3 to 6 m) of visibility. Stormy weather occasionally dredges up clam, cockle, limpet, oyster, and other shells from the offshore depths.


Fishing is common here; surfing, bodysurfing, and boogie boarding are not, although there are often good waves near the Pitillal river mouth just north of the Holiday Inn. A nearby public access has made this the surf spot of choice for a small crew of local Puerto Vallarta surfers and boogie boarders. All other beach sports, especially the high-powered variety, are available at nearly every hotel along the strand.


Farther north, along the shore past the Terminal Maritima-Marina Harbor entrance, the beach narrows to a seasonally rocky strip at a row of big resort hotels.


Should you be staying somewhere other than the beach, rest assured that for now, there is plenty of free beach access in Puerto Vallarta. If you are driving, most free access points in the hotel zone offer parking, and where there is parking, there is usually someone to watch your car and wash it for a small fee.


Almost all of the beachfront hotels offer two types of passes ($10-20) for nonguests. The most basic is usually a facilities pass, allowing you use of towels, the pool, and the gym as well as the beach for the day. All-inclusive hotels have more expensive passes that allow for unlimited food and domestic drinks, normally between 10am and 5pm or 6pm. Those passes run from as little as $20 pp at the Krystal up to $150 pp for Nuevo Vallarta’s exquisite Grand Velas Hotel and its gourmet restaurants.


BEACH HIKES


A pair of good local hikes are possible. Don’t forget a sun hat, sunscreen, bug repellent, a shirt, and light shoes. On the south side, walk from Playa los Muertos about 1.5 miles (2.4 km) along the little beaches and tide pools to Playa Conchas Chinas. Start at either end and take half a day to swim, snorkel, sunbathe, and poke among the rocks.


The more ambitious can hike the entire three-mile (4.8-km) beach strip from the northern end of the Malecón to the marina. If you start by 9am, you’ll enjoy the cool of the morning with the sun at your back. Stop along the way at the showplace pools and beach restaurants of hotels such as the Sheraton, the Canto del Sol, the Fiesta Americana Vallarta, and the Krystal. Walk back, or opt to return by taxi or city bus.


WATER TAXIS


Puerto Vallarta visitors can also reach the southern beaches of Quimixto, Las Ánimas, and Yelapa from Puerto Vallarta by fast water taxi or one of several all-day tourist cruises. The water taxis (about $20 round-trip), which allow you more time at your destination, customarily leave from the pier at Playa los Muertos three times in the morning, at about 9:30am, 11am, and 11:30am daily in high season and 11am and 11:30am daily in low season, with multiple departures in the afternoon as well. There are also departures from Marina Vallarta and from the beach at Hotel Rosita. In the afternoon, they return twice, at around 4pm and 4:30pm daily in high season and once only, at around 4pm daily, in low season. The morning departures allow about three hours for lunch and swimming at either the Quimixto or Yelapa waterfalls or beaches. The schedule can be loose (check the current schedule at www.vallartainfo.com), so you should confirm departure times at both ends either at the beach or through any of the many tour operators in town. Many people offer tickets for the water taxi or will steer you to someone who does. A third option is to take a taxi, bus, or car to Boca de Tomatlán. Water taxis also depart hourly to Yelapa from Boca and return several times daily. You’ll cut 30 minutes off water-taxi time departing from Boca, so on a windy, choppy day, especially if you’re prone to seasickness, it’s not a bad option.




[image: image]


a water taxi office in Old Town





The more leisurely tourist cruises, including those aboard luxury catamarans with lunch aboard, leave around 9am daily, returning by mid-late afternoon, from the Terminal Maritima (cruise-ship dock) at the north-side marina harbor complex.



Sports and Recreation



Some people believe that the weather in Puerto Vallarta is too hot for sports, but that’s not necessarily the case, especially since water sports couldn’t be more perfect during the warm midday, while jogging, tennis, and golf are best enjoyed in the early morning and late afternoon. Whatever the case, Puerto Vallarta affords plenty of opportunities for exercising your bliss, particularly if you are of the ocean-loving persuasion. In Bahía de Banderas and beyond, you’ll find waves, wind, and usually warm water—a perfect combination.


WATER SPORTS


Swimming, Kayaking, Surfing, and Boogie Boarding


While Puerto Vallarta’s calm waters are generally safe for swimming and kayaking, they are often too tranquil for surfing, bodysurfing, and boogie boarding. However, surfable waves are almost always in evidence at the Río Cuale river mouth, just north of Playa los Muertos, where a gang of local boogie boarders is out daily. There is also surf at the mouth of the Río Pitillal, just north of the Holiday Inn in the Zona Hotelera. But the better waves are farther out, at Quimixto to the south and the many breaks along Bahía de Banderas’s northern shores—El Tizate, Pools, Burros, La Lancha, Anclote, El Faro, the Cove, and the other, less-known spots hidden between these.


Kayaking enthusiasts will find one- and two-person kayaks available at most of the hotels on the beach, usually free of charge or for a small fee, for use by hotel guests.


Stand-Up Paddleboarding, Sailboarding, and Kiteboarding


Stand-up paddleboarding (SUP) has taken off, especially in Bucerías, Punta Mita, and Sayulita, where you’ll find plenty of shops renting and selling paddleboards. The sport offers a chance to get out on the water in a quiet, natural way (no motors involved), get a great core workout, and possibly ride the waves.


Sailboarding’s glory days disappeared with the arrival of kiteboarding, which has supplanted sailboarding as the most exciting way to ride the wind on the water. There are still a few sailboards for rent at some of the hotels in the zone, but by no means can you assume your hotel will have them available. Bucerías is the consistently windiest spot in Bahía de Banderas, with thermal winds predictably hitting almost every afternoon, and Adam Finer’s Pacific Paddle (tel. 322/123-3034 or 329/298-1057, www.pacificpaddle.net) has both kiteboards and sailboards for rent or sale at the shop, a block from the beach on Lazaro Cardenas in Bucerías. They also rent and sell stand-up paddleboards.


SUP lessons range from $45 pp for a group of eight up to $90 for an individual private lesson. Boards with paddles can be rented for $10 per hour, $40 per day, or $200 per week. Kiteboarding lessons start with a 30-minute intro ($45) and range up to a nine-hour course ($599), which will seriously get you started in the sport. Tours and excursions are also on offer. The Marietas Islands SUP Tour ($95 pp) starts with a 9am departure from Bucerías to El Anclote by car, and then a ride out to the islands by boat from El Anclote Beach. Once in the islands, the trip combines teaching paddleboarding technique with an exploration of the islands, a beach landing and snack, and some snorkeling. It is a fantastic way to experience the islands while learning your way around a stand-up paddleboard. Make sure you go when there is little or no wind or swell.


There are plenty of other shops with SUPs for rent, especially at El Anclote and in Sayulita. Shop around, try a few different boards, and give it a go.




Learning to Walk on Water


Like all things relating to surfing, stand-up paddleboarding, the fastest-growing water sport in the world, started in Hawaii. A few decades back, beach-boy surf instructors at Waikiki began standing up in their outrigger canoes to take pictures of their surfing students. Around the turn of the 21st century, several Hawaiian surfers, including world-renowned big-wave rider Laird Hamilton, began stand-up paddling as a way to train for surfing competitions when the surf was flat. Soon they started catching waves on their paddleboards, and a new water sport was born.


Stand-up paddleboarding is now hugely popular in most surfing towns, including those around Puerto Vallarta. There are shops in Bucerías, Punta Mita, and Sayulita. SUPers now outnumber surfers at Punta Mita these days, and there are plenty of them at all the surf spots in the Vallarta region.


SUP has evolved into several sports: First is flat-water paddling, which you can do anywhere with water worth exploring or crossing. It provides perspective: You can see down into the water, and much farther across the water, than you do when lying on a surfboard or paddling a kayak. The second is paddleboard racing, with stand-up competitors paddling longer, thicker, and more pointed paddleboards designed to cut through the water fast and smoothly. Finally, surfing on a paddleboard is done like regular surfing except that you can use the paddle to catch the wave and to get extra speed while riding, and also to maneuver, executing turns that would be impossible to pull off on a surfboard. Like regular surfing, SUP surfing has a wide range of board types—the same mix you see in surfboards.


Give it a try on a calm day. Unless you already know how, do yourself and everybody else in the water a favor and don’t try to surf on your SUP—just enjoy the paddling. One valid complaint traditional surfers have about the SUP invasion is that too many people get on them and think that if they can paddle without falling down, they can surf. Trust me, you can’t. Surfing is an incredibly difficult sport to learn. Stand-up paddleboarding on flat water is not, but it is hugely fun.


If you want to try surfing a paddleboard, go to Anclote at Punta Mita and take a lesson. The waves here are by far the most forgiving and easiest to learn on. Be sure to wear water shoes; there are rocks on the bottom.





Board Rentals


The following shops rent stand-up paddleboards and offer lessons and even tours; most also rent surfboards.


• In Bucerías, Pacific Paddle (tel. 322/123-3034 or 329/298-1057) rents and sells paddleboards, kiteboards, and sailboards and offers lessons in all three sports. Coral Reef Surf Shop (tel. 329/298-0261) rents stand-up paddleboards, rents and sells surfboards and boogie boards, and does surf lessons and trips.


• In Sayulita, Lunazul (tel. 329/291-2009), Get Up Stand Up (tel. 322/118-9992), El Tigre Surf School (tel. 329/291-3267 or 322/131-8815), Sayulita Surf School (tel. 322/102-1032), Patricia’s Board Rentals (tel. 329/291-2070), and several other shops offer surfboard and paddleboard rentals, sales, and lessons.


• In Punta Mita, Mictlan (tel. 322/134-3383), La Escuelita Surf (tel. 322/136-6755 or 322/205-5684), Mita Surf Club (tel. 322/133-3996) and Pacific Paddle (tel. 329/298-1057 or 322/123-3034) all offer paddleboard and surfboard rentals and lessons.


Personal Watercraft, Waterskiing, and Parasailing


These are available right on the beach at a number of the north-side resort hotels, such as the Sheraton, Las Palmas Resort, Fiesta Americana Puerto Vallarta, and Krystal.


The same sports are also seasonally available south of Cuale on Playa los Muertos, in front of the Hotels Playa los Arcos and Tropicana. Expect to pay about $50 per half hour for a personal watercraft, $75 per hour for waterskiing, and $25 for a 10-minute parasail.


Snorkeling and Scuba Diving


All of the local tour companies offer diving and snorkeling trips around the bay. The two largest, and by extension most crowded, are Vallarta Adventures (Las Palmas 39, Nuevo Vallarta, tel. 322/297-1212, U.S. tel. 888/526-2238, www.vallarta-adventures.com) and Chico’s Dive Shop (Malecón at Díaz Ordaz 770, between Pípila and Vicario, tel. 322/222-1895, www.chicosdiveshop.com, 8am-10pm daily).


For those who prefer a small group of usually fewer than 10 people, try PV Scuba (Dive Center, Hotel Villa Vera, Paseo de la Marina Sur 210, Marina Vallarta, tel. 322/306-0806, www.pvscuba.com). Dive instructor Alex Vega offers a full range of certifications. Those who have never tried diving before can book a Discover Scuba Diving class ($115), which includes a pool class and a two-tank open-water dive. Because of the quality of the equipment, strong attention to detail and safety, and diving experience, PV Scuba is my personal choice when I dive in the Bay of Banderas. Also, be aware that some of the snorkeling tours are basically party boats to Los Arcos, with lots of drinking and carousing and not much serious snorkeling. If you’re looking for quality underwater time, shop around, find a smaller or more serious company, and don’t be afraid to ask questions and find out what the tour is really about—diving or drinking.
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