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Uayma’s ornate church.





On the northern coast of the Yucatán Peninsula is a place called Uaymitún, where just a thin strip of land separates the ocean from a swampy coastal lagoon. But the swamp is not just a swamp—climbing a roadside tower, you discover it’s also home to thousands of flamingos, their bright pink feathers a stark contrast to the gray-green surroundings. Behind you are the emerald waters of the Gulf of Mexico, a favorite spot for windsurfers and kiteboarders. To the east is a small Maya ruin. To the south is the great colonial city of Mérida, and just down the road is the spot where scientists believe a meteorite smashed into the earth 65 million years ago, wiping out the dinosaurs and ushering in the age of humankind. Uaymitún is not a major tourist destination—except for the flamingos, it hardly rates a mention. But that’s just it: The Yucatán has so much history, culture, and natural wonder, even a dusty roadside town is rich with stories and possibilities.


It’s hard to exaggerate the number and variety of attractions here: stunning Maya ruins, vibrant colonial cities, wildlife-watching, a web of caves and underground rivers, and ideal conditions for kiteboarding and sportfishing. For divers, there are world-famous reefs at Isla Cozumel and eerie inland cenotes. And if you’re looking for a beach vacation . . . well, you know you’ve come to the right place.
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diving in Cozumel’s crystalline water
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Tulum fishing boat
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Tulum, the only Maya ruin with its very own white-sand beach





The Yucatán is also a place of many stories. Maya hieroglyphics tell complicated tales of gods, kings, and conquest. The exploits of its pirates and buccaneers are still the subject of fairy tales and feature films. The colonial era was rife with the boom and bust of products like henequen and chicle. The Maya have suffered unspeakable exploitation, but not passively—in the Caste War, they nearly drove European settlers off the peninsula for good. More recent is the remarkable story of Cancún, which in a matter of decades was transformed from a mosquito-infested sandbar into one of the world’s top resort destinations.


The Yucatán Peninsula is all this, and even more—a place of endless mystery and beauty, fun and fascination. Enjoy!
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shopping at Mérida’s Mercado Municipal
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morning bike ride in Mérida.
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Chichén Itzá









10 TOP EXPERIENCES





[image: image]


1 Dive in Cozumel: Famous for its pristine reef, plunging walls, ornate coral formations, and rich sea life, Cozumel is truly a world-class dive destination. Dives like Palancar and Santa Rosa Wall will leave you breathless.
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2 Journey back in time at Maya ruins: Explore sprawling stone temple cities, built over 1,000 years ago and then mysteriously abandoned, at spectacular sites like Chichén Itzá, Cobá, Uxmal, Calakmul, and Palenque.
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3 Relax on Caribbean beaches: The Yucatán boasts Mexico’s finest beaches: long stretches of powdery white sand, edged with coconut trees, facing a turquoise sea. Favorites include Playa Delfines in Cancún, Playa Norte on Isla Mujeres, and Tulum’s southern beaches.
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4 Spot diverse wildlife: The Yucatán Peninsula boasts an array of wildlife, including howler monkeys, jaguars, turtles, and countless fish and birds. Some nature and wildlife reserves, like Calakmul, double as must-see archaeological sites.








[image: image]



5 Go cenote hopping: Cenotes are usually translated as sinkholes, which doesn’t do justice to these stunning limestone pools, filled with crystalline water. Some are enclosed caverns, just a shaft of sunlight knifing down to the aquamarine surface.
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6 Snorkel with whale sharks: The world’s largest fish, whale sharks congregate along Mexico’s gulf coast in summer. You can snorkel with these gentle giants on guided tours from Isla Mujeres and Isla Holbox.
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7 Catch Mérida’s music and dance performances: A colonial gem, Mérida hosts free cultural events every day and night—literally. On Sundays the streets are closed and performers fete happy crowds.
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8 Take a flamingo tour: American flamingos are the largest and pinkest of all flamingos. Tens of thousands call the Yucatán home. The best places to observe them are Río Lagartos and Celestún, on a guided boat tour.
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9 Explore Campeche’s city walls: Centuries ago, Campeche built massive walls and bulwarks around the city center as protection against pirate attacks. Today, those same structures have been ingeniously repurposed as museums and raised walkways.
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10 Savor Yucatecan cuisine: This is Mexican food like you’ve never eaten—a rich and colorful amalgam of Maya, Middle Eastern, and traditional Mexican flavors. Try dishes like cochinita pibil and poc-chuc, topped with face-on-fire habanera hot sauce.






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Cancún


Cancún has two parts: The Zona Hotelera (Hotel Zone) has the city’s top resorts and nightclubs, plus miles of beautiful beaches. But if you don’t mind hopping a bus to the beach, downtown has cheaper food and lodging, plus some unexpectedly cool bars and cafés. Most travelers visit Isla Mujeres, a sliver of an island offshore from Cancún, as a day trip, but nice hotels and a mellow ambience make it a tempting place to stay. Isla Holbox is even smaller, with sand roads and virtually no cars. The beaches aren’t glorious, but the tranquility is sublime.


Isla Cozumel


Cozumel’s pristine coral reefs and crystalline water attract divers the world over; fewer people realize the island also has a scenic national park, numerous beach clubs, a tournament golf course, and even an important Maya ruin. Beat the cruise ship crowds by heading to the east side’s isolated beaches and dramatic surf. Most people arrive by ferry—it’s just a half-hour ride from Playa del Carmen—but there’s also an airport with international arrivals.


The Riviera Maya


Stretching 130 kilometers (81 miles) from Cancún to Tulum, the Riviera Maya has megaresorts and boutique bed-and-breakfasts, busy cities and quiet towns, great reef diving and jaw-dropping cenotes (freshwater sinkholes). Playa del Carmen has the area’s largest selection of hotels, food, nightlife, and services; try Puerto Morelos and Akumal for something a bit smaller, or isolated clusters of beachfront hotels like Tankah Tres and Soliman Bay for even more R&R.


[image: image]


Tulum and the Costa Maya


Tulum is justly famous for its stunning beaches, boho-chic bungalows, and namesake Maya ruin, with a dramatic view of the Caribbean. An hour from Tulum, Cobá boasts the second-tallest Maya pyramid and a lovely forest setting teeming with birds. Directly south of Tulum is the pristine Sian Ka'an Biosphere Reserve and beyond that the isolated towns of the Costa Maya. There’s a lovely freshwater lagoon, Bacalar, with an equally pleasant like-named town that is growing in popularity with independent travelers. Just south is Chetumal, the busy state capital and gateway to Belize.


Chichén Itzá


Chichén Itzá is one of the most impressive and recognizable of all Maya ruins, especially its iconic main pyramid. There also is a nighttime sound and light show, and interesting villages and cenotes are nearby. The adjacent town of Pisté is unmemorable—better to base yourself in Valladolid, a charming and convenient colonial city. Ek' Balam is a small but remarkable archaeological site with an impressive stucco frieze. On the coast, Río Lagartos has tours into a neighboring biosphere reserve to see huge colonies of flamingos.




If You Have . . .


• ONE WEEK: Visit Cancún, Isla Cozumel, or Isla Holbox; take a side trip to Valladolid and the ruins of Chichén Itzá.


• TEN DAYS: Add Mérida and the Puuc Route; go to Campeche City for a couple of days.


• TWO WEEKS: Add Tulum, the Riviera Maya, and Cobá ruins; join a one-day excursion in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve.


• THREE WEEKS: Add the Costa Maya, the Río Bec region, and Palenque.





Mérida, the Puuc Route, and Campeche


Mérida, the Yucatán state capital, is a beautiful colonial city with excellent museums and daily music and dance performances. Doable day trips from Mérida include the flamingo reserve at Celestún, the mellow beach town of Progreso, and the lovely colonial town of Izamal. South of Mérida, the Puuc Route includes must-see Maya ruins such as Uxmal and myriad smaller sites, plus caves, cenotes, and colonial villages. Farther south, Campeche City, the capital of Campeche state, boasts a gorgeous colonial center and impressive walls and forts that once warded off pirate attacks. Southern Campeche state is home to numerous Maya sites, including Calakmul, a massive city now buried deep in a forest reserve that’s home to parrots, monkeys, and even jaguars.
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a calesa (horse-drawn carriage) in Izamal, a colonial town outside of Mérida
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street scene in downtown Campeche City





Palenque


Chiapas isn’t technically part of the Yucatán Peninsula, but no tour of the Maya world is complete without seeing the intriguing temples and superb inscriptions at Palenque. From there, a series of lovely waterfalls makes a terrific day trip, as do the ruins of Yaxchilán and Bonampak in the Río Usumacinta valley. Palenque is also a jumping-off point for trips into the Lacandón rainforest, with its rich ecology and reclusive indigenous communities.


When to Go


Considering weather, prices, and crowds, the best times to visit the Yucatán Peninsula are from late November to mid-December and from mid-January to early May. You’ll avoid the intense heat from June to August, the rain (and possible hurricanes) in September and October, and the crowds and high prices around the winter holidays.


The big caveats with those periods are spring break (March/April) and Semana Santa (the week before Easter), when American and Canadian students, and then Mexican tourists, turn out in force and prices spike temporarily.


Be aware that certain attractions are only available (or recommendable) during specific months, whether snorkeling with whale sharks (June-September) or visiting Chichén Itzá on the spring or fall equinoxes. Even many year-round activities like sportfishing, kiteboarding, and bird-watching are better or worse according to the season. Ocean diving, for instance, is optimal in the spring and early summer when tropical storms are rare and visibility is best.


Before You Go


Passports and Visas


American and Canadian travelers are required to have a valid passport to travel to and from Mexico. Tourist visas are issued upon entry; you technically are allowed up to 180 days, but agents often issue just 30 or 60 days. If you want to stay longer, request the time when you present your passport. To extend your visa, visit the immigration office in Cancún, Chetumal, or Merida.


Vaccinations


No special vaccines are required for travel to the Yucatán Peninsula, but it’s a good idea to be up to date on the standard travel immunizations, including hepatitis A, MMR (measles-mumps-rubella), tetanus-diphtheria, and typhoid.


Transportation


Cancún International Airport (CUN) is far and away the most common and convenient entry point to the region; airports at Mérida, Cozumel, Chetumal, Campeche, and Palenque are secondary options. An excellent network of buses, shuttles, and ferries covers the entire region, though a rental car makes a world of difference in more remote areas like the Costa Maya and the Río Bec region.


What to Pack


Bring to the Yucatán Peninsula what you would to any beach or tropical destination: light cotton clothing, hat, sunscreen, sunglasses, flip-flops, and so forth. Beach buffs should bring two or even three swimsuits, plus snorkel gear if you have it. Water shoes come in handy wherever the beach is rocky, while sneakers and bug repellent are musts for the Maya ruins. A light sweater and a rain jacket also come in handy during the winter and rainy seasons. Finally, it’s always smart to bring an extra pair of glasses or contacts, prescription medications, birth control, and a travel clock. If you do leave anything behind, no worries—there’s a Walmart in all the major cities.



The Best of the Yucatán



See and do a little of everything in the Yucatán Peninsula in just two weeks with this itinerary. With beaches to enjoy, ruins to explore, museums to visit, cenotes to snorkel in, and cities to discover, this is a trip for travelers with plenty of energy and a hankering to see it all. Renting a car for the entire trip will give you added speed and flexibility and ensure you have time to enjoy every stop. If a rental car is out of your budget, most of the route can be done easily enough by bus. A good compromise is to rent a car for a few key days.


Day 1


Arrive in Cancún but head south to Playa del Carmen, which is a better base for exploring the Riviera Maya. (Puerto Morelos, Akumal, Tankah Tres, and Soliman Bay also are good choices if you prefer something smaller.) If you plan to get in some serious diving, consider heading directly to Isla Cozumel to save yourself the ferry ride the next day. That, or just fly straight there!


Day 2


Spend your first full day underwater in the Riviera Maya. Just about every town along the coast has a dive shop (usually several) offering snorkeling and diving tours on the ocean reef. The waters in front of Puerto Morelos and Akumal have less boat traffic than Playa del Carmen. Or take the plunge in one of the Riviera Maya’s myriad cenotes, either at a park like Dos Ojos or on your own at a site like Jardín del Edén.


Day 3


Head inland. Get an early start and go straight to Chichén Itzá, getting there as close to opening time as possible. That way you’ll have a jump on the big tour buses and can enjoy these magnificent ruins with fewer people to weave around. Budget at least three hours here. Check into a nearby hotel, have lunch, and spend the afternoon cooling off at Cenote Sagrado Azul. In the evening, head back to Chichén Itzá for its high-tech sound and light show.
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palapas on the beach







A Family Affair


The Yucatán Peninsula is an excellent family destination, with plenty to see and do for kids and parents, and good hotels and restaurants help take the stress out of traveling en masse. Here are a few recommended stops:


CANCÚN


Isla Mujeres: Super-calm water, a turtle farm, an ecopark, plus a ferry ride there and back—what’s not to love?


Isla Holbox: Snorkel with whale sharks, gentle giants that congregate here June-September. Visit Punta Cocos on a dark spring or summer night, when bioluminescent plankton create an otherworldly glow as you walk or paddle through them.


Parque Las Palapas: Downtown Cancún’s main plaza, where kids can run around and munch on chocolate-filled churros.


El Rey Archaeological Zone: Hundreds of beefy iguanas make this a fun stop for kids, even if they’re lukewarm about piles of old rocks. (Hint: The iguanas love bananas!)


ISLA COZUMEL


Playa Chen Río: This protected ocean beach on Cozumel’s east side is deserted midweek and busy with local families on weekends.


Parque Punta Sur: A scenic natural reserve with a nice beach and fantastic snorkeling, plus a maritime museum and a lighthouse you can climb.


Planetario de Cozumel: This state-of-the-art planetarium is a nice place to cool off and enjoy films about the universe, Maya cosmology, and more.


Butterfly Sanctuary: Stroll through a protected garden filled with butterflies, some with no qualms about landing on visitors!


THE RIVIERA MAYA


Ruta de los Cenotes: From the main highway, this 20-kilometer (12-mile) forest road winds past numerous cenotes, some busy and commercialized, others delightfully quiet and remote.


Xcaret: This huge ecopark is an all-day excursion, with snorkeling, tubing, an aquarium, and a fun evening show.


Croco Cun Zoo: Charming little zoo near Puerto Morelos where you can see, pet, and even hold animals (including babies).


TULUM AND THE COSTA MAYA


Dos Ojos Cenote: Great cenote snorkeling for all ages, either with a guide or on your own.


Xel-Há: A family-friendly ecopark built around a natural inlet, with easy-to-access snorkeling, tubing, and other aquatic fun.


Cobá: Renting bikes or hiring bike taxis makes visiting these ruins especially fun for kids, while the thick forest provides cool shade and a chance to spot birds and insects.


Punta Laguna Spider Monkey Reserve: A great family outing where you’ll spot not only spider and howler monkeys, but a slew of birds, tropical vegetation, and more.


Mayá Lost Mayan Kingdom: This Maya-themed waterpark in Mahahual has zip lines, a lazy river, and heart-stopping waterslides.


Laguna Bacalar: Explore this beautiful lagoon by kayak to enjoy its remote beaches, mangrove forests, and great bird-watching. A fort-turned-museum has pirate exhibits and cannons to clamber on.


CHICHÉN ITZÁ


Chichén Itzá: Impressive ruins with several family-friendly hotels nearby. Cenote Sagrado Azul, just east of town, is a sure hit.


Valladolid: Charming colonial city, with several impressive cenotes nearby for swimming.


Río Lagartos: Fishing village with fun boat tours of the neighboring biosphere reserve, home to thousands of pink flamingos and nice beaches too.


MÉRIDA, THE PUUC ROUTE, AND CAMPECHE


Mérida: A city tour on an open-air double-decker bus is fun and easy, while older kids may appreciate the museums and outdoor dance performances.


Loltún Caves: Take a guided tour of the largest cave in the Yucatán, with huge stalagmites and stalactites, rock carvings dating to 1600 BC, and ancient handprints on the walls.


Izamal: A charming colonial town, painted in mustard yellow. Calesas, horse-pulled buggies, are a fun way to see the sights.


Campeche City: The city’s colorful colonial center is enclosed by massive stone walls and forts that not only have interesting museums but also make for great exploring.


PALENQUE


Aluxes Ecoparque Palenque: Families and school groups are the target audience at this conservation park and animal rehab center, with leafy pathways and a chance for close-up glimpses of rescued animals such as jaguars and alligators.






Day 4



Get up early and head straight to Mérida, one of Mexico’s great colonial cities. Go to the anthropology museum or the modern art museum, the market, or just visit the church, the murals in the government buildings, and the plaza. See what’s happening that evening—there’s a free cultural performance every night of the year.


Day 5


You can spend this day in a couple of different ways. There are a number of great day trips from Mérida, including a flamingo tour in the town of Celestún, or visiting the colonial town of Izamal and swimming in cenotes near Cuzamá. Then again, if you especially love the Maya ruins, you won’t want to miss those along the Puuc Route. For this option, get an early start and visit Uxmal first—it is the biggest and the best of the sites here, and you don’t want to shortchange your time there. Afterward, cross the road to the Choco Story Uxmal, an engaging museum about the history of chocolate, which dates to the ancient Maya. Time permitting, visit one or two of the smaller Puuc ruins. Check into a hotel in Santa Elena and wind down with a relaxed evening in the town’s central plaza.


Day 6


Drive to the beautiful colonial town of Campeche City this morning. Check into a hotel and pick a few sights to take in. The museums along the city walls and at El Palacio Centro Cultural or Fuerte de San Miguel are especially good. Many evenings in the central park, there’s also a spectacular sound and light show, a multimedia celebration of Campeche’s history.
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Campeche City’s central plaza is a colonial beauty.






Day 7



Start early for the long drive to Palenque. Check into your hotel and have dinner at Don Mucho in the jungle neighborhood of El Panchán. If you’re up for it, stay late for live music and fire dancers.
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Maya carving at Palenque’s on-site museum





Day 8


Spend the day visiting Palenque archaeological zone. Be sure to leave time for the terrific on-site museum.


Day 9


Stay another day in Palenque to see some of the nearby attractions. If you still haven’t gotten enough of the Maya ruins, consider booking an all-day tour to Yaxchilán and Bonampak. Or visit the impressive waterfalls at Misol-Há and Agua Azul for a bit of outdoorsy fun.


Day 10


Get an early start for the long drive to the Río Bec region in southern Campeche, home to impressive Maya ruins and a rich biosphere reserve. Arrive in time to visit the striking frieze at Balamkú ruins. At dusk, check out the Volcán de Murcielagos, a rushing cloud of three million bats that emerge from a huge sinkhole every evening. Stay overnight near the entrance to the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve.


Day 11


Wake up early and spend the morning exploring Calakmul ruins, the crown jewel of southern Campeche’s Maya sites, located deep in the same-named biosphere reserve. Afterward, head toward the town of Xpujil. Depending on your time and energy, visit one of the many small Maya ruins clustered along Highway 186, such as Becán or Chicanná. Check in to a hotel in Xpujil, or if your budget permits, at one near the highway.


Day 12


Drive to Tulum, where you can treat yourself to a beachside bungalow on one of Tulum’s glorious beaches. Along the way, stop for lunch on Laguna Bacalar to enjoy the view of its brilliant turquoise waters.


Day 13


Spend a beach day on Tulum’s quiet and dreamy southern beaches. If you get restless, get some snorkeling in at the great nearby cenotes of Gran Cenote or Car Wash. If you’re tired of the car, walk to Tulum ruins, dramatically overlooking the turquoise Caribbean Sea. Be sure to take your bathing suit for a dip in the ocean from the site’s small beach.


Day 14


Take a tour of the Sian Ka'an Biosphere Reserve, an ideal place for fishing, bird-watching, and snorkeling—a perfect way to end your vacation.



Ecoadventures



Lazing on a beach or contemplating museum displays is all right, but some travelers crave a little more action. The Yucatán has plenty to offer active travelers, including kiteboarding, fly-fishing, kayaking, and mountain biking. This tour is a workout for the eyes too, taking you to some of the peninsula’s most stunning (and little-visited) natural areas, from tangled mangrove forests to limestone caverns filled with the clearest, bluest water you’ve ever seen. The only thing this tour doesn’t include is snorkeling or diving on the coast, which are covered in a list of their own.


Day 1


Ease into things by spending a day stand-up paddling (SUPing). It’s challenging but fairly easy to master, and especially rewarding in the Riviera Maya’s warm, clear water. Playa del Carmen, Isla Mujeres, and Cozumel are all great places to start. Farther afield, Xpu Há, Tulum, and Mahahual are fine alternatives.


Day 2


Kayaking is another low-key, easy-to-learn activity that’s perfect for exploring the region’s rich mangrove forests. The Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, Laguna Bacalar, and Isla Holbox all have fascinating kayak tours that include paddling through mangrove canals, spotting birds, and locating hidden beaches and lost Maya ruins.


Day 3


Today’s the day for pushing yourself. Why not try kiteboarding? Isla Blanca and Cozumel are good for both, with perfect wind, forgiving surf for beginners, and some surprisingly challenging spots for the more advanced. If you want to head inland, Isla Holbox and Progreso also have first-rate kiting opportunities.
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Kiteboarding is a popular sport in many of the region’s beach towns.







Classics of Yucatecan Cuisine


Like many regions of Mexico, the Yucatán Peninsula has a cuisine all its own. The base is recognizably Mexican, but the dishes are strongly influenced by traditional Maya ingredients and techniques, with dashes of Caribbean and Middle Eastern flavors. Some popular menu items include:


• Cochinita Pibil: pork that has been marinated in achiote, Seville orange juice, peppercorn, garlic, cumin, salt, and pepper, wrapped in banana leaves, and baked. It’s typically served on weekends.
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cochinita pibil





• Dzoto-bichay: tamale made of chaya (a leafy vegetable similar to spinach) and eggs. It comes smothered in tomato sauce.


• Empanizado: slices of pork or chicken that has been breaded and fried, often served with salad, rice, and beans.


• Panucho: handmade tortilla stuffed with refried beans and covered with shredded turkey, pickled onion, and slices of avocado. Like a salbute plus!


• Papadzules: hard-boiled eggs chopped and rolled into a corn tortilla with a creamy pumpkin-seed sauce.


• Poc-chuc: slices of pork that have been marinated in Seville orange juice and coated with a tangy sauce. Pickled onions are added on the side.


• Salbute: handmade tortilla covered with shredded turkey, pickled onion, and slices of avocado.


• Sopa de Lima: turkey-stock soup prepared with shredded turkey or chicken, fried tortilla strips, and juice from lima, a lime-like citrus fruit.


You can find Yucatecan dishes just about anywhere, from hole-in-the-wall taco joints to gourmet restaurants—discovering them is half the fun! For a sure bet, check out La Habichuela (downtown Cancún), Quesadillas Tierra del Sol (downtown Cancún), Mercado Municipal (Isla Mujeres), La Candela (Isla Cozumel), La Gran Chaya (Pisté), La Palapita de los Tamales (Valladolid), El Atrio del Mayab (Valladolid), La Chaya Maya (Mérida), Kinich (Izamal), El Príncipe Tutul-Xiu (Maní), and La Olla de la Pagoda (Campeche City).





Day 4


You may want to spend a second day kiteboarding—few people master it in a day! Otherwise, dig out your sneakers and rent a mountain bike. Both Tulum and Laguna Bacalar have fun and moderately challenging rides, pedaling through the jungle to little-visited Maya ruins and remote beaches.


Day 5


You must be getting tired by now. Spend the day fishing, either trolling in the ocean or fly-fishing in the region’s vast coastal flats. Cozumel is ideal for the former, and for the latest craze: spearfishing. Sian Ka'an and Xcalak are world-class fly-fishing spots, brimming with tarpon, permit, bonefish, and snook.


Day 6


Get up bright and early to be at Cobá archaeological zone at opening. Of all the Maya ruins, this one is the best for bird-watching. It’s not uncommon to spot toucans and parrots. Cobá also is an impressive ruin, with the second-highest pyramid in the Yucatán Peninsula, affording awesome views of the countryside. You can rent bikes near the entrance and explore the ruins on wheels. A short distance away is the Punta Laguna monkey reserve, a perfect place to visit after a late lunch.


Day 7


Drive to Mérida. If you get an early start, you’ll have time to stop at the beautiful colonial town of Izamal or the cenotes of Cuzamá, where you’ll take a horse-drawn cart through abandoned henequen fields, then descend ladders into underground caverns for a cool swim.


Day 8


Take a day trip to Celestún and take a flamingo tour. You can get there on your own or book a tour with one of Mérida’s many tour operators. Head back to Mérida and check out a museum and one of the free nightly cultural performances.


Day 9


Spend the next day visiting some of the caves (grutas) along the Puuc Route south of Mérida. Calcehtok is the most adventuresome, with local guides offering 1- to 5-hour tours of this huge cave system. The longest tours go about four kilometers (2.5 miles) and reach a tiny chamber where human bones were left from ancient Maya ceremonies. Nearby, Aktun Usil offers a look in a sacred Maya cave, with hieroglyphics, cave paintings, rock carvings, and even handprints, in silhouette on the ceiling high above. Not far away, Loltún caves are much tamer, with paths and lighting, but fascinating nonetheless. Then make your way back to Cancún, Cozumel, or the Riviera Maya for your final night in the region.


Day 10


Spend your last day enjoying the Yucatán’s other great natural wonder: the beach. The beaches in Cancún, Cozumel, Isla Mujeres, and Playa del Carmen all have plenty to keep you active—swimming, SUPing, kayaking, parasailing, volleyball, soccer, and more.


Pyramids and Palaces


For many people, the Maya ruins are the Yucatán Peninsula’s greatest attraction, with their massive pyramids and palaces and remarkable artistic and astronomical features. Few visitors have time to visit every site in a single trip; here is a description of each chapter’s best Maya ruins to help you decide which ones to add to your itinerary—and which to save for next time. To dig a little deeper, pair ruin hopping with a visit to one of the excellent Maya museums in Cancún, Chetumal, Mérida, and Campeche City.


Cancún and Isla Cozumel


• El Rey, San Miguelito, and Yamil Lu'um: These small ruins are found right in Cancún’s Zona Hotelera. El Rey is the largest and best preserved of the group, and is home to hundreds of iguanas—almost as interesting to see as the structures themselves.


• San Gervasio: Isla Cozumel’s main archaeological site has several modest temples connected by forest paths. Dedicated to the goddess of fertility, Ixchel, San Gervasio was an important pilgrimage site for ancient Maya women.


Tulum and the Costa Maya


• Tulum: Perched on a bluff overlooking the turquoise Caribbean Sea, Tulum’s ruins are the subject of innumerable postcards. Come early, as the site is often mobbed by day-trippers from nearby resorts.


• Cobá: With the second-tallest pyramid on the peninsula (42 meters/138 feet), Cobá offers a great view of the countryside. Nestled in a forest near several small lakes, it is also a good place to spot birds and butterflies.


• Kohunlich: Located in southern Quintana Roo, Kohunlich is best known for a series of imposing stucco masks. Nearby is a unique all-inclusive luxury resort with guided trips in the surrounding forest and lagoons.


Chichén Itzá


• Chichén Itzá: Named one of the New Seven Wonders of the World, this site has the largest ball court of any Maya ruin and a pyramid recognizable the world over. Scores of tours head there from Cancún, but getting to the site early lets you enjoy this fascinating locale without the crowds. Don’t miss the gorgeous sound and light show in the evening.
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El Castillo in Chichén Itzá, as seen from the Group of a Thousand Columns





• Ek' Balam: Near the city of Valladolid, Ek’ Balam boasts one of the best-preserved stucco friezes in the Maya world and an all-embracing view from atop its main pyramid. Nearby cenotes provide a great place to cool off afterward.


Mérida, the Puuc Route, and Campeche


• Uxmal: This may be the chapter’s most beautiful site, with intricate palaces and a massive pyramid with rounded corners—a must-see.


• The Puuc Route: The Ruta Puuc is a series of four smaller ruins near Uxmal. Kabah and Labná are especially memorable, including beautiful archways and facades decorated with scores of identical rain-god masks. A round-trip bus from Mérida hits all four plus Uxmal, but visiting by car will give you the freedom to appreciate them longer.




Into the Wild


The Yucatán Peninsula is best known for its Maya ruins and beautiful beaches, but it also has some terrific places and opportunities to spot wildlife, including several biosphere reserves and extensive wetlands.
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spider monkeys





Sian Ka'an Biosphere Reserve: This sprawling coastal reserve south of Tulum is home to an astounding array of wildlife, including dolphins, howler monkeys, crocodiles, sea turtles, and hundreds of bird species. Harder to spot, but still there, are manatees, tapirs, and even jaguars.


Calakmul Biosphere Reserve: Home to a massive Maya ruin as well as to howler and spider monkeys that hang out in the treetops. If you’re lucky, you might spot a puma or jaguar as well.


Ría Lagartos Biosphere Reserve and Ría Celestún Biosphere Reserve: These huge estuaries are the best place to observe American flamingos, which nest and feed here by the tens of thousands, plus ibis, herons, and myriad other species.


Isla Holbox: Come here to snorkel with whale sharks, gentle giants that congregate just offshore between June and September. You can also book a kayak or motorboat tour to visit the island’s bird-rich lagoons anytime of the year.


Isla Cozumel: Cozumel’s protected coral reef system teems with sponges, sea turtles, rays, eels, and countless tropical fish. Divers can get up close and personal, but even snorkelers get an eyeful in these pristine waters. The island’s ecology department also welcomes visitors on nighttime excursions to find and protect sea turtle nests (May-September) and to release hatchlings back to the sea (August-November).


Punta Laguna Spider Monkey Reserve: This small reserve north of Cobá is home to several families of rambunctious monos arañas (spider monkeys). A small lagoon has canoes to go looking for crocodiles.


Akumal: Yucatec Maya for “Place of the Turtle,” Akumal is the center for turtle preservation along the Riviera Maya. Guides here lead snorkelers through turtle feeding grounds in Akumal Bay. A local organization also organizes monthlong volunteer opportunities to help with sea turtle and reef monitoring.


Xcalak Reef National Park: Xcalak sees far fewer visitors than elsewhere, and its reef is accordingly pristine, with rich, colorful coral structures and large schools of fish, including silvery tarpon.





• Near the Puuc Route, other remarkable sites include the neatly organized Mayapán; the little-visited Oxkintok, with two impressive caves nearby; and Dzibilchaltún, with its first-rate museum and intriguing main temple.


• Edzná: A peaceful site, Edzná’s Temple of Five Stories looks over a small acropolis and broad main plaza. It’s located in the Chenes region, less than an hour’s drive from Campeche City, but you still may be the only one there.


• Calakmul: Located in Campeche’s Río Bec region, Calakmul was one of the most powerful Maya cities in its time and contains arguably the largest known Maya pyramid. What’s more, the site is ensconced in a biosphere reserve where you can spot monkeys and tropical birds.


• Becán and Chicanná: Also in the Río Bec region, Becán’s many structures include two huge pyramids and an impressive multiroom palace, while Chicanná has gorgeously decorated temples and residential buildings.


• Other excellent sites in southern Campeche include Balamkú, El Hormiguero, and Río Bec; the last can be difficult to reach, however.


Palenque


• Palenque: This is the all-time favorite ruin of many travelers, thanks to its elegant design, intricate carvings, and superlative museum. Much of what archaeologists know about the Maya calendar, hieroglyphics, and astronomy emerged from studies conducted here.
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view of the Temple of the Count in the Palenque archaeological zone





• Bonampak and Yaxchilán: Sister cities located along the Guatemalan border, Bonampak and Yaxchilán are commonly reached on tours from Palenque. The former contains brilliantly colored murals, while the latter has beautifully carved stone panels and monoliths.



Best Diving and Snorkeling



The Yucatán Peninsula’s underwater treasures are as compelling as its terrestrial ones. The region includes the world’s second-longest coral reef, the longest known underground river system, and the Northern Hemisphere’s largest coral atoll. Below are some of the top spots to get underwater.


Cancún, Isla Holbox, and Isla Mujeres


• Snorkel with whale sharks in the waters between Isla Holbox and Isla Mujeres. The gentle giants congregate there between June and September. Guided tours are available from either island.


• Dive or snorkel among hundreds of lifelike statues at Museo Subacuático de Arte (MUSA), a remarkable underwater museum located between Cancún and Isla Mujeres. Three “galleries” range 4-8 meters deep, all teeming with fish and slow-growing coral.


Isla Cozumel


• Isla Cozumel’s crystal-clear water, vibrant coral reef, and first-rate dive operators make it a premier underwater destination. It’s especially suited for expert divers, with challenging wall, deep, wreck, and drift dives, including Palancar, Santa Rosa Wall, and Paraíso.
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scuba divers and snorkeler swimming by Isla Cozumel
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A hole in the ground plus a staircase equals a cenote in the Yucatán.








• Snorkelers should check out Parque Punta Sur and Chankanaab, which also have nice beach areas.


The Riviera Maya and Tulum


The Riviera Maya is dotted with hundreds of eerily beautiful cenotes (freshwater caverns and sinkholes) offering out-of-this-world snorkeling and diving for novices and experts alike. Tulum's dive shops specialize in cenote dives and cave diving courses, while snorkelers can grab their gear and spend the day cenote hopping. Favorites include:


• Jardín del Edén and Cenote Cristalino are lovely open-air cenotes, with cool, clear water, dramatic rock faces, and lush vegetation.


• Siete Bocas and Verde Lucero are two especially memorable spots on the Ruta de los Cenotes (Cenotes Route), a dirt roadway that extends several miles into the jungle and winds past various cenotes.


• Dos Ojos, north of Tulum, is a network of stunning stalagmite-filled caverns, with a well-run operation offering full-service underwater tours.


• Car Wash and Gran Cenote are two lovely cenotes, among several others, located west of Tulum. Each has stairs leading to the water’s edge, and platforms for accessing the water.


For an ocean experience, Puerto Morelos is famous for its well-preserved coral reef. A local cooperative takes travelers on rewarding snorkeling tours, while local dive shops offer excellent reef dives.


The Costa Maya


• Mahahual and Xcalak, two small towns near the Belize border, have dive shops offering snorkeling and diving on the nearby coral reef. There’s also fantastic snorkeling and diving right from the shore, including at night.


• Banco Chinchorro is the largest coral atoll on this side of the planet, and it boasts spectacular underwater life. Getting there can be a bear—2-3 hours each way—but the massive and pristine coral structures are worth the effort. Dive shops in Mahahual and Xcalak offer tours.


Cenote Hopping


The Yucatán Peninsula is dotted with hundreds of cenotes—pools of shimmering blue water fed by a vast underground freshwater river system. Some look like large ponds, others are deep sinkholes, and still others occupy gaping caverns or have dramatic rock formations. Many cenotes are open to the public, and their cool, clear water is perfect for swimming, snorkeling, and scuba diving. Facilities range from simple restrooms and snorkel rental to full-service “cenote parks” with guided tours. Some favorites include:


The Riviera Maya


• Ruta de los Cenotes: Sure, some spots along the “Cenote Route” are tourist traps, but others are sublime, such as Siete Bocas, a huge, eerie cavern filled with shimmering water, and Verde Lucero, a gorgeous open-air pool teeming with freshwater turtles and fish.


• Jardín del Edén: The best and biggest of a cluster of cenotes near Playa Xpu-Há, with a large cavern that forms a dramatic overhang.


• Cenote Cristalino: Next to Jardín del Edén, Cristalino also has an overhanging cliff but a smaller swimming area.


• Cenote Azul: A set of three cenotes near Playa Xpu-Há with impossibly clear waters and a small cliff for jumping into one of them.


• Cenote Manatí: Near Tankah Tres, this is actually a series of connected cenotes and lagoons that wind inland through a tangled scrub forest.


Near Tulum


• Dos Ojos: A cenote park with rentals, guides, and spectacular caverns.


• Gran Cenote: Lovely cavern with natural arches and stalactite formations; east of Tulum on the road to Cobá.


• Car Wash: Just past Gran Cenote, this innocuous-looking cenote has stunning rock formations below the surface.


• Choo-Ha: One of four dramatic cenotes near Cobá, with a high domed ceiling and iridescent blue water.


Chichén Itzá


• Cenote Yokdzonot: This little-known gem near Chichén Itzá is all the more rewarding for being operated by a cooperative of enterprising local women.
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cooling off at Cenote Yokdzonot, just west of Chichén Itzá





• Cenote de Hacienda San Lorenzo Oxman: A beautiful and accessible cenote, with stairs, a rope swing, and even a restaurant and pool at the top.


• Cenote X'Canché: A pretty 12-meter-deep (39-foot) cenote, 1.5 kilometers (0.9 mile) down a forest path from the Ek’ Balam ruins.


• Cenotes Agua Dulce: This collection of four lovely cenotes includes two with deep turquoise water that’s great for swimming.


• Cenote Sak’ Aua: Like a sunken doughnut, this remote cenote has a flat, rocky center encircled by teal-blue water and high overhanging cliffs.


Mérida, the Puuc Route, and Campeche


• Cenotes de Cuzamá: Getting to these three cenotes via horse-drawn cart is half the fun. Two have slippery ladders leading down to their cool azure waters.


• Ruta Anillo de los Cenotes: A set of 10 gorgeous cenotes dot the landscape near Homún. Follow the signs to DIY or hire a mototaxi to guide you to each.


• Cenote Kankirixché: North of Uxmal, this is considered one of the peninsula’s prettiest cenotes. It’s easy to see why, with its cool turquoise water, dangling tree roots, and a roof bristling with stalactites.


• Grutas de X'tacumbilxuna'an: This massive cavern was used for centuries by local Maya for collecting water, and is the subject of a famous drawing by 19th-century explorer-artist Frederick Catherwood.
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golf-cart taxi on Isla Holbox







Highlights


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


S Playa Delfines: Located at the far southern end of the Zona Hotelera, this is one of the few spots with unobstructed views and a refreshing mix of foreign and local visitors (click here).


S Cancún Nightlife: You don’t have to be on spring break to enjoy Cancún’s nightclubs—but it helps! If the all-night-every-nightclub scene isn’t for you, head downtown for wine bars and cocktail lounges (click here).
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S Museo Subacuático de Arte (MUSA): This remarkable “museum” on the ocean floor has two sites featuring hundreds of statues made of material designed to promote coral growth, so they only get more interesting as time passes (click here and click here).


S Isla Contoy: Go island-hopping on this popular day trip from Isla Mujeres. A morning boat ride is followed by snorkeling on a rich coral reef, hiking and bird-watching, and digging into a fresh fish barbecue on the beach (click here).


S Playa Norte: Isla Mujeres’s best beach has virtually no waves, just soft white sand lapped by glassy turquoise water (click here).


S Whale Shark Feeding Grounds: Get goggles-to-gills with the world’s biggest fish (click here).
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Playa Delfines, at the southern end of Cancún’s Zona Hotelera
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Cancún is a big, beautiful contradiction. For many people, it has all the makings of the ultimate vacation destination: five-star hotels, thick white sand, impossibly blue waters, and a nightlife that never stops.


Others chafe at Cancún for seeming more American than Mexican, a place where you need never speak a word of Spanish, never eat at a restaurant you couldn’t find at a mall back home, and never convert your dollars into pesos.


Both perspectives are true, but one-sided. It’s hard not to cringe at those loud tourists who don’t bother to explore—or even care about—any part of Mexico beyond their beach chairs. Yet those who pooh-pooh Cancún are also selling the city short. Cancún is a working, breathing city that’s vital to Mexico’s economy and imbued with a fascinating history and plenty of “real” Mexican culture for those willing to seek it out. And contrary to impressions, Cancún has accommodations and services for visitors of all budgets and tastes.


Why not take advantage of both sides of Cancún? The resorts, beaches, and nightclubs will blow your mind—don’t miss them! But be sure not to overlook Cancún’s more subtle side, too, from live music in a downtown wine bar to munching on elote (corn on the cob) sold from a cart in the city’s pleasant central square.


And when you need to, just get away. A 15-minute ferry ride delivers you to the slow-paced Isla Mujeres, a sliver of sand surrounded by breathtaking blue waters. Farther north and even more laid-back is Isla Holbox, which has no cars, no banks, and no post office—it’s a world away from Cancún yet reachable in a morning.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


A week will do just fine in Cancún, allowing time enough to get your tan on plus take a day trip or two, such as to Isla Mujeres or one of the nearby Maya ruins. Ten days gives you time to explore deeper and farther, turning a day trip to Isla Mujeres or the Maya ruins into an overnighter, or venturing north to the remote Isla Holbox. Isla Mujeres and Isla Holbox are small but wonderfully relaxing; if either is your main destination, budget three or four days to experience them fully, but don’t be surprised if you end up staying longer.


You don’t need to rent a car to enjoy Cancún, Isla Mujeres, and Isla Holbox, especially if you don’t plan on moving around much; all can be navigated easily by bus, ferry, taxi, and foot. That said, having a car makes many excursions easier, quicker, and more fun, especially if you’ve got kids in tow. Rather than booking a crowded and expensive tour to, say, Chichén Itzá, you can drive there yourself, arriving before the big groups and then hitting a second ruin or an out-of-the-way cenote on the way home. With the relatively low price of rental cars, and the region’s well-maintained roads and highways, it’s certainly worth considering.


ORIENTATION


Cancún’s Zona Hotelera lies on a narrow white-sand island in the shape of a number 7. The 7’s short upper arm leads directly into downtown Cancún, while the longer one (13 kilometers/8 miles) connects to the mainland near the airport. The elbow of the 7 is Punta Cancún, the fast-beating heart of the Zona Hotelera’s nightlife; it includes all the major nightclubs, plus several resorts, hotels, restaurants, and shopping malls. The rest of the resorts and several more malls, restaurants, and water sports agencies are spread along the two arms, especially the southern one. The far southern tip of the 7 is called Punta Nizuc and has a few hotels, plus Cancún’s largest archaeological site (El Rey). Busy Boulevard Kukulcán runs the entire length of the 7, and most addresses in the Zona Hotelera are simply a kilometer marker. Finally, the huge lagoon that’s enclosed by the mainland and the Zona Hotelera is called Laguna Nichupté, and is a popular spot for fishing, waterskiing, and boating.


Downtown Cancún is on the mainland and is divided into numbered super manzanas (square blocks, or SM for short). Avenida Tulum is downtown’s main thoroughfare; west of Avenida Tulum is Parque Las Palapas (downtown’s central plaza), and beyond that Avenida Yaxchilán. East of Avenida Tulum is Avenida Nader. Most of downtown Cancún’s hotels, restaurants, and music venues are on or around Parque Las Palapas, Avenida Yaxchilán, and Avenida Nader, primarily in SMs 22-25.


Isla Blanca is a thin peninsula just north of downtown Cancún. It’s bordered by the white-sand beaches of the Caribbean on one side, and the huge saltwater Chacmochuch Lagoon on the other. It’s virtually uninhabited, limited to a handful of private homes—both Maya huts and modern behemoths—plus a kiteboarding school and a rustic beach club. There’s only one road on the peninsula; it begins as a paved street just north of the Isla Mujeres ferry terminals and quickly becomes a rutted sand road that leads almost to the very tip of the peninsula.
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Escape the Crowds


So you booked a trip to Cancún because the flights were cheap, the lodging was easy to arrange, and the beaches sounded great. But you are still the sort of traveler who likes to go where the masses generally don’t. We hear you. Here are some places within striking distance of Cancún for the traveler who wants something a little different.


• Isla Blanca: The beaches and resorts in Cancun’s hotel zone are so famous that no one thinks to looks elsewhere. Too bad for them—Isla Blanca, just north of Cancun, is another long strip of lovely white-sand beaches, and there’s hardly a soul (or condo) in sight (click here).


• El Meco Ruins: Most visitors to Cancún aren’t looking for archaeological sites, so the area’s Maya ruins are rarely busy. El Meco is the least visited of the bunch, yet it boasts the tallest pyramid and loads of iguanas. It’s located just north of town; city buses can get you there in minutes (click here).


• Ruta de los Cenotes: Travelers often forget that just beyond Cancún’s manicured resorts is dense jungle and amazing natural sights. South of town, this well-marked jungle road winds past numerous cenotes—freshwater sinkholes found in stalactite-filled caverns or shimmering pools encircled by lush vegetation (click here).


• El Corchal: The entire Yucatan Peninsula is a haven for birds, and Cancún is no different. At this little-known wetlands reserve, local guides takes visitors on canoeing trips to see flamingos, toucans, and more (click here).


• Valladolid: Mexico is filled with charming colonial cities. Valladolid is a perfect example, with quiet streets, colorful facades, and centuries-old churches. It’s a great escape from the hustle and bustle of Cancún, and just two hours away by bus (click here).
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Valladolid street scene









Sights



ARCHAEOLOGICAL ZONES


Cancún has three notable archaeological sites, two in the Zona Hotelera and a third north of town on Isla Blanca, near the Isla Mujeres ferry. None compare in size or wow factor to the Yucatán Peninsula’s major sites, but they are still worth visiting, and the Zona Hotelera ones can be easily combined with a day at the beach.


El Rey Archaeological Zone


At the southern end of the Zona Hotelera, across from Playa Delfines, Ruínas El Rey (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 17.5, 8am-5pm daily, US$2.75) consists of several platforms, two plazas, and a small temple and pyramid, all arranged along an ancient 500-meter (1,640-foot) roadway. The ruins get their name (Ruins of the King) from a skeleton found during excavation and believed to be that of, well, a king. The ruins date from the late Postclassic period (AD 1200-1400); there’s limited signage, though it is available in English and Spanish. El Rey also is home to hundreds of iguanas, some quite beefy, which makes a visit here all the more interesting. Last visitors are admitted at 4:30pm.
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Yamil Lu’um Archaeological Zone


Lodged between the Park Royal Cancún and the Westin Lagunamar Ocean Resort, Yamil Lu’um (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, 8am-5pm daily, free) consists of two small temples built between AD 1200 and 1550: Templo del Alacrán (Temple of the Scorpion) and Templo de la Huella (Temple of the Handprint); unfortunately, neither the scorpion nor the handprint that gave the temples their names is visible anymore. The temples were built on Cancún’s highest point, suggesting they were used as watchtowers or navigational aids. The ruins can be reached through the Park Royal (nonguests may need to ask permission) and are visible from the beach at Playa Marlin.


El Meco Archaeological Zone


Archaeologists think El Meco (Av. López Portillo s/n, 8am-5pm daily, US$2.75) was a major gateway to and from Isla Mujeres—fitting considering it’s located just north of the modern-day ferry terminal at Puerto Juárez. The ancient city started out as a fishing village in AD 300 but grew to be a thriving port town, building the tallest pyramid along this part of the coast before collapsing abruptly around AD 600. It was reoccupied four or five centuries later, probably as an outpost for the powerful Chichén Itzá kingdom, before being abandoned in the 16th century. The site is smaller than El Rey but the structures are more substantial.


San Miguelito Archaeological Zone


Located on the grounds of the Museo Maya de Cancún, San Miguelito (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 16.5, tel. 998/885-3842, 9am-6pm Tues.-Sun., free with museum admission fee) was one of several Maya communities that occupied the present-day Zona Hotelera during the late Postclassic period around AD 1200 until the arrival of European explorers in the late 1500s. San Miguelito was apparently quite populous, though relatively few structures remain today—most were built of wood and palm and have long since disappeared. Most coastal Maya cities depended on fishing and maritime trade, and domination of the region likely shifted among them over the centuries. At that time, the long coastal island was covered in high sand dunes and dense mangrove forests, which served as a barrier against hurricanes and erosion; that natural protection has been mostly destroyed with the construction of Cancún’s hotel strip.


MUSEUMS


Museo Maya de Cancún


Housed in a stark white modern building, Museo Maya de Cancún (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 16.5, tel. 998/885-3843, www.inah.gob.mx, 9am-6pm Tues.-Sun., US$3.50 including museum and archaeological site) has hundreds of Maya artifacts in bright, airy display rooms; vases, bowls, and masks figure prominently. Two permanent exhibition rooms are dedicated to finds from Quintana Roo and the greater Maya world, respectively, while a third room hosts temporary exhibits. Introductory signage is in Spanish and English, though many individual displays lack English translations. The San Miguelito archaeological site is also on the grounds. The entrance fee includes admission to the ruins, though the site itself closes at 4:30pm daily.


PARQUE LAS PALAPAS


Parque Las Palapas is a typical Mexican plaza, where locals congregate most nights and tourists have a chance to enjoy Cancún’s quotidian side. The plaza doesn’t have the grand cathedral and government buildings found in Mexico’s older colonial cities—remember, Cancún isn’t even 50 years old—but it’s still a place for adults to chat with friends, for teenagers and couples to circle about, and for youngsters to chase balls and ride electric cars in the spacious central square. Dozens of stands and street carts sell helado (ice cream), churros (strips of fried dough sprinkled with sugar), elote (corn on the cob served with chile and mayo), and knickknacks of all sorts. The music and neon lights can be a bit much for some, but just as often there’s an interesting performance in the plaza’s huge palapa-roofed stage, whether live music or traditional dance. Along the edges of the main park are smaller squares, some used for art expositions, others favored by young bohos for plucking guitars and engaging in the occasional drum circle.


Beaches


ZONA HOTELERA


The beaches in Cancún are among the most spectacular in the world. Looking at online images, it’s easy to think they’re digitally enhanced—the sand couldn’t be so white, or the sea so turquoise blue. But a combination of clear Caribbean water, a shallow, sandy seafloor, and a high bright sun makes for a gorgeous sight. At high noon, even picture-perfect web pages don’t compare to the living picture show that is Cancún’s coastline.
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Be aware that the surf along the Zona Hotelera’s long, east-facing arm, though beautiful, can be heavy, and drownings and near-drownings do occur. There are lifeguards near all public access points, and colored flags (green is safe, yellow is caution, red is closed) for reference. But nothing is more important than common sense: Don’t swim if the conditions (or your own condition) aren’t suitable. The beaches along the short, north-facing leg are much calmer. For really calm waters head to Isla Mujeres, where there are no waves and the water in places is only waist deep more than 75 meters (250 feet) from shore. The Laguna Nichupté is not recommended for swimming because of pollution and crocodiles.


Playa Caracol


Playa Caracol (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8.5) has a small stretch of beach right at the public access point, but it’s not too pleasant and often very crowded. The beach is much better just east of there, in front of the Fiesta Americana Coral Beach, but you have to cut through the hotel to get there, and the hotel lounge chairs take up most of the beach.


Playa Gaviota Azul


The pathway to Playa Gaviota Azul (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 10), a huge, beautiful beach, is between the City nightclub and Forum by the Sea mall, and it extends well north and south of there (merging with Playa Chac Mool just to the south) with plenty of room to set up a towel and umbrella. Parking can be tricky here—better to arrive by bus or taxi—but you’ve got plenty of eating and shopping options, if you need a break from the sun. If you’re interested in a beach club, Mandala Beach (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8.5, tel. 998/883-3333, www.mandalabeach.com, 10am-6pm daily, US$40 pp) is open to the public and has beach beds, a swimming pool, full bar and restaurant service, and a DJ. It can be a scene, but that’s pretty much the point. Adults only.


Playa Marlín


Playa Marlín (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5) is a clean, attractive beach with an access point between Plaza Kukulcán mall and the police and fire station. There’s plenty of parking on the road parallel to the beach, and the mall has restaurants just a few steps away.




Beach Access


There’s a notion that high-rise hotels have monopolized Cancún’s best beaches, but this is only partly true. While most hotels do front prime real estate, all beach areas in Mexico are public (except for military zones). Hotels cannot, by law, prohibit you or anyone else from lying on a towel and enjoying the sun and water. Many high-end hotels subvert this by making it difficult or uncomfortable for nonguests to use “their” beaches: Very few maintain exterior paths, and others spread guest-only beach chairs over the best parts. (In the hotels’ defense, they also typically do a good job of keeping their areas clear of trash and seaweed, which can mar otherwise beautiful beaches.) If your hotel has a nice beach area, you’re all set. If not, typically you can just walk through a hotel lobby to the beach—as a foreigner, you are very unlikely to be stopped. (Sadly, locals are likely to be nabbed if they do the same thing.) But even that is unnecessary: Cancún maintains several public access points marked with prominent blue and white signs along Boulevard Kukulcán. The area right around the access point is often crowded, but you can walk a couple hundred meters in either direction to have more breathing room. One public access point—Playa Delfines, at the southern end of the hotel zone—has no nearby hotels and is used by a refreshing mix of Mexican and foreign beachgoers.
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Look for these signs in the Zona Hotelera for public access to the beach.








Playa Ballenas


Playa Ballenas (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 14.5) is a long, pretty beach, with an access path between the Hard Rock and Secrets The Vine resorts. There is no food or drink service on the beach, but look for a few small shops selling water and snacks on the frontage road rear the public access point.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Playa Delfines



Located at the far southern end of the Zona Hotelera, Playa Delfines (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 17.5) is at the bottom of a bluff, so you can’t see it from the road. But once parked, or off the bus (there is a stop directly in front), you’re treated to a panoramic view of the beach and ocean, unobstructed by hotels. There are rows of fixed palapa umbrellas and plenty of open sand if you brought your own. Perhaps best of all is the mix of people you’ll find here: independent travelers, local families, even some surfers if the swell is high. (Take care swimming here, as the waves and tide can be strong.) The beach is across the road from El Rey ruins, which makes a nice side trip. There is no food or drink service, but there are restrooms and outdoor showers on-site.


ISLA BLANCA BEACHES


Isla Blanca’s white-sand beaches are wild and mostly untouched—all to say, perfect! Accessing them, though, can be a bit tricky. Though the land between the road and the beach is virtually undeveloped, it is almost entirely privately owned and fenced off. There are occasional breaks between fences, but fortunately a great beach club makes hunting down those openings unnecessary.


Isla Blanca Cabañas (formerly Pirata Morgan, Carr. Cancún-Isla Blanca Km 9, tel. 998/112-1227, dariorock2004@gmail.com, 9am-5pm daily, US$2) is an old-school beach club with a handful of small palapas on the sand, a rustic restaurant serving up fresh fish and cold beers, and miles and miles of beach. If you can’t tear yourself away from the beach at the end of the day, there are basic cabañas (US$50 s/d) where you can spend the night. Each has screen walls to let in the sea breeze at night, cement floors, and private bathrooms; electricity is available 6pm-11pm only. A cab ride from downtown Cancún runs around US$14 each way.


Sports and Recreation


While relaxing by the pool or on the beach is more than enough sports and recreation for many of Cancún’s visitors, there are a number of options for those looking for a bit more action. From golf and fishing to scuba diving and kiteboarding (and a whole bunch of things in between), Cancún has something for everyone.


BEACH ACTIVITIES


Parasailing (paracaídas in Spanish) can be booked as a traditional one-person ride (with takeoff from the shore) or a two-person ride, in which you can take off from the boat or the water. Prices and duration are fairly uniform: US$55-60 per person for a 10-12-minute ride. Look for independent operators on the beach, especially on Playa Tortugas (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 6.5), Playa Chac-Mool (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 10), Playa Ballenas (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 14.5), and Playa Delfines (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 17.5). Or sign up at Parasail Cancún (Playa Tortugas, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 6.5, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/220-5681, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 800/247-1641, www.parasailcancun.com, 8am-8pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-4pm Sat.-Sun.) or Aquaworld (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 15.2, tel. 998/689-1013, www.aquaworld.com.mx, 7am-8pm daily).


WaveRunners are rented on the same beaches where parasailing is pitched. Prices average US$45-55 for 30 minutes; one or two people can ride at a time.


SNORKELING AND SCUBA DIVING


Cancún doesn’t compare to Cozumel, Isla Mujeres, or really anywhere along the Riviera Maya for snorkeling and diving. Its coral and other sealife are less plentiful and far less healthy. That said, if you enjoy modern art, an underwater sculpture museum provides a special treat. Or consider arranging a snorkeling or diving trip in a cenote, the otherworldly freshwater caves that dot the coast south of Cancún. If you’re really hankering for some bubbly, we recommend booking a trip with a shop in Isla Mujeres or Puerto Morelos, both easy to reach from Cancún. (Cozumel is harder to do as a day trip, requiring a trip to Playa del Carmen and a ferry ride to Cozumel from there…and back again.)


Snorkeling


For the best open-water and cenote snorkeling, book a trip with one of the dive shops listed below. All offer guided snorkeling trips in addition to diving, and are invariably better than the “jungle trips” hawked around Cancún, even for beginners.



S MUSEO SUBACUÁTICO DE ARTE (MUSA)



Two popular snorkeling sites are Cancún’s Nizuc and Punta Sam reefs, where installations of the Subaquatic Museum of Art (MUSA, 998/206-0182, www.musacancun.org) are located. Created by six artists, the sites contain more than 500 life-sized statues of everyday people, from nuns to tribal leaders. Breathtaking exhibits in and of themselves, the works were created from a special cement that promotes coral and sealife formation. A third MUSA installation is located near Isla Mujeres, at Manchones reef, which is best for divers.


Scuba Diving


A number of shops offer fun dives as well as certification courses at all levels. Hotels with their own dive shop may offer special rates to guests, but not necessarily.


Solo Buceo (Hyatt Ziva Cancún Hotel, Blvd. Kukulcán s/n, tel. 998/260-4995, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 800/348-3639, www.solobuceo.com, 9am-4:30pm daily) is a friendly shop with a strong reputation for service. Two-tank reef dives run US$90, while two-tank cenote trips cost US$195, including lunch; prices include all gear including wetsuit. Open-water certification classes (US$420, 3-4 days) can also be arranged.


Scuba Cancún (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 5, tel. 998/849-7508, www.scubacancun.com.mx, 7am-8pm daily) was founded in 1980 and is still run by the same family. It offers the standard selection of dives, including one-tank (US$62), two-tank (US$77), and two-tank cavern and Cozumel dives (US$165 and US$180, respectively); all prices include equipment except wetsuit (US$10, recommended for cavern trips). Snorkel trips are offered in Cancún (US$39), Cozumel (US$125), and nearby cenotes (US$92). Trips can sometimes get crowded—ask about the size of your group before you book.


Aquaworld (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 15.2, tel. 998/689-1013, www.aquaworld.com.mx, 7am-8pm daily) is Cancún’s biggest, most commercialized water sports outfit, of which scuba diving is only a small part. Come here if you’re looking for activities for the whole family, divers and nondivers alike, all in one spot. Otherwise, head to smaller shops for more personalized attention.


KITEBOARDING


Ikarus (tel. 998/874-4246, www.kiteboardmexico.com) is a full-service kiteboarding school on the lagoon side of Isla Blanca, just north of Cancún. Conditions for learning to kiteboard don’t get much better than this: steady wind, kilometers of flat water with few boats or other obstacles, and water never more than waist deep. Private classes are US$80-95 per hour, while groups are US$65 per hour per person (3 hours, maximum 3 people). Equipment is included for students or can be rented separately (US$50-75 for two hours). Classes are held November-May, when the conditions are best. Simple lodging also is offered (US$7-8 pp hammock, US$7-15 pp tent, US$25 pp tent with bed, US$75 s/d). There’s a restaurant and free Wi-Fi too.
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1: kiteboarding; 2: dive tanks; 3: parasailing at the beach





WATERSKIING, WAKEBOARDING, SURFING, AND SUP


Waterski Cancún and Wakeboard (Marina Manglar, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 19.8, cell tel. 998/874-4816, www.waterskicancun.com, by appointment only) has three slalom courses and a number of ski sites at the southern end of Laguna Nichupté. Free-skiing and wakeboarding costs US$200 per hour, while the slalom courses are US$60 for 15 minutes. All equipment is included, except carbon skis.


360 Surf School (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.8, cell tel. 998/241-6443, www.360surfschoolcancun.com, by appointment only) offers popular surfboarding classes on Playa Chac-Mool. Classes are geared toward beginners but can be tailored to any level. One-on-one classes run US$140 for 90 minutes; group lessons cost US$100 per person for 120 minutes (3 people maximum). Family packages and multiday packages also are offered. Surfing classes include surf equipment, Lycra tops, drinking water, and use of surfboard after the lesson. Stand-up paddleboard (SUP) classes also are offered one-on-one (US$140) and in small groups (US$75-100 per person, up to 8 students); each class is about two hours. Equipment rentals—bodyboards, short boards, longboards, fun boards, and paddleboards—also are available (US$15-65 per 24 hours). Look for the informational kiosk on the main drag, next to the Surfin’ Burrito.


FISHING


More than a dozen species of sport fish ply the waters off Cancún, including blue and white marlin, blackfin tuna, barracuda, dolphin dorado, wahoo, grouper, and more. For those more interested in fly-fishing and light-tackle tours, there’s no need to look past the Zona Hotelera’s lagoon, which is home to tarpon, snook, snapper, barracuda, and jack.


Charter Fishing Cancún (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 6.5, cell tel. 998/200-3240, www.charterfishingcancun.com, by appointment only) offers excellent customer service on its small fleet of boats. Private charters range US$530-950 (4-8 hours); “shared” trips cost US$135-155 per person (4-6 hours). All trips include bait, tackle, ice, drinks (beer, soda, and water), and fishing licenses. Round-trip transportation to/from your hotel—anywhere between Cancún and Playa del Carmen—is included for private charters only.


Cancún Tarpon Fishing (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 13.5, cell tel. 998/126-6640, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 866/607-2246, www.cancuntarponfishing.com, by appointment only) specializes in fly-fishing and light-tackle tours, all in the Zona Hotelera’s lagoon, Laguna Nichupté, and just north near Isla Blanca. Trips are geared for one to two people and last anywhere from four to six hours. They include an experienced guide, equipment, box lunch, and soft drinks. Service is top-notch.


SWIMMING WITH DOLPHINS


Located within Ventura Park, Dolphinaris Cancún (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 25, tel. 998/881-3030, toll-free U.S. tel. 855/203-9863, www.dolphinaris.com) offers dolphin interaction programs that include “fin shaking” and receiving a “kiss” (US$99, 1 hour), as well as swimming with and getting a foot push from them (US$149, 1 hour). For those toying with the idea of working with dolphins, visitors also can help out as Trainers for the Day (US$199, 8 hours). Free shuttle transportation is provided within the Zona Hotelera.


Interactive Aquarium (La Isla Shopping Village, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, tel. 998/206-3311, www.interactiveaquariumcancun.com, 9am-8pm daily, US$15) has a modest number of tanks, including touch tanks where visitors can handle rays, starfish, and sea cucumbers. Its raison d’être, however, is the interactive dolphin program where activities range from receiving a “kiss” and getting a “foot push” (US$109-159, 45-60 minutes) to a couples-only program (US$199, 75 minutes) that includes a review of the anatomy and physiology of dolphins.


ECOPARKS AND WATER PARKS


Ecoparks


Despite the deluge of advertising you’ll see for ecoparks like Xcaret, Xel-Há, Xplor, and Garrafón, none are actually in Cancún. Garrafón is the closest, situated on the southern end of Isla Mujeres. The others are 60-90 minutes south of Cancún, nearer to Playa del Carmen and Tulum. You can buy tickets at the gates, though most people buy them online or at their hotels so bus transportation is included in the cost; discounted park tickets also are popular giveaways for taking part in a time-share presentation.


Water Parks


In Ventura Park, on the southern end of the Zona Hotelera, Wet n’ Wild (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 25, tel. 998/881-3030, toll-free U.S. tel. 855/203-9863, www.wetnwildcancun.com, 9:30am-5pm daily, US$48 adult, US$42 child) is a small but classic water park with a handful of twisting, slippery slides, high-speed water toboggans, and family-size inner tubing. It’s a great way to cool off, especially if you’re traveling with kids (or want to channel your own inner five-year-old). The all-inclusive plan includes all slides, meals, and drinks, though, oddly enough, not the inner tubes. BYO towel too. Check for online specials.


GOLF


Iberostar Cancún Golf Club (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 17, tel. 998/881-8016, http://golf.iberostar.com [URL inactive], US$199/99 public/hotel guests, US$149/49 public/guests after 2pm) is considered one of the finer courses in the region. This 18-hole par 72 course hugs Laguna Nichupté and boasts a great view of the Maya ruins of El Rey from the 16th hole. Alligators also are rumored to be in one of the water hazards, so consider leaving those water-bound balls behind. Food and drinks (including tequila shots and beer) are included.


Riviera Cancún Golf & Resorts (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 26, tel. 998/848-7777) is a challenging 18-hole par 72 golf course designed by Jack Nicklaus. Located on the southern end of the Zona Hotelera, it’s a narrow course winding its way through low jungle and mangroves, with a distant view of the Caribbean. Greens fees are US$180 and drop to US$149 after 2:30pm. Rates include a golf cart, snacks, and drinks. There’s also a driving range on-site.


If you feel like a short, easy (and cheap) round of golf, there are two par 3 courses in the Zona Hotelera: Paradisus Cancún (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 16.5, tel. 998/881-1100, www.melia.com [URL inactive], 7am-1pm last tee-off, US$45 greens fees, US$10 club rentals) and Grand Oasis Cancún (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 16, tel. 998/885-0867, www.grandoasiscancunresort.com, 8am-2:30pm last tee-off, US$35 greens fees including clubs).


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Bullfights


Though more often used as a concert venue, the Plaza de Toros (Av. Bonampak at Av. Sayil, tel. 998/884-8372, www.plazadetoroscancun.com.mx [URL inactive]) still hosts bullfights throughout the year. Admission prices depend upon the headliner but typically run US$8-20. Tickets can be purchased online (www.superboletos.com) or at the box office.


Baseball


Baseball (béisbol in Spanish) is huge in Mexico, particularly in the north, where there are as many baseball diamonds as soccer fields. While still not having the pull in the Yucatán as it does elsewhere, it is a sport on the rise. The local team, Tigres de Quintana Roo (Quintana Roo Tigers), is one of the 16 teams that make up Mexico’s professional baseball league, the Liga Mexicana de Béisbol (www.lmb.com.mx). You can catch a game March-September at the Estadio Beto Avilá (Av. Xcaret s/n, behind Walmart, tel. 998/887-3113, US$2-10).


Soccer


Arriving in Cancún from Mexico City in 2007, Atlante (www.atlantefc.mx) is the city’s first professional fútbol team. Atlante won both the Mexican League’s championship and the Apertura Championship in its first year in residence. The following season Atlante won the CONCACAF Champions League, earning it a spot in the 2009 FIFA Club World Cup. The team plays at the Estadio Andrés Quintana Roo (Av. Mayapán s/n, US$10-40), west of the baseball stadium, August-May.


SPAS AND GYMS


Many hotels and resorts have spas, but the following are some of the best that are open to the public. Reservations are strongly encouraged.


Spas don’t get much better, or bigger, than the 40,000-square-foot Gem Spa (Gran Fiesta Americana Coral Beach, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/881-3200, www.coralbeachcancunhotel.com, 10am-10pm daily). There are dozens of available treatments, many using precious stones of the Maya, Asian/South Pacific, and Baltic regions. Obsidian, amber, amethyst, and even diamond dust are used to soothe and smooth your body and mind.


Bamboo (Plaza Teramar, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8.5, tel. 998/883-0106, www.cancun-spa-relax.com, 9am-9pm daily) is a simple day spa offering everything from facials and massages to mani-pedis and haircuts. Service is excellent and prices are reasonable, making it a popular spot.


Downtown, Spa Xbalamqué (Hotel Xbalamqué, Av. Yaxchilán 31, tel. 998/887-7853, 10am-8pm Mon.-Sat.) offers a full line of massages, facials, and body wraps, plus Reiki, crystal therapy, and temascal treatments. The spa’s entrance is on Calle Jazmines, around the corner from the main hotel entrance. Prices are very reasonable, most ranging US$30-50.


TOURS


Aerial Tours and Views


AeroSaab (Playa Del Carmen Airport, 20 Av. Sur near Calle 1, tel. 998/865-4225, www.aerosaab.com, 7am-7:30pm daily) offers scenic full-day tours from Cancún, running to Cozumel, Chichén Itzá, Isla Holbox, Chetumal, Mérida, and as far as Palenque, with time to visit the area. Trips are in five-seat or six-seat Cessna airplanes and run US$93-796 per person, plus airport fees. Most trips require a minimum of 2-4 people.


If you prefer to stay somewhat grounded, board La Torre Escénica (Scenic Tower, El Embarcadero, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 4.2, tel. 998/849-5582, 9am-9pm daily, US$15 during the day, US$18 at night), an 80-meter (262.5-foot) tower with a rotating passenger cabin, affording a beautiful 10-minute view of this part of the coastline. A brief history of the region is played over the audio system. Note: Admission to this site is included in the Xcaret ticket; show your Xcaret wristband—it must still be on your wrist!—for free entry.


Entertainment and Events


Cancún is justly famous for its raucous nightclubs, pulsing with lights and music and packed with revelers of all ages every night of the week. The club scene is especially manic during spring break, July, August, Christmas, and New Year’s, but you can count on finding a party no matter when you visit. And those with quieter tastes will be happy to learn there’s more to Cancún’s nightlife than clubs, including a nice mix of lounge bars, theaters, and cinemas.



S NIGHTLIFE



Cancún’s most popular nightclubs are within walking distance of each other in the Zona Hotelera, at Punta Cancún. Downtown, meanwhile, has some great cocktail bars and nightclubs specializing in Latin music.


Cuncrawl (Mex. cell tel. 984/165-0699, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/975-4349, www.cuncrawl.com [URL inactive], US$80 pp) does fun guided bar/club crawls in the heart of Cancún’s Zona Hotelera, hitting three different clubs (they vary by night) with VIP entrance and seating, unlimited drinks, and bottle service, over the course of five hours.


Nightclubs


ZONA HOTELERA


Nightclubs in the Zona Hotelera charge US$60-80 admission with open bar included. Most clubs are open every day, from around 10pm until 4am or later. Special events, like ladies night or bikini parties, vary by the day, club, and season; check the clubs’ websites or Facebook pages for the latest info and deals. Discounted tickets also are occasionally sold at concierge desks.


CocoBongo (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/883-2373, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/841-4636, www.cocobongo.com) is a spectacular club featuring live rock and salsa bands, flying acrobats, and impersonators ranging from Beetlejuice to Freddie Mercury. For dancing, hit the main floor; for free-flowing drinks, reserve a seat in the VIP section.


The City (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9, tel. 998/883-3313, www.mandalatickets.com) is a megaclub with three levels and a total capacity of 6,000 (and allegedly the world’s biggest disco ball). Be sure to take a whirl on the movable dance floor, which descends from the 3rd floor to the center of the club below. Open Friday only.


Palazzo (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9, tel. 998/848-8380, www.mandalatickets.com) books big-name DJs and draws raucous crowds. The interior has a sleek Vegas-like look, huge chandeliers, and a VIP section. Open Wednesday and Saturday only.


Mandala (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9, tel. 998/883-3333, www.mandalanightclub.com) is an upscale club with indoor and outdoor areas for partying. There’s plenty of VIP seating in case you want to splurge on a private table (and better service).


Dady-O (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/883-3333, http://dadyocancun.com) is, well, the daddy of Cancún’s nightclubs, with seven different “environments,” including laser shows, swimsuit contests, and theme parties on five different levels.


DOWNTOWN


Grand Mambo Café (Plaza Hong Kong, 2nd Fl., Av. Xcaret at Av. Tulum, tel. 998/884-4536, 9:30pm-3am Wed.-Sat., US$10 cover, US$3.50-8 open bar, free before 11pm) is Cancún’s biggest Latin music club, and popular with locals, tourists, and expats alike. Live Latin music—mostly salsa, cumbia, and bachata—doesn’t start until midnight, but the crowds arrive earlier than that, spinning to recorded rhythms.
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A popular gay nightclub, 11:11 Club Cancún (Av. Tulum at Calle Claveles, tel. 998/135-2243, www.1111gayclubcancun.com [URL inactive], 10:30pm-6am Thurs., 9pm-6am Fri.-Sat., US$5-7 cover) features drag shows, go-go dancers, and DJs spinning pop and electronica until breakfast. There are drinks sold by the liter plus open-bar specials too. Look for the rainbow signage on the building.


Bars and Live Music


Several of the major nightclubs feature live rock music and even big-name concerts, most notably Palazzo and CocoBongo, while the lounges and bars tend toward DJs or recorded music. Downtown, you’ll find smaller venues filled with locals.


ZONA HOTELERA


Congo Bar (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/883-0563, www.congobar.com.mx [URL inactive]) is about as lively as a bar can get without being called a club. Music is upbeat and drinks are plentiful. A conga line inevitably forms at some point (or points) and usually heads out the door and onto the street for a quick spin.


Old standbys Carlos n’ Charlie’s (Forum by the Sea, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9, tel. 998/883-1862, www.carlosandcharlies.com) and Señor Frog’s (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/883-5644, www.senorfrogs.com) both open at noon for meals and stay open until 3am for drinking, dancing, and general mayhem.




Authentic Cancún


It’s easy to assume that Cancún, with its high-rise resorts and spring break ethos, has little to offer in the way of “authentic” culture. In fact, it’s a rich and bustling Mexican city like any other, with plenty of culturally rich outings for those interested in finding them. Here are a few leads for having a locals’ experience in Cancún:


• Spend an evening at Parque Las Palapas, Cancún’s central plaza, where locals go for live music, a place for kids to romp around, and food carts galore. Try elote—a corn cob on a stick, slathered with butter or mayo, parmesan cheese, and chili powder (click here).
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Food carts are perfect for a late-night snack in Parque Las Palapas.





• Plaza de Toros, Cancún’s bullring, does have occasional bullfights—but it’s better known as a nightspot. Grab some beers and snacks while taking in the scene in the many surrounding watering holes (click here).


• Every city has an area that suddenly “pops”; in Cancún, that’s Avenida Nader, with a crop of new bars and restaurants serving up creative drinks, high-end meals, and a hipster vibe (click here).


• Nothing is more Mexican than shopping for produce at a local market. Head to Mercado 23 to be wowed by the array of tropical fruits and vegetables, and to enjoy the sounds, smells, and bustle of a working market (click here).


• Movies are a favorite outing for many Mexicans, including midweek. Treat yourself to a cushy reclining chair, waiter service, and even a glass of wine at one of Cancún’s Cinépolis VIP theaters (click here).


• Catch a show at Teatro Cancún, which brings live acts from around the country, from music and dance to comedy and theater (click here).





DOWNTOWN


Nomads (Av. Nader 78, tel. 998/898-3192, www.nomadscancun.com, 3pm-2am daily) is a hipster restaurant with a killer cocktail bar. The place itself feels like an old-world pub—wood-panel ceilings, brick walls, mismatched tile floors. Outside, a breezy patio has towering trees and twinkling lights. Thursday means open bar for just US$17. Look for the huge black duckling standing guard at the entrance.


Mixologists at Amarula con Acento Tropical (Av. Nader at Calle Huachinango, tel. 998/884-8046, 9pm-3am Wed.-Sat.) serve up strong cocktails with a tropical flair: chili-rimmed glassware, floating seashells, anise stars, and bright flowers on top. Set in an old Cancún house, the bar has a 1920s-meets-hacienda style with art deco flair, tropical woodwork, and arches here and there. Head to the patio for cozy seating under the stars.


It may be the bullring but the Plaza de Toros (Av. Bonampak at Av. Sayil, www.plazadetoroscancun.com.mx [URL inactive]) also is a nightlife hot spot. Bars encircle the structure, selling cheap beer and finger food, many blasting Mexican rock and classics. A couple of food trucks park outside on weekends should you need something heftier to soak up your drinks. Most bars are open 3pm-3am daily.


On the southern end of Parque Las Palapas, La Terraza del Vino (Alcatraces 29, cell tel. 998/166-7273, 6pm-2am Tues.-Sun.) is a pleasant open-air wine bar that books live guitar soloists most nights starting at 9pm.


La Taberna (Av. Yaxchilán at Punta Nicchehabi, tel. 998/887-5433, www.lataberna.com.mx, 2pm-4am daily) is a locals’ sports bar with lots of big-screen TVs and drink and food specials every night of the week. Free appetizers often come with each round of drinks.


THE ARTS


Theater


Teatro Cancún (El Embarcadero, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 4, tel. 998/849-5580, www.teatrodecancun.com.mx, ticket office on ground level 9am-9pm Mon.-Sat.) stages shows of all sorts, from music and dance to comedy and theater, both amateur and professional, mostly in Spanish. Ticket prices vary, but typically run US$5-30.


Teatro Xbalamqué (Hotel Xbalamqué, Av. Yaxchilán 31, www.teatroxbalamque.com, tel. 998/204-1028) stages experimental and one-act theater performances in a small space inside the hotel of the same name. Most shows are in Spanish; check the theater’s website for showtimes. Tickets are typically US$5-10.


Cinema


Cancún has three convenient movieplexes, two in the Zona Hotelera and one downtown, both offering the latest American and Mexican releases. Most Hollywood movies are subtitled, but be aware that those made for kids, and even teenagers, are likely to be dubbed. Look for “DOB” (for doblado, or “dubbed”) or “SUB” for (subtitulada, or “subtitled”) to be sure. Ticket prices average around US$3.50, and US$5 for IMAX screenings; early shows may be discounted, and there’s two-for-one Tuesday at the Cinemex.


In the Zona Hotelera, look for Cinemex at La Isla Shopping Village (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, 999/242-2126, www.cinemex.com), as well as Cinépolis IMAX at Puerto Cancún (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 1, 552/122-6060, www.cinepolis.com), the latter the only movie theater with IMAX screenings.


Downtown, there’s a Cinépolis at Plaza Las Américas (Av. Tulum at Av. Sayil, tel. 998/884-0403, www.cinepolis.com). At the same location, there’s also a Cinépolis VIP—a real treat—with reclining leather seats and wait service, plus a menu including sushi, baguette sandwiches, cappuccinos, and cocktails. Tickets are sold at a separate window, and cost around US$7.


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


Taking place the last Saturday and Sunday of each month, Manos Mágicas (literally, magic hands) is an artisanal market held in the Jardín del Arte (across from Oasis Palm Hotel, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 4.5, 4pm-10pm). Dozens of local artisans showcase their textiles, paintings, jewelry, and more alongside organic foods and treats. At 6pm, live music and ballet folklórico (traditional Mexican folk dancing) are featured on a stage set up at the far end of the park.


Puerto Vallarta and Acapulco have long been Mexico’s top destinations for gay travelers, but organizers of the Cancún International Gay Festival are working to put Cancún on the list. Inaugurated in 1995 and typically held in May, the festival includes beach parties, sunset cruises, city tours, and more.


The Concurso Municipal de Arte-sanías, a citywide handicraft competition, is held every August in Cancún’s Palacio Municipal. In addition to showcasing the city’s best artisans, participants also sell their work. Look for the large white tents—and the crowds—on Avenida Tulum.


Shopping


Cancún has six major malls, a handful of open-air markets, and hundreds of independent shops, so you can buy just about anything. Most mall and independent shops accept credit cards, but plan on paying cash at the markets.


OPEN-AIR MARKETS


Mercado 28 (Av. Sunyaxchen at Av. Xel-Há, 8am-8pm daily) is a large open-air market featuring a wide variety of Mexican handicrafts: ceramics from Tonalá, silver from Taxco, hammocks from Mérida, alebrijes (wooden creatures) from Oaxaca, and handwoven shirts from Chiapas. You’ll also find a fair share of T-shirts, key chains, coconut monkeys, and the like. A handful of restaurants in the center of the market offer traditional Mexican fare.


Adjacent to Mercado 28, Plaza Bonita (Av. Sunyaxchen at Av. Xel-Há, 9am-8pm daily) is a multilevel shopping center built to look like a colonial village—bright courtyards, fountains, greenery, and all. Folk art here is a bit more expensive than that in the market next door, but the quality is usually better.


On weekend evenings, stroll through Parque Las Palapas and Parque Los Artesanos, both great spots to pick up local handicrafts, Chiapanecan clothing, bohemian jewelry, and art.


MALLS


The Puerto Cancún Marina Town Center (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 1, 10am-10pm daily) is the newest and swankiest of the area malls. Modern and sleek, the open-air facility is home to high-end boutiques, international chain stores, and Cancun’s only IMAX theater. Though it’s just a two-minute walk from the main drag along a landscaped walkway, a shuttle takes mall-goers back and forth.


Plaza Caracol (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8.5, 8am-9pm daily) is the best place in the Zona Hotelera to get beach essentials, with good brands and decent prices on bathing suits, flip-flops, sunglasses, sunscreen, and more. You can also grab a cup of Starbucks and good cheap grub at several small eateries.


Forum by the Sea (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9, 10am-11:30pm daily) is a horseshoe-shaped mall with three floors opening onto the airy main lobby. It’s home to Hard Rock Cafe—you can’t miss the huge guitar out front—a good steak house, and various kitschy shops selling all manner of tourist souvenirs. The 3rd floor was under renovation when we passed through but has a balcony with a spectacular view of the beach and ocean, which is great for photo ops.


An open-air mall, La Isla Shopping Village (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, www.laislacancun.com.mx, 10am-10pm daily) is set around an artificial river, with wide shady passageways, a variety of international chain stores, and a food court featuring crepes, tacos, Italian, and more. The mall opens onto the lagoon, where there’s a small marina and a nice boardwalk with half a dozen sit-down restaurants and a couple of water sports kiosks. A newer section called Fashion Harbour houses various luxury shops. La Isla is also home to the popular Interactive Aquarium and has a five-screen movie theater.




Black Coral: A Disappearing Treasure


Despite its name, living black coral is not black at all, but a rich blue-green. It’s only when the shell is stripped and the skeleton polished that the namesake color emerges. Black coral belongs to a family of coral whose shells are semiflexible, and colonies grow into beautiful tree-like formations that bend and sway in ocean currents. It’s the world’s slowest-growing coral, adding just 1-2 hundredths of a millimeter per year. (That’s 200 times slower than human fingernails.) Black coral is among a handful of coral species discovered at extreme depths—300 meters (984 feet) down, and more—far deeper than previously thought possible for coral. And perhaps most remarkable of all was the finding, in 2009, that a colony of black coral near Hawaii is over 4,000 years old, making it the oldest known marine organism. Vast colonies of black coral once populated Cozumel’s waters, and the island was for many years the center of black coral collection and trade. That’s less true today, thanks partly to stricter regulation but also to the fact that the island’s black coral is so diminished that the species is becoming endangered. Still, black coral retains a certain cachet, and its collection continues. Buying jewelry, souvenirs, and other items made with it only supports its demise—please resist!





Plaza Kukulcán (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 13, 10am-10pm daily) is an everyday mall with knickknack shops and teen clothing stores, though it boasts a swanky section called Luxury Avenue selling fine watches, jewelry, and couture clothing. There’s also a full-on grocery store on the 2nd floor, which is especially convenient for visitors staying on the south end of the Zona Hotelera.


You don’t have to go to the Zona Hotelera for your mall fix. Plaza Las Américas (Av. Tulum at Av. Sayil, 9am-10pm daily) stretches almost a block and includes dozens of mid- to upscale shops, an arcade, and two movie theaters.


Food


Cancún has dozens of excellent restaurants—the finest are in the Zona Hotelera, mostly in the high-end resorts and along the west (lagoon) side of Boulevard Kukulcán. Be aware that eating out in the Zona Hotelera can be shockingly expensive, similar to prices at top restaurants in major U.S. cities. There are a handful of Zona Hotelera gems, with great food at reasonable prices, and, of course, there are plenty of fast-food restaurants too. For something more authentic but still affordable, downtown Cancún is the place to go. The streets surrounding Parque Las Palapas and Avenida Nader have restaurants for all tastes and budgets, from fine dining to tasty street food, plus a number of great little cafés and sandwich shops.


ZONA HOTELERA


Mexican


The Surfin’ Burrito (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.8, tel. 998/883-0083, 24 hours daily, US$5-8) is a hole-in-the-wall serving up a huge variety of burritos—pick your tortilla, protein (beef, chicken, or seafood), choice of salsas, and toppings. Rice and beans are a given. Wash it down with a mammoth one-liter margarita (US$7) or fruit smoothie (US$4). Delivery is available.


Easy to miss, S Tacun (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 11.5, tel. 998/593-3638, 8am-10pm daily, US$6-10) is a roadside taco joint at heart, and one of the few places in the Zona Hotelera serving good, genuine Mexican food at reasonable prices. Try a taco sampler platter with shrimp, beef, chicken, and al pastor tacos, served piping hot with a variety of fresh salsas. The staff and ambience are friendly. Look for it across from the Flamingo Mall. Cash only.


Seafood


A hidden gem, El Fish Fritanga (aka Pescadillas, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.6, tel. 998/840-6216, 11am-10:30pm daily, US$5-15) offers tasty home-style seafood at great prices. If you can’t choose a dish, try the pescadillas or grilled nurse shark tacos, both house classics. The restaurant faces the lagoon and is below street level, making it easy to miss—look for the blue awning next to a Domino’s Pizza sign.


S Fred’s House (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 14.7, tel. 998/840 6466, www.fredshouserestaurant.com, 1pm-midnight daily, US$22-45) is a lovely lagoon-side restaurant specializing in seafood dishes. Share an impressive iced shellfish tower featuring six varieties of crustaceans and then move on to any number of tartares, carpaccios, or sashimi. If you prefer your seafood hot, try one of the pasta dishes or wood-grilled entrees. For a memorable dinner, reserve a patio bungalow at sunset. Fred’s is located across from the JW Marriott.


The nautical-themed Lorenzillo’s (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 10.5, tel. 998/883-1254, www.lorenzillos.com.mx, 1pm-midnight daily, US$18-48) is known as one of the best lobster houses in town. Live lobster is kept in an adapted rowboat tank at the entrance—select the one you want, weigh it on an old-time scale, and before you know it, dinner is on. (All of the lobster comes from the restaurant’s lobster farm off Isla Blanca, just north of the Zona Hotelera). Ask for a table on the lagoon-side patio for a chance to see crocs.


Steak Houses


Puerto Madero (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 14.1, tel. 998/885-2829, www.puertomaderorestaurantes.com, 1pm-1am daily, US$20-55) is a longtime favorite serving carefully prepared meats in huge Argentinean portions. Choose a table in the warehouse-style dining room (a nod to the Puerto Madero shipyard in Argentina) or on the open-air patio with views of the lagoon. The menu includes salads, pastas, and excellent seafood, in addition to the many cuts of beef, some of which serve two. Prices are high, but you’re sure to leave full.


Harry’s (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 14.2, tel. 998/840-6550, www.harrys.com.mx, 1pm-1am daily, US$24-75) specializes in best-of-the-best beef, expertly prepared (some cuts are dry-aged for up to four weeks) and cooked in blazing-hot broilers. There’s also a long menu of sashimi, oysters, ceviche, tartare, and other seafood dishes, plus excellent wine and cocktails. The bill comes with a cotton candy fluff. It’s a memorable and worthwhile splurge for steak lovers.


Other Specialties


Hidden in a small hotel, La Palapa Belga (Royal Cancún, Calle Quetzal 13, tel. 998/883-5454, www.lapalapabelga.com, 3pm-10:30pm Mon.-Sat., US$12-20) has been serving fine French-Belgian cuisine for two decades. It’s worth searching out both for its views across the lagoon to the Zona Hotelera and its delicious food like beef tartare and escargot de Bourgogne. Reservations are recommended on weekends.


Le Natura (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.8, tel. 998/252-6799, 8am-11pm daily, US$5-9) is a casual bistro serving an amazing variety of whole foods and juices. The juice and smoothie menu alone is 33 items long (who knew a juice combo of carrots, beets, spinach, and celery could taste so good?); the breakfast menu includes fruit and yogurt plates, egg dishes, and comfort food like waffles and pancakes; and lunch and dinner is just as varied with salads, bagel sandwiches, pastas, seafood, and Mexican classics. There are lots of vegetarian options too.


For a change of pace, Elefanta and Thai Lounge (La Isla Shopping Village, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, tel. 998/176-8070, www.elefanta.com.mx, 6:30pm-1am daily, US$12-34) are sister restaurants serving quality Indian and Thai food, respectively. The ambience at both is quite chic, despite being in a mall; the Thai Lounge has private cabañas on stilts overlooking the lagoon and stays open late as a bar-lounge.


Groceries


Numerous mini-marts along Boulevard Kukulcán sell chips, water, sunscreen, and other beach basics. Most are open from 7am to midnight.


For a more complete grocery experience, head to the upscale Selecto Súper Chedraui (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9, tel. 998/830-0866, 7am-11pm daily), a three-story supermarket featuring organic foods, gourmet wines and cheeses, a sushi bar, and a popular prepared food section. Not as fancy but still well stocked is Soriana Super (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 13, 7am-11pm daily) on the 2nd floor of Plaza Kukulcán shopping mall.


DOWNTOWN


Mexican


S Quesadillas Tierra del Sol (Margaritas near Tulipanes, tel. 998/271-0111, 8am-midnight daily, US$2-4) serves up hefty quesadillas (and sopes, panuchos, and salbutes) made with Oaxacan cheese and your choice of dozens of stuffings, from chorizo to nopales (cactus). Two will satisfy a decent appetite, four could push you over the edge. Fresh, fruity aguas help wash it down. Order at the register and they’ll call your number.


Just a couple of blocks from the bus station, Taquería Coapeñitos (Av. Nadar 25, tel. 998/253-0360, 2pm-2am Mon.-Wed., 2pm-3am Thurs.-Sat., noon-midnight Sun., US$2-4) sells some mean street tacos. The kitchen is open, so you can watch your tacos being prepped while you wait. Be sure to hit up the fixins’ bar for a variety of salsas, pickled onions, and lime. Beers are cheap too.


La Habichuela (Parque Las Palapas, Calle Margaritas 25, tel. 998/884-3158, www.lahabichuela.com, 1pm-midnight daily, US$10-26) is a longtime favorite for Yucatecan cuisine. The seafood is especially tasty—try the giant shrimp in tamarind sauce or cocobichuela, the house specialty, with big chunks of lobster and shrimp in a sweet curry sauce. For dessert, ask for a Maya coffee flambé: Chiapanecan coffee made with cinnamon, brandy, and Xtabentún (a regional liqueur made with anise, rum, and fermented honey).


Combine Disneyland and the Mexican Revolution and you might get Pericos (Av. Yaxchilán 61, tel. 998/884-0821, noon-1am daily, US$7-15), a classic Cancún family restaurant. Bandito waiters sport bandoliers, the bar has saddles instead of stools, and kids may get a rubber chicken on their plate instead of taquitos. Low-key it is not, but Pericos has a solid reputation for serving good grilled meats and seafood in a fun, boisterous atmosphere. Live marimba and mariachi starts at 8pm most nights.


On the north end of Parque Las Palapas is a set of food stalls (7am-midnight daily, US$1.50-4) selling cheap Mexican and Yucatecan eats—tacos, quesadillas, tostadas, and salbutes. It’s perfect if you’re looking for some good street food or are on a tight budget.


Seafood


Pescaditos (Av. Yaxchilán 69, 11am-midnight daily, US$5-9) is the sort of restaurant you’d expect to see on the beach, complete with reggae music, a handful of tables, and a sign made from an old surfboard. And like the best beach shacks, this place will wow you with simple, tasty seafood dishes. The ceviche, beer-battered shrimp, and fish tacos are all outstanding, and very well priced. Wash it down with a frosty beer or homemade limonada.
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Ceviche is a popular seafood dish on beaches in Mexico.





Sitting among several open-air eateries, El Cejas (Mercado 28, Av. Sunyaxchen at Av. Xel-Há, tel. 998/887-1080, 8am-8pm daily, US$3-6) is bustling most days for good reason—fresh seafood and ambience. Live marimba music is in the air, colorful papel picado (decorative paper) sways overhead, and a combo of tourists and locals fill the seats. Service can be painfully slow but the dishes—freshly fried fish, grilled shrimp, ceviche of all sorts—are worth the wait.


Pescado Con Limón (Mercado 28, Av. Sunyaxchen at Av. Xel-Há, tel. 998/887-2436, 11am-7pm daily, US$5-11) may be a little short on ambience—its plastic tables and chairs face the Mercado 28 parking lot—but the seafood is as fresh and good as it comes, an open secret among locals and expats. For a sure thing, try a shrimp dish or one of the fried-fish platters. The tip is typically included (and somewhat hidden) in the bill.


Other Specialties


S Sirena Morena (Av. Nader 66, tel. 998/887-9774, 8am-10pm Mon.-Sat., US$4-6) is where it’s at for veggie fans. The menu is all organic and all vegetarian and includes sandwiches and salads, egg dishes, even mushroom risotto and pozole (spicy soup made with hominy). There are lots of gluten-free and vegan options too. Tables are in a garden setting with shabby-chic flair. Look for the entrance down a small alley next to a natural food shop.


El Tigre y El Toro (Av. Nader between Calles Mero and Rubia, tel. 998/898-0041, 6pm-12:30am Mon.-Sat., 6pm-11:30pm Sun., US$8-15) is a trendy outdoor restaurant specializing in wood-fired pizza. The thin-crust pies are topped with items like prosciutto and burrata, lobster, and Argentinean sausage. Gourmet salads and homemade pastas round out the menu. This is a casual spot that doubles as a special (pizza) night out.


Rolandi’s Pizzeria Cancún (Av. Cobá 12, tel. 998/884-4047, 1:30pm-12:30am daily, US$9-22) is an institution, with sister restaurants in Isla Mujeres, Playa del Carmen, and Cozumel. The food here—and at all of them—is consistently good; choose among thin-crust pizzas, calzones, and great homemade pastas. Pocket bread, warm and inflated, and a dish of olive oil come with every order. Sit on the veranda, which is draped in ivy that blocks out street noise.


La Parrilla (Av. Yaxchilán 51, tel. 998/287-8118, www.laparrilla.com.mx, noon-2am daily, US$7-28) is one of the most popular of the restaurant-bars on this busy street, grilling a variety of delicious beef fillets, plus shrimp and lobster brochettes, chicken, fajitas, and tacos—the fiery spit in front is for taquitos al pastor, a Mexican classic. The breezy street-side eating area is comfortable and casual and good for families. There’s also live mariachi music every night starting at 8pm.



Light Fare



Get a tasty baguette sandwich at S Ty-Coz Baguettería (Av. Tulum at Av. Uxmal, tel. 998/884-6060, 8am-10pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-8pm Sun, US$2-5), a cozy eatery tucked behind the Comercial Mexicana supermarket opposite the bus terminal. The menu includes French- and German-inspired baguette sandwiches and cuernos (croissants). Most run around US$3, but you can always order the económica baguette with ham, salami, and cheese for just US$1.25. If you don’t want to head downtown for a sandwich, visit its Zona Hotelera branch (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9, 6am-9pm daily).


Rooster (Av. Nader 114, tel. 998/884-4252, 8am-10pm daily, US$2.50-6) is a cool-cat café serving up good breakfast dishes, fresh deli sandwiches, and a variety of coffee drinks and smoothies. Seating is either in a cozy corner or on a leafy terrace. Tables fill up fast, so arrive early or take your eats to go.


Groceries


Chedraui (Blvd. Kukulcán at Av. Tulum) and Comercial Mexicana (Av. Tulum at Av. Uxmal) are huge supermarkets with everything from produce and in-house bakeries to pharmacies and beach supplies. Both are open 7am-11pm daily and have ATMs just inside their doors.


Just a couple of blocks from the bus station, Mercado 23 (Calles Ciricote and Cedro, three blocks north of Av. Uxmal via Calle Palmeras, 6am-6pm daily) has stands of fresh fruits and vegetables. The selection is somewhat limited, but the produce is the freshest around.


DINNER CRUISES


For couples, the Columbus Lobster Dinner Cruise (Aquatours Marina, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 6.5, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/727-5391, toll-free U.S. tel. 866/393-5158, www.thelobsterdinner.com [URL inactive], US$89-109 dinner with open bar, no children under 14, departs at 5:30pm and 8:30pm nightly) offers a change of pace, serving three-course dinners aboard a Spanish-style galleon. The ship cruises the Laguna Nichupté for 2.5 hours, accompanied by live jazz.


If you’re traveling with kids, the Galleon of Captain Hook (Marina Captain Hook, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 5, tel. 998/849-4931, www.capitanhook.com, US$70-95 adult with open bar, US$35-51 child, departs at 7pm nightly, 3.5 hours) offers dinner plus a costumed crew and tales of pirate conquest while cruising the open sea. Be aware that a “surcharge”—US$14 adult, US$5 kid—is added to the bill. It covers travel insurance, security and, of all things, diesel fuel.


Accommodations


Cancún has scores of hotels, varying from backpacker hostels to ultra-high-end resorts. They’re also divided by their location: the Zona Hotelera and downtown. The Zona Hotelera has spectacular views, easy access to the beaches, swimming pools, and excellent restaurants, but prices are higher and you won’t get much “authentic” interaction with local people. Downtown Cancún has a variety of food, shopping, and services (from Walmart to laundries) at generally lower prices, but staying downtown also means driving or taking a bus to the beach and foregoing ocean-view rooms.
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Under US$100


Just steps from both the nightclubs and the beach, Natura Hostel (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/883-0585, cancunhostelnatura@gmail.com, US$30 pp dorm with a/c, US$65 s/d with a/c and shared bath, US$75 s/d with a/c) is as good as it gets in Cancún, location-wise. The rooms themselves are tiny but clean, many with colorful murals. Mattresses are on the thin side but bunks have privacy curtains, personal fans, and lights. There’s also a rooftop lounge with a common kitchen, pool table, and enviable views of the lagoon. The hostel is located above the like-named restaurant.


Set on Laguna Nichupté, El Manglar (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 19.8, tel. 998/885-1808, www.villasmanglar.com, US$90-100 s/d with a/c) has simple and spacious rooms, each with cable TV, air-conditioning, a king-size bed, and two couches that double as twin beds. There’s a well-maintained pool on-site and beach access nearby at Playa Delfines. With the marina next door, it’s especially popular with people who enjoy fishing, waterskiing, and wakeboarding.


US$100-200


With just 30 suites, Casa Turquesa Boutique Hotel (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 13.5, tel. 998/193-2260, www.casaturquesa.com [URL inactive], US$143-210 with a/c, US$420 suite with a/c) is a welcome change of pace from the massive resorts lining Boulevard Kukulcán. Units are spacious and spotless, if somewhat dated in style (at the time of research, they were being updated); ocean views and whirlpool tubs more than make up for the old-school prints. Works of art also are featured throughout the property—paintings and sculptures from notable artists, mostly from Mexico. The hotel itself is perched above the beach, making for spectacular views from the pool. Service is warm and personalized.


An excellent value, Beachscape Kin Ha Villas & Suites (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8.5, tel. 998/891-5400, www.beachscape.com.mx, US$144 s/d with a/c, US$230-413 suite with a/c) is a comfortable, low-key resort on a beautiful beach on the upper arm of the Zona Hotelera. Its one-, two-, and three-bedroom suites have fully equipped kitchens, living and dining areas, and ocean-view terraces; there also are a handful of standard hotel rooms. In addition to that huge beach, the property has a large (and rather plain) pool, restaurant-bar, and children’s play area. Though lacking the style and ambience of Cancún’s top resorts, Beachscape Kin Ha can hardly be beat for location and value. Coin-op laundry, an exercise room, and Wi-Fi (reception area only) are available.


US$200-400


S Grand Fiesta Americana Coral Beach (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/881-3200, www.coralbeachcancunhotel.com, US$329-349 junior suite with a/c, US$649-849 master suite with a/c) is an elegant hotel offering spacious and comfortable suites, all with spectacular ocean-view balconies. It features a series of infinity pools, lush and manicured gardens, and one of the calmest beaches of the Zona Hotelera. The hotel has five restaurants and cafés, a luxurious spa, a kids club, and activities ranging from yoga to Jet Skis.


Marriott Cancún Resort (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 14.8, tel. 998/881-2000, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 888/236-2427, www.marriott.com, US$219-282 s/d with a/c, US$302-402 suite with a/c) has over 400 rooms, all with private terraces and amenities like flat-screen TVs and wireless Internet. Its eight eateries include an Argentinean steak house, a sushi restaurant, and a Thai restaurant. There’s also a full-service spa, illuminated outdoor tennis courts, and a gym with separate men’s and women’s saunas. The hotel’s main drawback is the pool, which is well maintained but small for the size and caliber of the resort; fortunately, it’s just steps from the Caribbean.


Located alongside the Pok-ta-Pok golf course, Laguna Suites Golf + Spa (Paseo Pok-ta-Pok No. 3, tel. 998/891-5252, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 866/760-1843, www.lagunasuites.com.mx, US$152 s/d with a/c, US$168-188 pp all-inclusive, children under 16 stay free) has just 47 rooms, allowing for genuinely personalized service without the hubbub of a large beachfront resort. There’s a small pool and a chic palapa lounge, plus free hourly shuttles to three nearby sister resorts—the Sunset Royal, Sunset Marina, and Ocean Spa—where you can enjoy the pool, beach, restaurants, and amenities like any other guest. It’s a great option if you don’t mind a little resort hopping.


Over US$400


The Ritz-Carlton (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 13.9, tel. 998/881-0808, toll-free U.S/Can. tel. 800/542-8680, www.ritzcarlton.com, US$707-837 s/d with a/c, US$927-987 suite with a/c) is unparalleled in its elegance. Fine art, chandeliers, and marble floors greet you the moment the white-gloved porter opens the door. All rooms have stunning ocean views and boast features like feather beds, downpour showerheads, and twice-daily housekeeping. Other high-end features include a full-service spa and gym, tennis courts, the Culinary Center (a gorgeous kitchen where guests can take cooking classes), and a well-maintained beach. The only hiccups are the unremarkable pools—nice enough but nothing special—an odd oversight given the luxuriousness of the rest of the hotel.


All-Inclusive Resorts


The Royal Cancún All Suites Resort (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 4.5, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/020-1761, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 888/721-4431, US$155-173 pp all-inclusive) is a quiet resort well suited for families. It’s on the short, north-facing part of the Zona Hotelera, so the beach has virtually no waves—a big difference from the east-facing beaches, and a relief for parents with young children. There’s also a kids club and lots of free sports gear, such as snorkeling equipment, sailboats, golf clubs, and bikes. The spacious units have been recently updated (all have two bedrooms and a full kitchen). Guests enjoy access to the property’s all-inclusive sister resorts, the Royal Sands in Cancún and the Royal Haciendas in Playa del Carmen.


Located at the southernmost tip of the Zona Hotelera, Club Med Cancún Yucatán (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 20.6, tel. 998/881-8200, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/932-2582, www.clubmed.com, US$270 pp all-inclusive) is a secluded resort with a huge offering of activities—from paddleboarding and waterskiing to flying trapeze and golfing. The Mini Club keeps the little ones happy and busy all day long with activities like tennis and cooking lessons. There also are three good restaurants and a handful of bars—enough variety to keep most guests happy.


Hotel Riu Palace Las Américas (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8.5, tel. 998/881-4300, www.riu.com [URL inactive], US$199-302 pp all-inclusive) is an adults-only hotel with 350-plus suites that, while not as elegant as the Victorian-style common areas indicate, are quite nice. Each has a separate sitting area, a minibar that’s restocked daily, and standard amenities like satellite TV and in-room safes; most rooms also have ocean views. Beds are ultra-firm—ask for a foam topper if that’s an issue. The resort’s beach is narrow but well maintained; there are also three infinity pools, endless water activities, five restaurants, and several bars.


The luxurious, adults-only S Le Blanc Spa Resort (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 10, tel. 998/881-4740, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/681-5338, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/702-0913, www.leblancsparesort.com, US$380-466 pp all-inclusive) offers all the amenities a vacationing couple could want: infinity pools, à la carte gourmet restaurants, a fully equipped gym and spa, Pilates and spinning classes, unlimited golf, bars and lounges, and yards and yards of white-sand beach. There’s even butler service. The guest rooms are minimalist chic with whirlpool tubs. All have views of the Caribbean or the lagoon.


DOWNTOWN


Under US$50


S Mayan Monkey (Av. Nader 3, tel. 998/217-5332, www.mayanmonkey.com, US$11-15 pp dorm with a/c, US$80 s/d with a/c) is a four-story, mid-century modern affair. Dorms are airy and bright, with custom wood bunks that have individual lights, two outlets, privacy curtains, thick mattresses, and big built-in lockers; all have en suite bathrooms. There are cozy common areas on every level but the rooftop is where’s it at, with a pool with great city views, a bar, and an open-air restaurant. Best of all? The rate includes breakfast and dinner.


Moloch Hostel (Margaritas 54, tel. 998/884-6918, www.moloch.com.mx, US$11 dorm with a/c, US$29/34 s/d with a/c) a/c) is a low-key hostel with mini-split air conditioners in all the rooms, including the dorms (8am-8pm only), and an inviting pool in back. Dorms are a bit cramped, but the beds are good; private rooms are larger and would even work for families. There’s a fully equipped communal kitchen, as well as continental breakfast, a TV lounge, Wi-Fi, and a computer station. It’s located a block from both the bus station and Parque Las Palapas.


A social place, Hostel Ka’beh (Calle Alcatraces at Calle Claveles, tel. 998/892-7902, www.hostelkabeh.com [URL inactive], US$19 dorm with a/c, US$44 s/d with a/c) has welcoming lounge areas and daily activities like clubbing trips, movie nights, and barbecue nights. Breakfast—oatmeal, pancakes, eggs, waffles, PB&J—is self-service and available 24/7. There’s also a common kitchen and a huge lending library of travel guides. Dorms are mixed and comfortable enough; ask for a bed in the new section—they’re away from the hubbub so you can actually get some shut-eye. Private rooms are located across the street and are even quieter. There’s a two-night minimum during the high season.


US$50-100


Half a block from the bus station, S Selina Cancún (Av. Tulum 75, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/953-0822, www.selina.com, US$18-20 pp dorm with a/c, US$34 s/d with shared bath and a/c, US$60 s/d with a/c, US$75 suite with a/c) is an artful hotel-hostel with boho-hipster style. Murals, Talavera tiles, and tropical woods accent most rooms and common areas, including a fully equipped kitchen, movie screening room, and library. Outdoors, there’s an expansive garden with a pool, lounge, and bar/restaurant; many nights a DJ is working the tunes. There’s a gorgeous co-working space too.


Cancún International Suites (Calle Gladiolas at Av. Alcatraces, tel. 998/884-1771, cancuninternationalsuites@gmail.com, US$65 s/d with a/c) has large, comfortable rooms with a hacienda-like feel. Rooms combine warm colors, wood furniture, and high ceilings with modern amenities like glass showers, flat-screen TVs, and Wi-Fi. The downtown location, just a half block from Parque Las Palapas, is perfect. A rooftop lounge has superb views.


Located on a quiet stretch of Avenida Nader, Hotel & Suites Nader (Av. Nader near Av. Cobá, tel. 998/884-1584, www.suitesnadercancun.com, US$54 s/d with a/c, US$63-75 suite with a/c and kitchenette) is a comfortable and modern hotel. Rooms are somewhat sparse but have updated amenities like flat-screen TVs, silent air-conditioning, and free Wi-Fi. The owners are often on-site, which makes for warm, personalized service. Discounts are often offered if you reserve by phone.


Over US$100


Bougainvillea and a gurgling fountain welcome you to Hotel El Rey del Caribe (Av. Uxmal at Nader, tel. 998/884-2028, www.elreydelcaribe.com, US$170 s/d with a/c and kitchenette), an eco-friendly hotel two blocks east of the bus terminal. Rooms are clean and comfortable (those in the newer section are more spacious, with lovely wood floors), but it’s the verdant tropical garden with hammocks, a pool, and an outdoor dining area that really sets El Rey apart. The hotel employs solar heating, rainwater recovery, and organic waste composting. Breakfast is included.



Information and Services



TOURIST INFORMATION


Downtown, the City Tourist Office (Av. Nader at Av. Cobá, tel. 998/887-3379, www.fonatur.gob.mx [URL inactive], 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri.) is a bustling office with staffers who happily provide information on city and regional sights. English is spoken.


Note: Be aware that booths with “Tourist Information” signs along Avenida Tulum and Boulevard Kukulcán are in fact operated by time-share companies, offering free tours and other goodies in exchange for attending a sales presentation.


Casa Consular (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 13, tel. 998/840-6082, www.casaconsular.org, 9am-3pm Mon.-Fri) has helpful staffers who act as liaisons between international travelers and their consular representatives. The office also offers advice to those travelers needing to contact Mexican authorities with everything from immigration issues to theft. English is spoken. Look for it next to the fire station in the Zona Hotelera.


There are also a few publications that are worth picking up: Cancún Tips (www.cancuntips.com.mx) is a free tourist magazine with general information about Cancún and nearby sights; both Restaurante Menu Mapa and Map@migo have maps, restaurant menus, reviews, and discount coupons; and Agenda Cultural has listings of Cancún’s upcoming cultural events, exhibitions, and workshops. This last one can be hard to find—ask at the tourist office.


EMERGENCY SERVICES


There are several recommended private hospitals within a few blocks of each other in downtown Cancún. All have emergency rooms and English-speaking doctors and are open 24 hours daily: Hospitén Cancún (Av. Bonampak s/n, south of Av. Nichupté, tel. 998/881-3700, www.hospiten.com), AmeriMed Hospital (Av. Tulum at Av. Nichupté, behind Las Américas mall, tel. 998/881-3400, www.amerimedcancun.com), and Hospital Galenia (Av. Tulum at Av. Nizuc, tel. 998/891-5200, www.hospitalgalenia.com).


For meds in the Zona Hotelera, try any of the malls or head to Farmacia del Ahorro (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/892-7291, 24 hours). Downtown, Farmacias Similares (Av. Tulum near Calle Crisantemos, tel. 998/898-0190, 24 hours) is a reliable national chain.


The police department, fire station, and ambulance all can be reached by dialing toll-free 060 or 066 anytime. In the Zona Hotelera, all three are located in the same building next to Plaza Kukulcán (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5). Downtown, the main police station (Av. Xcaret at Av. Kabah, tel. 998/884-1913, 24 hours) faces the Carrefour supermarket, and there’s a small office on Parque Las Palapas, near the food stalls, which is usually open 24 hours.


MONEY


You’ll have no problem accessing or exchanging your money in Cancún. ATMs are ubiquitous, including at all the shopping malls, and give the best exchange rate. Many resorts will exchange dollars and euros, or simply accept them directly as payment. Ditto for many tour operators and even restaurants, especially in the Zona Hotelera. The exchange rate may be awful, however.


If you need an actual bank, head to Plaza Caracol (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8.5), where you’ll find Bancomer, HSBC, and Banamex. All have ATMs that accept foreign cards and are open roughly 9am-4pm Monday-Friday.


Downtown, the most conveniently located banks are on Avenida Tulum between Avenida Cobá and Avenida Uxmal: Bancomer (Av. Tulum 20, 8:30am-4pm Mon.-Fri.) and Citi-Banamex (Av. Tulum 19, 9am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat.).


MEDIA AND COMMUNICATIONS


Post Office


The post office (Av. Sunyaxchen at Av. Xel-Há, tel. 998/834-1418, 8am-4pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-12:30pm Sat.) is located in front of Mercado 28. There is no post office in the Zona Hotelera, though your hotel may mail postcards for you.


Internet and Telephone


Wi-Fi is offered by most hostels, hotels, and resorts, whether for free or at a small cost, and some have computers available for those without a laptop or mobile device of their own. Malls, restaurants, and even the Mexican government is following suit: Most Mexican cities, Cancún among them, have public Wi-Fi in their main plazas. If all else fails, you can get online at a few cibercafes, which are located downtown. Most have Skype-enabled computers too.


Recommended Internet cafes include Cyber Café Uxmal (Av. Uxmal near Margaritas, no phone, 24 hours daily, US$0.75 per hour) near the bus station, and Papelería Internet (Margaritas near Gladiolas, 8am-10pm daily, US$0.60 per hour), facing Parque Las Palapas.


Newspapers


There are a handful of newspapers for local and regional news: In Spanish, Novedades Quintana Roo (www.sipse.com/novedades) is the state’s oldest newspaper, centrist in coverage; ¡Por Esto! (www.poresto.net) is a left-of-center paper with Quintana Roo and Yucatán versions; and Diario de Yucatán (www.yucatan.com.mx) is more conservative and covers the entire region. The Cancún version of the Miami Herald Tribune is a good English-language alternative.


LAUNDRY AND STORAGE


Downtown, Lavandería Las Palapas (Parque Las Palapas, Alcatraces near Gladiolas, 7am-9pm Mon.-Fri., 7am-8pm Sat.) will do your laundry for US$3.50 per three kilos (6.6 pounds); same-day service is available if you drop off before 9am.


In the Zona Hotelera, Eco-Laundry (Kukulcán Km 9.5, tel. 998/883-4315, 9am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-2pm Sun.) offers same-day laundry service for US$2.50 per kilo (2.2 pounds). With similar prices, Lavandería Lumi Express (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 8, tel. 998/883-3874, www.lumiexpress.com.mx [URL inactive], 8am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 9am-5pm Sun.) also offers self-service machines. Pickup and drop-off is available.


At the bus station, near the second-class departure area, Guarda Equipaje (tel. 998/884-4352, ext. 2851, 6:30am-10pm daily) will store luggage for US$0.50-1 per hour, depending on the size.


Storage lockers (US$6 per 24 hours) also can be rented in Terminal 3 at Cancún International Airport; they are big enough to hold carry-on bags only. Look for the lockers as you exit customs.


INSTRUCTION


The welcoming Centro Cultural La Pitahaya (Av. Yaxchilán near Av. Uxmal, cell tel. 998/118-0099, 4pm-11pm Mon.-Fri., prices vary) offers a wide range of workshops in theater, music, art, and even jewelry design. If you’re going to be in town for a month or longer, consider checking out the offerings.



Getting There and Around



GETTING THERE


Air


The Cancún International Airport (CUN, Hwy. 307 Km 22, tel. 998/848-7200, www.cancun-airport.com [URL inactive]) is 20 kilometers (12.4 miles) south of Cancún. Most international flights arrive and depart from Terminals 3 and 4, which have taxi, bus, and car rental desks. All have ATMs or money exchange kiosks. In general, Terminal 2 is used for domestic flights; Terminal 1 is reserved for charter flights. A free shuttle ferries travelers between the terminals.


The following airlines serve Cancún International Airport:


• Aeromar (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/237-6627, www.aeromar.com.mx)


• Aeroméxico (Av. Cobá at Av. Bonampak, tel. 998/884-1186, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/237-6639, www.aeromexico.com [URL inactive])


• AeroTucán (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/640-4148, www.aerotucan.com)


• Air Canada (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/719-2827, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 888/247-2262, www.aircanada.com [URL inactive])


• Alaska Airlines (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/654-5669, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 800/252-7522, www.alaskaair.com)


• American Airlines (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/904-6000, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 800/433-7300, www.aa.com)


• Cubana de Aviación (Av. Tulum 232, tel. 998/887-7210, airport tel. 998/886-0355, www.cubana.cu)


• Delta (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/266-0046, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/241-4141, www.delta.com)


• Frontier Airlines (toll-free U.S. tel. 801/401-9000, www.frontierairlines.com)


• InterJet (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/011-2345, toll-free U.S. tel. 866/285-9525, www.interjet.com.mx)


• JetBlue (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/861-3372, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/538-2583, www.jetblue.com)


• MAYAir (airport tel. 998/881-9413, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/962-9247, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 844/622-0800, www.mayair.com.mx)


• Southwest Airlines (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/083-1179, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/435-9792, www.southwest.com)


• Spirit Airlines (toll-free Mex./U.S./Can. tel. 801/401-2222, www.spiritair.com [URL inactive])


• United Airlines (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/900-5000, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 800/864-8331, www.united.com)


• VivaAerobus (toll-free Mex. tel. 818/215-0150, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/935-9848, www.vivaaerobus.com)


• Volaris (tel. 551/102-8000, toll-free U.S. tel. 855/865-2747, www.volaris.com)


Bus


Buses leave Cancún’s clean and modern bus terminal (Av. Tulum at Av. Uxmal) for destinations in the Yucatán Peninsula and throughout the interior of Mexico.


Combi


Combis, public shuttle vans, run between Cancún and Playa del Carmen. They queue up directly across Avenida Tulum from the bus terminal, near the Comercial Mexicana, and depart every 10-15 minutes 24 hours a day (US$2, 1 hour). For slightly more, Playa Express has larger, air-conditioned shuttles, departing on roughly the same schedule from the parking lot in front of the bus terminal (US$2.25, 50 minutes). Both services make stops along the way, including Puerto Morelos (US$1.25, 30 minutes).




Cancún Bus Schedule


Cancún’s bus station (tel. 800/702-8000) is located downtown at Avenidas Tulum and Uxmal. Departures listed below include both first- and second-class service; in many cases, second-class buses take significantly longer for only marginal savings.




















	DESTINATION

	PRICE

	DURATION

	SCHEDULE*










	Cancún Int’l Airport

	US$4

	25 mins

	every 30 mins 4:30am-11pm






	Chetumal

	US$21-27

	5-6 hrs

	every 30-90 mins 12:30am-11:59pm






	Chichén Itzá

	US$15

	4 hrs

	8:45am or take any Pisté bus






	Chiquilá (Isla Holbox)

	US$6.75

	3-3.5 hrs

	five departures 7:40am-2pm






	Mahahual

	US$12-23

	4.5 hrs

	6:50am and 4:45pm






	Mérida

	US$14-32

	4-4.5 hrs

	every 30-60 mins 1am-11:59pm






	Pisté

	US$7.50-15

	3.5-4.5 hrs

	8:45am and every 30-60 mins 12:30pm-11:30pm






	Playa del Carmen

	US$2-4

	1 hr

	every 15-30 mins 12:30am-10:30pm






	Puerto Morelos

	US$1.75

	45 mins

	every 15-30 mins 6am-10pm






	Tulum

	US$4.50-11

	2.5 hrs

	every 45-90 mins 5:30am-11:15pm






	Valladolid

	US$8-11

	2-3.5 hrs

	every 60-90 mins 4am-8pm









*Schedules are subject to change.





GETTING AROUND


To and from the Airport


Cancún’s airport is served by taxi, shuttle, and bus. The authorized airport taxi service, Yellow Transfers (toll-free Mex. tel. 844/373-6983, www.yellowtransfers.com), has booths inside the airport terminals. It offers taxi and shuttle service, including luxury class and for the disabled, anywhere on the coast. Fares are fixed and prominently displayed at the airport and online (where rates are sometimes discounted). Rates to the Zona Hotelera or downtown are the same; private taxis and shuttles run US$44-66 (4-8 people), while shared shuttles are US$18 per person. Yellow Transfers offers round-trip service at a discount, or you can hire an ordinary taxi; you’ll end up paying roughly the same. Service along the coast includes Playa del Carmen (US$90-171) and Tulum (US$152-375).


ADO provides bus service from stops just outside each terminal. Tickets can be purchased at ADO booths inside the airport or at kiosks located at each bus stop. Comfortable, air-conditioned buses leave every 30 minutes for downtown Cancún (8:15am-12:30am daily, US$4, 25 minutes) and every 30 minutes for Playa del Carmen (12:30am-11:59pm daily, US$9.50, 1 hour); the latter stops in Puerto Morelos (US$6, 25 minutes) along the way. There also are eight daily departures for Mérida (2:05pm-9:15pm, US$19-34, 3.5-4.5 hours). For other destinations, take any bus to Cancún or Playa del Carmen and transfer. ADO’s airport buses do not enter Cancún’s Zona Hotelera.




Driving Distances from Cancún




















	LOCATION

	DISTANCE

	LOCATION

	DISTANCE










	Airport

	20 km (12.4 mi)

	Playa del Carmen

	68 km (42.5 mi)






	Akumal

	105 km (65 mi)

	Puerto Aventuras

	87 km (54 mi)






	Bacalar

	320 km (199 mi)

	Puerto Morelos

	36 km (22.5 mi)






	Campeche

	485 km (301.5 mi)

	Punta Allen

	182 km (109 mi)






	Chetumal

	382 km (237.5 mi)

	Tulum

	130 km (81 mi)






	Chichén Itzá

	178 km (110.5 mi)

	Valladolid

	158 km (98 mi)






	Cobá

	173 km (107.5 mi)

	Xcalak

	411 km (255.5 mi)






	Mahahual

	351 km (218 mi)

	Xcaret

	74 km (46 mi)






	Mérida

	320 km (199 mi)

	Xel-Há

	122 km (76 mi)






	Paamul

	82 km (51 mi)

	Xpu-Há

	101 km (63 mi)












Bus


Frequent buses (US$0.75) run between downtown Cancún and the Zona Hotelera—you’ll rarely have to wait more than five minutes for one to pass. The buses are red and have “R-1,” “Hoteles,” or “Zona Hotelera” painted on the front, and stop along Avenida Tulum, at the bus station, and near most major hotels, beaches, and ferry ports.


Taxi


You’ll have no trouble finding a taxi around town or in the Zona Hotelera—they’re everywhere tourists are. Before getting into one, however, make sure to agree upon a price—meters aren’t used, and drivers sometimes overcharge. As of this writing, the rate around downtown is US$2.50, from downtown to the Isla Mujeres ferries US$3.50, and from downtown to the Zona Hotelera US$10-20, depending on the destination. Rates within the Zona Hotelera jump dramatically and depend on how far you’re going. Ask your concierge for specific rates, but expect to pay US$8-20.


Car


Although you won’t need a car to visit Cancún proper, renting one is a great way to visit the nearest archaeological sites (i.e., Tulum, Cobá, Ek’ Balam, and Chichén Itzá) without being part of a huge tour group. A rental also makes exploring the Riviera Maya a little easier, though buses cover that route fairly well. Driving in the Cancún area is relatively pain-free—unexpected speed bumps and impatient bus drivers are the biggest concerns.


Most international car rental companies, and a few local ones, have offices at the airport (some are right at the terminal, others in a purpose-built rental center a few miles away) as well as in select resorts and at offices downtown and in the Zona Hotelera. Various sizes and types of vehicles are available, from SUVs to Volkswagen Bugs (optimistically dubbed VW sedans); prices with insurance and taxes start at around US$32 a day. The best rates are online; you also can sometimes get discounted rates by spending half a day in a time-share presentation. Commonly used companies include:


• America Car Rental (Cancún Airport, tel. 998/253-6100; Flamingo Plaza, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 11.5, tel. 998/883-0160, www.america-carrental.com)


• Avis (Cancún Airport, tel. 998/886-0221; La Isla Shopping Village, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, tel. 998/883-1436, www.avis.com)


• Easy Way (Cancún Airport, toll-free Mex. tel. 800/327-9929, toll-free U.S./Can. tel. 877/640-3279, www.easywayrentacar.com)


• Hertz (Cancún Airport, tel. 999/999-8040; La Isla Shopping Village, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, tel. 999/118-040, www.hertz.com)


• National (Cancún Airport, tel. 998/277-2796; La Isla Shopping Village, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 12.5, tel. 998/176-8117, www.nationalcar.com)


• Thrifty (Cancún Airport, tel. 998/886-0333; Westin Resort & Spa, Blvd. Kukulcán Km 20, tel. 998/885-0086, www.thrifty.com)


Parking lots in the Zona Hotelera are in the shopping centers: La Isla Shopping Village, Forum by the Sea, Plaza Kukulcán, Plaza Caracol, and Puerto Cancún Marina Town Center. Rates are typically US$1 for the first hour and US$0.50 for each additional hour. Downtown, it’s easiest—and relatively safe—to park on the street or in the public lots around Parque Las Palapas.


Travel Agencies


Most travelers handle their travel and hotel bookings online, but there are still a handful of travel agencies in Cancún for anyone who finds a need for their service—look especially on Avenidas Tulum and Uxmal. Worth noting is American Express (Plaza Las Americas, Av. Tulum at Av. Sayil, tel. 998/881-4000, 9am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-1pm Sat.), which has special services for cardholders.


Isla Mujeres


Just 8 kilometers (5 miles) long and no more than 0.4 kilometers (0.25 mi) wide, Isla Mujeres is a sliver of land fringed by white-sand beaches amid the turquoise sea. It actually was one of the first places in the Mexican Caribbean to have hotels and other tourist developments, but attention quickly shifted to Isla Cozumel and then Cancún proper. It may have been a blessing in disguise: As those areas exploded, rushing to build high-rise hotels and ports for cruise ships, Isla Mujeres developed more slowly, attracting backpackers and bohemians while remaining pretty much what it always was—a quiet, picturesque fishing community.
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