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How to use this ebook:


•  Every chapter begins with a table of contents to help guide you through the content.


•  Tap on blue headings or text to link to correlated content.


•  Within content, tap on blue headings to go back to nearest table of contents.


•  Double-tap on maps or images to zoom in.


•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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the Palacio de Bellas Artes and Torre Latinoamericana






WELCOME TO Mexico City



10 TOP EXPERIENCES


Planning Your Trip


DAILY REMINDERS


WHAT’S NEW?


BEST OF Mexico City


BEST PEOPLE-WATCHING


Mexico City with Kids


Mexico City’s Pre-Columbian Past


BEST MURALS


A Day of Design


Saturday Shopping in the Roma


WHERE TO EAT


Mexico City occupies a piece of land that seems destined to hold a grand place in history. Blanketing a broad alpine valley, it was once Tenochtitlan, an island city that was the most populous in the Americas—and by some estimates, the world—during the 15th century. Razed after the Spanish conquest, Tenochtitlan’s ruins lie beneath the modern metropolis, which covers 1,480 sq km (571 sq mi) and has a population of over 21 million.


Amid the urban sprawl, there are lovely residential enclaves, architectural landmarks, and a multitude of cultural treasures, from dazzling pre-Columbian artifacts to artist Frida Kahlo’s childhood home, now a museum. For those who love to eat, there is no better place to explore Mexico’s varied palate. The city’s famous food scene runs the gamut from relaxed street-side taco stands to elegant fine dining.


Mexico City defies expectations. Baroque palaces rise above streets noisy with traffic, generic convenience stores stand beside old-fashioned coffee shops filled with seniors sipping café con leche, and contemporary art galleries adjoin hole-in-the-wall bakeries and auto repair shops. Many of the descriptors most closely associated with the capital—crime, pollution, poverty—belie a city that is beguilingly low-key and friendly, rarely gruff, and invariably worth the effort it takes to explore. In this and every way, Mexico City is a place you must experience to understand. Come expecting one city and you’ll likely find another. The contrasts, both jarring and delightful, define this mad metropolis, one of the most singular and marvelous places on earth.





[image: image]



fountain in Jardín Centenario, Coyoacán






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Visiting the Templo Mayor archaeological site.
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2 Admiring art and architecture at the Palacio de Bellas Artes.







[image: image]


3 Delving into pre-Columbian culture at the Museo Nacional de Antropología.
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4 Remembering the superbly talented painter at the Museo Frida Kahlo.
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5 Enjoying the atmosphere at traditional cantinas.
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6 Marveling at the pyramids of Teotihuacán.
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7 Eating lots of tacos from street stands and the city’s top restaurants.
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8 Acquiring a taste for pulque, a fermented beverage made from the sap of the maguey cactus.
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9 Strolling through markets, such as the Mercado de la Merced and Mercado Sonora.
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10 Seeing contemporary art at the multitude of excellent galleries and museums.






Planning Your Trip



Mexico City Neighborhoods


Centro Histórico


The oldest district in the capital, the Centro Histórico is a place of tremendous history and culture, built around a central plaza, or Zócalo, that was once at the center of the pre-Columbian city of Tenochtitlan. Today, the neighborhood is vibrant, eclectic, and urban, known for its many museums, splendid colonial-era architecture, and old-fashioned restaurants.
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the busy, historic street Madero in the Centro Histórico





Alameda Central


The magnificent Palacio de Belles Artes, a multifaceted cultural institution, sits on the eastern edge of Mexico City’s oldest urban park, the Alameda Central. There are interesting sights to the north and south of these landmarks, including the busy commercial zone around the Mercado San Juan and the archeological site at Tlatelolco to the north.


Paseo de la Reforma


The grand boulevard known as the Paseo de la Reforma is bordered by historic neighborhoods to the north and south, including the San Rafael and Santa María La Ribera, burgeoning arts districts with a laid-back urban vibe. The chic Juárez is following closely on the heels of the Roma and the Condesa as a top dining, shopping, and nightlife destination.


Chapultepec and Polanco


The Bosque de Chapultepec, Mexico City’s largest urban park, is a recreational and cultural destination. Home to the spectacular Museo Nacional de Antropología, many excellent museums, and unique landscape architecture, it is currently undergoing a massive renovation and expansion. Beside Chapultepec, Polanco is a handsome upscale neighborhood where many of the city’s most famous fine dining restaurants are located.


Roma and Condesa


These adjoining residential neighborhoods are among the coolest, greenest, and most attractive spots in central Mexico City. A popular destination for foreign visitors and expatriates, the Roma and the Condesa are the places to go to experience the city’s celebrated dining and nightlife scene.


Insurgentes Sur-Narvarte


There are fewer sights in the expansive residential neighborhoods south of the Viaducto; what you’ll find here are parks, cafés, taquerias, and restaurants that cater to a local crowd and a smattering of expatriates.



Coyoacán



There are two historic plazas at the heart of this colonial-era neighborhood, which retains a romantic small-town feel despite its big city location. In addition to the charming scenery, there are several excellent museums and cultural institutions here, notably the natal home of artist Frida Kahlo, now a beloved museum chronicling her life and work.


Greater Mexico City


In this metropolis of millions, there are a multitude of neighborhoods, restaurants, and sights outside the well-known central neighborhoods. Head south of the city center to visit the art-and-architecture-filled campus of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México, the charming colonial-era district of San Ángel, or the historic farmland and canals in the southern neighborhood of Xochimilco.


When to Go


There is no high season or low season for travel to Cuidad de México (CDMX), Mexico’s capitol city. At over 2,200 m (7,200 ft) above sea level, the city’s altitude tempers its tropical latitude, creating a mild and sunny climate almost all year long. May-June are the warmest months (sometimes uncomfortably so), before the start of the short summer rainy season (June-Oct.), which brings short and often spectacular thunderstorms afternoon and evening. Normally bustling and traffic-clogged, the city is noticeably quieter during Semana Santa (the Easter holidays) or Christmas, when many locals leave town. Note that during these weeks, many restaurants, bars, and attractions also close.


Entry Requirements


All foreign nationals visiting Mexico must have a valid passport. For citizens of the United States, Canada, and many other countries, a 180-day travel permit, known as the forma migratoria multiple (FMM), is issued automatically upon entry. FMMs are either stamped directly into your passport or issued electronically at one of the new self-service kiosks in the Mexico City airport. For electronic FMMs, use the QR code provided to generate an electronic copy of your visa, which you’ll use at departure. When entering or leaving Mexico, children must be accompanied by their parents or, if unaccompanied or traveling with another adult, present an officially notarized and translated letter from their parents authorizing the trip.


Transportation


Most foreign visitors arrive in Mexico City via the Aeropuerto Internacional de la Ciudad de México (AICM), also known as the Aeropuerto Internacional Benito Juárez, the city’s main airport. The smaller Aeropuerto Internacional Felipe Ángeles (AIFA), in the state of Mexico, opened in 2022 and offers service to and from destinations in Mexico and Texas; ground transportation to AIFA is still more limited than to AICM, making AICM a more convenient choice.


Getting around Mexico City on public transportation is cheap, easy, efficient, and generally safe. Easy-to-use transportation options include buses, microbuses, Metro, Metrobús, and light rail, though most visitors find the Metro and Metrobús systems are all they need to get everywhere they want to go. Ride-hailing service Uber is an easy and inexpensive way to get around, as are radio taxis. Within each neighborhood, walking is the best way to see everything. Given the accessibility of public transit, driving is not recommended for short trips within the city.


Reservations


CULTURAL SIGHTS AND MUSEUMS


It is generally not necessary (or even possible) to make reservations for cultural sights and museums in Mexico City. During regular weekday hours, most museums have no wait. A few important exceptions are the Casa Luis Barragán, which can only be visited via prebooked appointment, and the Museo Frida Kahlo, which often sells out weeks in advance. Reservations are also required at the wonderful contemporary art space LAGO/ALGO in Chapultepec, though, unlike the Casa Luis Barragán and Museo Frida Kahlo, entry to LAGO/ALGO is free.
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a line outside Museo Frida Kahlo







Daily Reminders


• Monday: Most public museums and cultural sights close, including Chapultepec park. This makes Monday a good day to stroll in the Roma and Condesa, visit markets like La Merced and the Mercado San Juan, take a day trip to the pyramids at Teotihuacán, or visit one of the few museums that are open, like the Museo del Juguete Antiguo, Casa Pedregal, or Papalote Museo del Niño.


• Wednesday: The last Wednesday of every month, dozens of museums and cultural centers extend their hours as a part of the Noche de Museos event. Many offer free admission and special events like concerts or movie screenings.


• Saturday: The punk-rock music market Tianguis Cultural del Chopo takes place every Saturday in the Santa María la Ribera. San Ángel’s popular Bazaar Sábado craft market also takes place on Saturday, as does the Mercado de Cuauhtémoc, in the Roma, a small but excellent outdoor vintage market.


• Sunday: Many museums and cultural centers are free on Sunday (free entry may be limited to Mexican nationals). As a result, the most famous museums often fill to capacity. In the Centro, the Lagunilla art and antiquities market takes place on Sunday, and the central stretch of the Paseo de la Reforma closes to car traffic 8am-2pm, making it a great day to stroll this historic avenue. On the last Sunday of the month, the Paseo de la Reforma and several other major avenues close to create bike paths throughout the city as part of the Ciclotón.






EATING OUT



Reservations for the city’s most famous restaurants are a must. For well-known restaurants like Pujol or Máximo Bistrot Local, book as early as possible—at least a month before you plan to go. Newer restaurants and bars generating a lot of buzz often require advance reservations as well, particularly on weekends. Call or send a WhatsApp at least a few days ahead. Note that comida, the midday meal, is considered the most important meal of the day in Mexico, so a 2pm reservation on Saturday or Sunday can be one of the toughest to get.


Many popular bars accept reservations and they are strongly recommended for popular spots like Ticuchi and Licorería Limantour. Increasingly, both bars and restaurants throughout the city accept reservations through WhatsApp or Instagram, sometimes exclusively. If you don’t have it on your phone, it’s useful to download WhatsApp before arriving in Mexico City.



ACCOMMODATIONS



If you are flexible about where you’re staying (and especially if you are planning to stay in a budget hotel), it’s fine to make hotel reservations a week or two before your arrival. However, if you want to stay in the Roma or the Condesa, and especially if you have your heart set on one of the popular small hotels in those areas (like Condesa DF or the Red Tree House), book your hotel reservation as soon as you plan your trip. It’s also worth planning ahead if you will be visiting during a major holiday like Independence Day, popular vacation seasons like the winter holidays, or during international events like the 2026 FIFA World Cup.


Passes and Discounts


With little exception, museums and cultural institutions in Mexico City have low admission prices. On top of that, museums often offer discounted or free admission on Sunday, and some have permanent discounts for children, seniors, educators, and people with disabilities. Increasingly, discounted admission, including free Sunday admission, applies only to Mexican nationals. There are no citywide passes for cultural centers, museums, or transportation.


Guided Tours


BUS TOURS


Turibus (www.turibus.com.mx; Mon.-Fri. US$8, Sat.-Sun. US$10) makes frequent circuits through the city’s major neighborhoods on bright red double-decker buses, with the most popular circuit running from the Zócalo to the Auditorio Nacional via the Paseo de la Reforma, passing many of the city’s important sites and museums.


Also offering double-decker bus tours but taking different routes through the city is Capitalbus (http://capitalbus.mx; 9am to 6pm daily; US$12). Your ticket is good for 24 hours, during which time you can ride any of the three lines and get on and off the bus at official stops as often as you like.


FOOD TOURS


No one will give you a more engaging taste of the city than woman-owned and operated Eat Like a Local Mexico (https://eatlikealocal.com.mx), which runs street food and markets tours for small groups. Long-running groups Eat Mexico (www.eatmexico.com) and Club Tengo Hambre (https://clubtengohambre.com) also offer excellent guided tours of street food, markets, and taquerías. For food and cultural tours of the Roma neighborhood, reach out to writer Lydia Carey of Mexico City Streets (https://mexicocitystreets.com); she can also arrange tours of Xochimilco’s quieter canals and farmland.




What’s New?


• Updated green space: The city’s largest urban park, the Bosque de Chapultepec, is currently undergoing an ambitious restoration and expansion project. To make the park more accessible to pedestrians, a new system of footbridges, designed by famed Mexican artist Gabriel Orozco, has made the second section of Chapultepec—and all its wonderful sights—much easier to access from the first section. In 2024, the new Cuarta Sección (Fourth Section) of the park opened to the public.


• More park attractions: In addition to revitalized green spaces in Chapultepec, the 1960s-vintage Museo de Historia Natural has been beautifully updated and restored, while the Chapultepec Park’s long-running amusement park has reopened as Aztlán and features a new 85-m (279-ft) Ferris wheel, Aztán 360, which opened in the spring of 2024.


• More murals: In September 2024, the former headquarters of the Secretaría de Educacion Pública reopened as the Museo Vivo del Muralismo, which includes an extensive series of murals by Diego Rivera, alongside work by other 20th-century masters. The Diego Rivera murals in the Palacio Nacional are on view again after a multiyear closure.


• More eats: Mexico’s City celebrated restaurant and nightlife scenes continue to grow at an astonishing clip, with new hot spots and interesting projects opening across the city, from an exotic weekly menu at culinary heritage project Fogones to niche concepts like Baja California-style Chinese cuisine at the Roma’s Cantón Mexicali.


• New culinary stars: Mexico City’s reputation as a food capital has been duly established, and the arrival of Michelin in 2024 only sealed that reputation. Two famed Mexico City restaurants, Pujol and Quintonil, were given two stars by the prestigious French critics, and many more were awarded with stars and Bib Gourmand designations, including some taquerías!


• Amazing art spaces: There are several notable newcomers in Mexico City’s thriving contemporary art scene, particularly the gorgeous LAGO/ALGO, a unique gallery space overlooking the Lago Mayor in the Segunda Sección de Chapultepec, which opened in 2022, and Olivia Foundation in the Roma, which opened in 2024.


• New windows into history: Archaeological discoveries in the Centro Histórico continue to reveal the size and scope of the Mexica city of Tenochtitlan, atop which the modern-day metropolis was built. In 2022, the Zona Arqueológica and Museo del Templo Mayor opened a new “subterranean museum” showcasing the Templo de Ehécatl and part of a pre-Columbian ball court.


• More beer: The craft beer scene is flourishing in Mexico City, with city-made brews like Cosaco, Cru Cru, Yeccan, and Flaco Cara de Perro, among others, appearing on bar and restaurant menus throughout the city, along with a spate of new taprooms.


• New spirits: Mezcal is now joined by lesser known Mexican spirits like bacanora and sotol at bars like Tlecan in the Roma.


• More expats: Remote workers and digital nomads from the United States and other foreign countries are flooding the city, changing the flavor and affecting the prices, particularly in the Roma, the Condesa, and the Juárez neighborhoods. Concerns about gentrification, the effects of Airbnb and other vacation rentals on the local housing market, and the imperiled survival of longtime small businesses are major topics of conversation in Mexico City today.






CULTURAL TRIPS



The Mexican government’s Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH), or National Institute of Anthropology and History, offers guided tours of the city sights in Spanish as well as cultural trips to destinations around central Mexico. The trips, operated under the name Paseos Culturales INAH, usually include a Spanish-speaking guide and entrance fees. For more information, visit the INAH office in the Museo Nacional de Antropología (tel. 55/5553-2365 or 55/5215-1003; https://paseosculturales.inah.gob.mx).


Calendar of Events


February


For art lovers, consider a visit during Art Week Mexico, when Mexico City’s biggest contemporary art fair, Zsona MACO (México Arte Contemporáneo; www.zsonamaco.com), is held over five days in the Centro Citibanamex in the Lomas de Sotelo. Several smaller art fairs run at the same time, and there are countless exhibitions and events at galleries throughout the city.


March and April


Semana Santa (Holy Week, the week before Easter) officially begins on Domingo de Ramos, or Palm Sunday, when handwoven palm crosses are sold outside the city’s churches, and runs through Easter Sunday. The main reason to visit (or avoid) Mexico City during the Easter holidays is to experience a notably quieter metropolis. Traffic is subdued, museums are nearly empty, and you’ll rarely need restaurant reservations—though a large number of shops, restaurants, and bars close for the week.


September


Mexico commemorates its independence from Spain on September 16; however, the main Día de la Independencia festivities in Mexico City take place on the evening of September 15, when thousands of revelers crowd the Zócalo. At 11pm, the president of the republic appears on the balcony of the Palacio Nacional, reenacting Miguel Hidalgo’s cry for independence, including “Viva México!”—also known as El Grito. Fireworks and parties follow. There is a military parade through the Centro and along the Paseo de la Reforma the next day.
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Independence Day parade on the Paseo de la Reforma





December


The Virgin of Guadalupe miraculously appeared to Saint Juan Diego on the hill of Tepeyac on December 12, 1531. Today, the Día de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe is one of the most important religious holidays across Latin America. On the days leading up to the 12th, pilgrims walk through the city toward the Basílica de Santa María de Guadalupe in northern Mexico City, often setting off fireworks as they go.
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Día de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe in Mexico City
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BEST OF Mexico City


Day 1


The Centro Histórico


Metro: Zócalo


MORNING


Mexico City’s Zócalo, one of the largest public squares in the world, was once an open plaza at the center of the Mexica city of Tenochtitlan, the remains of which lie beneath the modern metropolis. After the conquest, the Zócalo became the heart of the new Spanish city, and was called the Plaza Mayora throughout the colonial era. Take a moment to feel the power and history of this grand plaza, then head north to visit the remains of the city of Tenochtitlan’s holiest site at the fascinating and recently expanded Museo del Templo Mayor. Here, the base of the twin temple-pyramid that adjoined Tenochtitlan’s central plaza has been excavated; it was destroyed by the Spanish in the 16th century and then buried for centuries beneath the colonial city. Its base was uncovered in the 1970s, along with hundreds of artifacts now held in the on-site museum.
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the Zócalo





AFTERNOON


Have lunch at El Cardenal, just a block from the Zócalo, widely considered one of the best traditional Mexican restaurants in the city. After lunch, loop back to the Zócalo to see the awe-inspiring murals by Diego Rivera that cover the central patio and staircase of the Palacio Nacional. Rivera’s detailed rendering of the city of Tenochtitlan is particularly moving following a visit to the Templo Mayor.


From the Palacio, head west along the bustling pedestrian street Madero. Drop in to see the current show at quirky Museo Del Estanquillo or the grand Palacio de Cultura Citibanamex, both free, and note the many historic buildings along the avenue, including the Casa de los Azulejos. If you’re interested in Mexican textiles, it’s also worth a detour south on Isabel la Católica to visit Remigio at the Shops at Downtown, a shopping center housed in a beautiful 18th-century palace.


Once you reach the Eje Central, head one block north from Madero to Tacuba to see the opulent central post office, known as the Palacio Postal, and the equally opulent Museo Nacional de Arte, both fine examples of early 20th-century architecture in Mexico City.


EVENING


Dusk is the perfect time to visit one of the Centro’s traditional cantinas. Start at Bar La Ópera, a glamorous old-fashioned cantina on Cinco de Mayo that first opened in 1876. From there, it’s a quick walk to charming Tío Pepe, which is even older than La Opera, and, like many long-running cantinas, a reliably relaxed place for a drink.




Best People-Watching


MORNINGS AT CAFÉ JEKEMIR


There’s a mix of seniors, students, and neighborhood locals sipping espressos at this long-running café in the Centro, located on the pedestrian street Regina.


SATURDAY MORNING AT THE TIANGUIS CULTURAL DEL CHOPO


You’ll find a pierced and tattooed crowd at this unique Saturday-morning punk-rock market, originally founded as an informal album exchange for music lovers.


SATURDAY NIGHT IN THE ROMA NORTE


Stroll along Álvaro Obregón, the Roma’s central avenue, on a Saturday night, when crowds often spill from the barroom into the street.


SUNDAYS ON PASEO DE LA REFORMA


People from every age group, neighborhood, and walk of life come together on Sunday for the Paseo Dominical or the Ciclotón to pedal, skate, or stroll along the grand Paseo de la Reforma, which is closed to automobile traffic 8am-2pm.


ANY HOUR, ANY DAY AT THE BASÍLICA DE SANTA MARÍA DE GUADALUPE


At the shrine to the Virgen de Guadalupe, mass is held every hour 6am-8pm daily, drawing mobs of worshippers from across Mexico and Latin America, many arriving in traditional dress, as part of a bicycle tour, or on their knees.






Day 2



Chapultepec and the Condesa


Metro: Chapultepec, followed by Sevilla


MORNING


Set aside the morning to tour the Museo Nacional de Antropología, a vast and absorbing museum dedicated to pre-Columbian and modern-day cultures in Mexico. You won’t have time to see the whole museum, so start your visit in the spectacular rooms dedicated to the Mexica people of Tenochtitlan. Back outside, take an hour or two to explore a bit of the surrounding Bosque de Chapultepec on foot, strolling past the multidisciplinary cultural center Casa del Lago Juan José Arreola, the boats on the pretty lake beside it, and the striking modern facade of the Museo de Arte Moderno. Stop into the museum if the show interests you, or continue your walk past the Castillo de Chapultepec, which sits on a rocky outcropping overlooking the park and the Paseo de la Reforma.
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paddleboaters on the lake in the Bosque de Chapultepec
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Museo Nacional de Antropología






AFTERNOON



Just below the Castillo de Chapultepec are the main gates to the park. From here, take a taxi or jump on the Metro one stop from Chapultepec to Sevilla, then walk into the Roma Norte for a late lunch at Contramar, a stylish seafood restaurant near the Glorieta de la Cibeles that has become a Mexico City classic over the past 25 years; accordingly, reservations are advised or a wait is guaranteed.


EVENING


After lunch, spend a few leisurely hours watching dogs romp and children play in Parque México. Stroll along Avenida Amsterdam, snapping photos of the Condesa’s distinctive art deco architecture and enjoying the people-watching in the many neighborhood cafés. Wrap up the day with supper and a cocktail at Roma favorite Páramo.


Day 3


Coyoacán


Metro: Viveros


MORNING


If you arrive in Coyoacán via the Metro stop Viveros, you can admire old country mansions and towering trees while walking into the heart of the neighborhood via Avenida Francisco Sosa. Peek into the rust-colored Moorish-inspired hacienda that is home to the Fonoteca Nacional, an interesting sound archive and gallery space. Down the road, take a breather in charming Plaza Santa Catarina, a quiet, cobbled square popular with locals and their dogs. Once you arrive in the center of town, spend some time people-watching in Jardín Hidalgo and Jardín Centenario, the two old-fashioned public plazas at the center of the neighborhood.


Grab a mocha at Coyoacán classic Café El Jarocho, then wander through the Mercado Coyoacán, where you can snack on a tostada or two (the market is famous for them) to tide you over till lunch. From there, it’s a few blocks to the Museo Frida Kahlo, a moving museum dedicated to the life and legacy of its namesake artist.




[image: image]


entrance to Museo Frida Kahlo





AFTERNOON


Walk back to the Jardín Centenario for a late lunch on the patio at Los Danzantes, and accompany your meal with a shot of their eponymous mezcal. If you want to extend the evening, drop in for a craft beer (or another mezcal) at the convivial Centenario 107, just a few blocks away.


Day 4


Alameda Central


Metro: Bellas Artes, Metrobús: Juárez or Bellas Artes


MORNING


Start your fourth day in the Centro Histórico with breakfast at the impressive Sanborns de los Azulejos, an iconic diner-like restaurant located within one of the city’s most dazzling colonial-era palaces. From there, cross Madero to visit the observation deck at the Torre Latinoamericana. The literally breathtaking 360-degree vistas will give you a true sense of the city’s scale and a bird’s-eye view of the Centro Histórico.


Back at ground level, cross the Eje Central to take a turn around the museum in the Palacio de Bellas Artes, one of the city’s flagship cultural institutions, where the gorgeous art deco interiors are as opulent as its elaborate marble facade. It’s worth the admission fee to ascend to the top floors of the building, where there are interesting murals by Diego Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, and Rufino Tamayo, as well as art galleries that often feature excellent contemporary exhibits.
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the Palacio de Bellas Artes





AFTERNOON


It takes about 15 minutes to walk east past the always-bustling Alameda Central and south through the San Juan neighborhood to Paradero Conocido, a colorful Mexican bistro on a bustling commercial street. After lunch, cross the street Balderas to La Ciudadela Centro Artesanal, a sprawling open-air craft market that features an incredibly wide range of traditional handcraft and souvenirs. After a turn around the market you may be ready to rest your feet, but photo buffs won’t want to miss the excellent Centro de la Imagen, a public gallery dedicated to artistic photography; it’s just a block from the artisan market.


EVENING


Hop the Metrobús from Balderas to Jardín Pushkin to spend the evening in the Roma neighborhood, Mexico City’s most famous nightlife destination. There are galleries, shopping, cafés, bars, and a dizzying number of restaurants on and around the street Álvaro Obregón, but keep it simple with a classic Mexico City dinner: tacos. There is no shortage of outstanding taco spots in the Roma; meat palace Orinoco and 100 percent vegan Gracias Madre Taquería Vegana are both standouts.


With More Time


Day 5: Teotihuacán


Metro: Line 6 to Terminal Autobuses del Norte, then a local bus to Teotihuacán


Have a hearty breakfast in or near your hotel, slather on some sunscreen, and pack a big bottle of water before making your way to the Terminal Autobuses del Norte, the first stop in your journey to the ruins at Teotihuacán. Mexico’s most famous and most visited archaeological site is just 30 km (19 mi) outside the city, and buses depart the terminal for the pyramids several times each hour.


Though little is known about its people, Teotihuacán was once the most powerful city-state in Mesoamerica, evidenced by its massive temples and visionary city planning: Today, you can get a glimpse into that mysterious past by walking along Teotihuacán’s grand central avenue, the Calzada de los Muertos, to admire the twin pyramids that once stood at the city center, the Pirámide del Sol (Pyramid of the Sun) and the Pirámide de la Luna (Pyramid of the Moon).
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Mexico City with Kids


Mexico City is large, loud, and relentlessly urban, yet it’s a remarkably agreeable place to visit with family. Here, children are treated with respect and kindness, graciously welcomed at most restaurants and hotels, and usually granted free or reduced admission to museums and other cultural institutions. The capital’s rich history and diverse local culture make it a truly magical and eye-opening place to visit—at any age.


Thursday


Centro Histórico


MORNING


The Centro Histórico is a magical neighborhood, filled with old palaces, bustling with visitors, and buzzing with years of history. Start with breakfast in the historic dining room at Café de Tacuba, then walk to the Zócalo, where you’ll often find brightly dressed concheros (also called “Aztec dancers”) performing a rhythmic dance to the beat of a drum.
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traditional dancers in the Zócalo





Located in the former headquarters of the federal Department of Education, the Museo Vivo del Muralismo features Diego Rivera’s most extensive mural series, covering three stories of open courtyard. Planned to be educational, these murals provide an engaging look into Mexican history and culture—as well as Rivera’s communist political views.


AFTERNOON


Have lunch at Balcón del Zócalo, a rooftop Mexican restaurant in the Zócalo Central hotel, which has gorgeous views of the cathedral and plaza. Next, walk down Cinco de Mayo to the Dulcería de Celaya, one of the oldest and most charming sweetshops in the city. It’s particularly festive during Día de Muertos and Christmastime.


Cross the Eje Central to the Alameda, peeking into the amazing art deco lobby at the Palacio de Bellas Artes. Finally, let the kids stretch their legs along the paved paths in the Alameda Central, Mexico City’s oldest urban park. From there, you can check out the Laboratorio de Arte Alameda, which often hosts experimental or interactive art exhibits, or walk south down the Eje Central for hot chocolate and churros at the original branch of famed Churrería El Moro.



Friday



Xochimilco


Set aside the day to boat along the canals in Xochimilco, a small remnant of the vast system of waterways that once ribboned the Valley of Mexico. You can take the light rail from Metro Tasqueña all the way to Xochimilco, and then a taxi to the docks; if you wait till midmorning, lighter traffic can make a taxi or Uber an easier and faster option.




[image: image]


trajineras at the dock in Xochimilco





Enlist the kids to help pick out a trajinera, one of the colorful flat-bottomed boats typical to Xochimilco, and plan to spend a few hours exploring the canals. Departing from any of the docks, the main tourist corridors are often jammed with boaters (and mariachi musicians paddling by in canoes, waiting to be commissioned for a tune), creating a convivial atmosphere. If you’d also like to visit the traditional “floating gardens,” or chinampas, where people still live and grow food, ask the boat’s driver to take you farther into the canals for the tour ecológico (ecological tour), outside the main tourist zone.


Saturday


Coyoacán


MORNING


There is an old-fashioned feeling in central Coyoacán, a popular weekend destination for both visitors and Mexico City locals. Arrive in the morning, taking a lap around the famous coyote fountain in Jardín Centenario, then wander through Jardín Hidalgo as it begins to fill up with vendors selling balloons, toys, and raspados (shaved ice). From the plaza, it’s only a few blocks to the neighborhood’s atmospheric market, Mercado Coyoacán, where there are artisanal crafts, textiles, and baskets for sale in addition to food and snacks. You can stop for a mocha and a doughnut at Coyoacán institution Café El Jarocho on the way.
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the coyote fountain in Jardín Centenario by the Mexican sculptor Gabriel Ponzanelli
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toys for sale at Mercado Coyoacán





Go early to buy your tickets for a midday performance at La Titería (there’s a garden and a small library where kids can play while you wait for the show to begin), a wonderful marionette theater in the center of historic Coyoacán. There are usually two performances daily on Saturday-Sunday, appropriate for kids of almost any age (though plays are in Spanish, they are both visually entertaining and include lots of music and dancing). After the show, get a low-key lunch at La Barraca Valenciana, where kids can have a ham-and-cheese torta (sandwich) while parents sip a glass of Spanish wine or a craft beer.


AFTERNOON


After lunch, visit the Museo Nacional de Culturas Populares, a small museum that showcases work by traditional Mexican artisans. The exhibits, which change frequently and are often dedicated to themes like corn or textiles, are educational, but also visually engaging and colorful. During holidays, like Día de Muertos, the museum hosts artisanal markets or musical performances in their outdoor patio. Wrap up the day with a coffee and a snack at the garden restaurant at La Mano Jardín.


Sunday


Paseo de la Reforma and Chapultepec


MORNING


Closed to automobile traffic every Sunday till 2pm, the Paseo de la Reforma fills with cyclists, in-line skaters, pedestrians, and dog walkers. Get an early start on the day to ride a bike (or simply stroll) along Reforma, checking out the many famous monuments, like the Ángel de la Independencia, as you make your way north. A good place for lunch is the family-friendly restaurant El Pialadero de Guadalajara, just a few short blocks from the Paseo de la Reforma and the main gates to the Bosque de Chapultepec.


The Primera Sección (First Section) of Chapultepec is always thronged with families on Sunday, when museums are free and the footpaths are filled with vendors selling balloons, bubbles, rubber balls, tacos, fresh fruit, and other treats. Enjoy a stroll amid this madcap mass of humanity, then walk over the new footbridges or hop in an Uber to visit the Segunda Sección (Second Section) of the park. Save the Papalote children’s museum for a weekday (it’s often packed on the weekends) and instead visit the newly remodeled Museo de Historia Natural, with beautifully designed exhibits on Mexico’s flora, fauna, geology, and more.


AFTERNOON


From the natural history museum, it’s a short and pleasant walk past artificial lakes and through freshly restored gardens to Aztlán, Chapultepec’s small amusement park. The main attraction is the massive Ferris wheel, Aztlán 360, which opened in March 2024 and stands 85 m (279 ft) high.


Try to get a little rest in during the afternoon because Sunday is family night at the Arena México, where the whole family will delight in the showmanship and athleticism of a live lucha libre match.
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Mexico City’s Pre-Columbian Past


Mexico City’s streets tell the story of its past, with institutions, architecture, and landmarks that are testament to 600-plus years of culture and change.


Day 1


Centro Histórico


MORNING


After the Spanish conquest of Tenochtitlan, Spanish settlers destroyed the Mexica capital, building a European-style settlement atop the ruins—and, in many cases, using the stones from fallen Mexica temples to construct their own churches and palaces. Five hundred years later, Mexico’s pre-Columbian heritage is embedded throughout the Centro Histórico—in its layout, in its place-names, and, quite literally, in its architecture.


In the 1970s, the ruins of the Templo Mayor, a twin temple-pyramid at the heart of Tenochtitlan, were unearthed after more than four centuries under the city. After an extensive excavation that demolished a number of colonial-era buildings beside the Catedral Metropolitana, the archaeological site was opened to the public, alongside the fascinating Museo del Templo Mayor, which contains dozens of pre-Columbian artifacts recovered from the site.
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Templo Mayor





Although they haven’t received permission to continue demolitions, archaeologists surmise that even more ruins lie beneath the 17th-century palaces on the street República de Guatemala, as evidenced recently at the Centro Cultural de España, a contemporary cultural center overseen by the Spanish government. In a planned expansion of the space, belowground construction unearthed Mexica ruins, believed to have been part of a calmécac, a school for young Mexica nobles. The ruins are on display in the on-site Museo del Sitio, in the basement, a lovely complement to the center’s avant-garde program of music and art events.


During the pre-Columbian era and throughout most of the last four centuries, canals linked central Mexico City to the farming communities in the southern Valley of Mexico, with a major waterway terminating in what is today the old Merced commercial district. Today’s Mercado de la Merced remains one of the largest and most important markets in the city. You can walk to the Merced from the Zócalo (be aware that theft is not uncommon in this area), or take the Metro just one stop, from Pino Suárez to La Merced, on Line 1. Before boarding, take note of the Templo Ehécatl-Quetzalcóatl inside the Metro station; this unusual round Mexica pyramid was uncovered by transit workers during construction of the subway line. Plans for the station were altered to accommodate the temple; today, in a delightful mix of old and new, the pyramid is on display in an open-air plaza within the station.




Best Murals


CENTRO HISTÓRICO


The city’s most famous mural is Diego Rivera’s series Epic of the Mexican People in Their Struggle for Freedom and Independence in the north patio and staircase of the Palacio Nacional. A few blocks north, the headquarters of the Secretaría de Educación Pública reopened as the Museo Vivo del Muralismo in 2024; numerous artists painted murals here, but the centerpiece is the astonishingly extensive murals by Diego Rivera, which cover three stories of two adjoining patios. At the Antiguo Colegio de San Ildefonso, find interesting early murals by Rivera, David Alfaro Siqueiros, Fermín Revueltas Sánchez, and Jean Charlot, among others, in addition to extensive works by José Clemente Orozco in the main patio.


ALAMEDA CENTRAL


See monumental works by some of Mexico’s modern art masters at the Palacio de Bellas Artes, including David Alfaro Siqueiros’s Nueva Democracia (New Democracy), commemorating the Revolution of 1910. Cross the Alameda to see one of Rivera’s most entertaining works in the Museo Mural Diego Rivera.


POLANCO


There are several murals by Siqueiros inside the Sala de Arte Público David Alfaro Siqueiros, a nonprofit gallery that occupies the artist’s former home. Different artists periodically repaint the building’s facade.


INSURGENTES SUR


The three-dimensional mural covering the arts space Poliforum Siqueiros astonishes in its proportions, colors, and ambition. Inside, Siqueiros’s La Marcha de la Humanidad covers the walls and ceiling of an entire room; it’s currently being restored and is closed to the public.


CIUDAD UNIVERSITARIA


Juan O’Gorman designed the giant volcanic-stone mosaic that covers the facade of the Biblioteca Central. Next door, a famous work by Siqueiros adorns the Rectoría.






AFTERNOON



Take your time wandering through the towering stacks of fruits and vegetables, home supplies, and crafts for sale at the Mercado de la Merced, making your way down the circuitous aisles to neighboring Mercado Sonora, known for its herbal remedies, witchcraft supplies, and live animals. Finish up the day with a late lunch at the chili pepper-centric Merced-inspired restaurant Roldán 37, located on a surprisingly quiet pedestrian street in the old Merced commercial district.


Day 2


Chapultepec


MORNING


The Museo Nacional de Antropología is a must for any visitor to the city, but those with an interest in pre-Columbian cultures could easily spend a full day in this spectacular museum. Set aside time for the rooms dedicated to the cultures of the Valley of Mexico, which include, among other treasures, the famous Piedra del Sol, a basalt monolith carved with Mexica calendar glyphs (an adaptation of the calendar round used throughout Mesoamerica). It’s also worth touring the 2nd-floor ethnographic exhibits, which cover the dress, customs, language, and culture of Mexico’s diverse cultures and ethnic groups.


AFTERNOON


The museum’s greater home, the Bosque de Chapultepec, is itself a site of great historic importance: Its springs provided freshwater to the city of Tenochtitlan and later the capital of New Spain, via an aqueduct that ran along what is today the Avenida Chapultepec. Though little is left, you can visit the site of the springs where the Mexica emperors came to bathe, today known as the Baños de Moctezuma. Just beside it, amateur anthropologists will enjoy spotting the pre-Columbian reliefs carved onto the walls of the Cerro de Chapultepec. Although there are no ruins on the top of Cerro de Chapultepec, it is interesting to tour the Castillo de Chapultepec and look down on the greenery.


Day 3


Tlatelolco and San Juan


MORNING


During the 15th and 16th centuries, Tlatelolco was inhabited by Nahuatl-speaking people, allied with but separate from the people of Tenochtitlan. When the Spanish launched their final attack on the Mexica during the summer of 1521, the remaining residents of Tenochtitlan fled to Tlatelolco, where they were eventually overcome. Today, the ruins of Tlatelolco are located in the Plaza de las Tres Culturas, in the Tlatelolco neighborhood. The interesting site contains the foundations of what were once towering religious and ceremonial buildings, including the Tlatelolco’s Templo Mayor, which is adjoined by Ex-Convento de Santiago Tlatelolco, originally constructed with the stones of the destroyed city in the early 16th century.
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ruins of Tlatelolco





Take the Metrobús on the Paseo de la Reforma from Glorieta Cuitláhuac to Hidalgo or have an Uber or a radio taxi pick you up at the ruins site, as it’s a bit too far (and a bit too rough) to walk from Tlatelolco back to the Centro.


AFTERNOON


Now head to the one-of-a-kind Mercado San Juan for a plate of imported cheese and charcuterie from one of the market’s remarkably fancy deli counters, or continue with the pre-Columbian theme by seeking out mole, maguey worms, iguana meat, chapulines (grasshoppers), and chocolate. If you want to fill up further, Tacos Domingo is just a couple of blocks from the market.


Next, set aside a few hours to learn more about Mexico’s traditional cultures at the wonderful Museo de Arte Popular, just a few blocks from the market. The museum’s exquisite collection of handicrafts from across the country includes some pre-Columbian art, which helps illuminate the aesthetic roots of today’s artisanal traditions.


Day 4


Civilizations in the Valley of Mexico


MORNING


One of the finest ruin sites in the country, the city of Teotihuacán is a must-see for anyone interested in anthropology and pre-Columbian civilizations. If you’ve visited Teotihuacán in the past, take a trip to the smaller and lesser-known settlement of Cuicuilco, located in the south of the city, near the Line 1 Metrobús stop at Villa Olímpica. Flourishing just before the rise Teotihuacán, the city of Cuicuilco was largely destroyed in a lava flow from a nearby volcano, but its remains include an interesting circular pyramid.
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Teotihuacán’s main avenue, the Calzada de los Muertos





AFTERNOON


From Cuicuilco, it’s a quick Metrobús ride to the main campus of the Universidad Nacional Autónoma de México (UNAM), where the many architectural and artistic treasures include the Biblioteca Central, adorned with a lava-stone mural by Juan O’Gorman. Alternatively, head just a bit farther south to Tlalpan, a more off-the-beaten-path neighborhood that maintains a quiet, distinctly nontouristy feeling.
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A Day of Design


Mexico City is aesthetically vibrant and unique. The capital remains in the vanguard in art, design, and architecture, making it a top destination for many art- and design-centric travelers.


Morning


Make a reservation for a morning tour at the Casa Luis Barragán, near Tacubaya. The former home of the famed architect—widely considered one of the most influential voices in modern Mexican design—was mostly left as it was when Barragán lived there, showcasing not only his talent as an architect but his pensive, minimalist personal style. Note the saturated colors and use of light, two of Barragán’s signatures.


Just across the street, a large unmarked turquoise building is home to Labor, one of the more interesting contemporary galleries in the city. The gallery represents a range of international artists, including Mexican sensation Pedro Reyes.


Afternoon


It’s a short walk from the Casa Luis Barragán across Avenida Parque Lira and into the San Miguel Chapultepec neighborhood. This attractive residential community, wedged between the historic neighborhood of Tacubaya and the Bosque de Chapultepec, is the location of some of the city’s most renowned contemporary art galleries, giving the otherwise sleepy area a hint of the upscale.


Join the gallery crowd for a light lunch at chic Mexican-Indian restaurant Mari Gold, then visit Kurimanzutto, one of the city’s preeminent art spaces, co-owned by artists Mónica Manzutto, José Kuri, and Gabriel Orozco. There are many more interesting modern and contemporary art galleries in the neighborhood, including long-running Galería de Arte Mexicano, which represents many important national artists, from Olga Costa to Francisco Toledo, and La Laboratoire.


You can take the Metro from Constituyentes to Auditorio in Polanco (it’s just one stop), but it’s easier to hop in an Uber for the short ride across Bosque de Chapultepec. Polanco’s toniest avenue, Presidente Masaryk, is lined with designer shops from many of the world’s celebrated labels (Dolce & Gabbana, Gucci), but it’s much more fun to browse the Mexican-owned boutiques in the neighborhood, like famous silver shop Tane or wonderful boutique Lago.


Evening


If all that window-shopping works up an appetite, drop in for drinks and supper at Ticuchi, where famed chef Enrique Olvera highlights artisanal Mexican spirits along with beautifully plated handmade maize-based small plates. Top off the evening with a tour of the fantastic mid-century Camino Real Polanco México, staying for a drink in one of the in-house bars or cafés.
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the daytime kitchen at Ticuchi
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Saturday Shopping in the Roma


Saturday is a good time to stroll around the Roma, visiting small shops, browsing markets, and soaking up the atmosphere in this popular neighborhood.
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restaurant in the Roma Norte neighborhood





Morning


There’s often a wait for Saturday brunch at the wildly (and deservedly) popular Panadería Rosetta, where you can enjoy some quality people-watching from a sidewalk table while enjoying avocado toast, a latte, and a perfect chocolate croissant. From there, walk a few blocks east to the Mercado de Cuauhtémoc, a weekly vintage market held in the Jardín Dr. Ignacio Chávez, on the border of the Roma and the Doctores neighborhood. Though not as well-known as the antiquities markets in La Lagunilla and the Plaza del Ángel, this weekly flea has some top-notch vendors and, often, excellent finds for sharp-eyed shoppers.


After the market, take your treasures out for a coffee at unpretentious but excellent café Cardinal, on Córdoba. After that, walk along the Roma’s main corridor, Álvaro Obregón, which is filled with creaky old bookshops, hip cocktail bars, and 19th-century mansions. Stop inside the art gallery and bookshop at multidisciplinary cultural center Casa Lamm.


Next, walk south along Orizaba, wandering past the shaded fountains in the Plaza Luis Cabrera, then turning east on Campeche on your way to Huerto Roma Verde. This lovely urban garden and active ecological organization hosts a weekend market where lots of vegetarian and locally produced snacks are on sale. Often, these markets have special themes, like the annual edible-insect tasting or their flagship Festival de Maiz, el Frijol, y Amaranto (Corn, Bean, and Amaranth Festival), in addition to the garden’s frequent workshops, yoga classes, and speakers.


Afternoon


Do like the local crowd and set aside a few hours for lunch—though first you’ll face the near-impossible task of deciding where to eat. If you don’t have reservations for Máximo Bistrot Local or Fogones, line up for a table at Mi Compa Chava, an excellent, über-popular, always-bustling Sinaloan-style seafood restaurant.


After lunch, wander along the shady streets Colima and Orizaba, stopping in at funky skate shops and boutiques, or seeing what’s on show at Galería OMR or gallery and design shop Chic by Accident. Top off the afternoon at Salon Rosetta, a tiny yet gorgeous 2nd-floor bar above the Italian restaurant Rosetta, or at the craft cocktail haven Licorería Limantour. Order some bar snacks and linger, or head down Álvaro Obregón to Pizza Félix for cocktails, kale salad, and Neapolitan-style pizza.




Where to Eat


Mexico City’s food culture spans classes, neighborhoods, and milieus. Chilangos are serious eaters, profoundly omnivorous, and discriminating even when snacking on the street. As a result, you will find good things to eat in every neighborhood and at every price point. From casual to elegant, here are the types of establishments you’ll find in the capital.


PUESTOS AND TAQUERÍAS


Quick bites at street stands and in neighborhood markets are ubiquitous and, by many accounts, among the best bites in the city. Tacos are a mainstay of the local diet, but you’ll also see hundreds of other snacks for sale, including tamales, fresh fruit, seafood cocktails, smoked plantains, deep-fried quesadillas, corn on the cob, and corn flatbread-based snacks like tlacoyos. At some popular street stands, you can see a full pig being carved for carnitas as commuters rush past to the Metro. If you see a crowd around a puesto, it’s a good bet that the food will be tasty.


A step up from balancing your plate in one hand and taco in the other, taquerías are simple sit-down eateries, sometimes with a bar and stools only, that serve tacos and other snacks, while a tortería is the same but for tortas. The Roma, Condesa, and Narvarte neighborhoods are good places to try some of the best taquerías in the city, like Los Parados, Orinoco, El Vilsito, Tacos Los Condes, and, for veggies, Gracias Madre Taquería Vegana.


FONDAS, COMEDORES, AND CANTINAS


You can have an inexpensive sit-down meal in the city’s many fondas or comedores, small independent restaurants that usually serve breakfast, almuerzo (early lunch), and comida (the midday meal). At many of these places, the main offering is an inexpensive afternoon comida corrida, a 3-4-course meal that often includes a drink, soup, and entrée. A wait for a table around 2pm is often an indication that you’ve found a good fonda.


Also casual, cantinas are bars that serve food in addition to drinks. Many offer free botanas (snacks) when you order drinks. Some cantinas have become so popular for eating that they are more like restaurants than bars.


RESTAURANTES


There’s a very wide diversity of restaurants worth visiting in Mexico City, from an incredibly casual old-timey spot like Café El Popular to a hot new neighborhood destination drawing hipsters and foodies, such as the superlative Máximo Bistrot Local, or an ultra-elegant fine-dining restaurant. Pujol in Polanco is the most famous spot in this category.








Centro Histórico



MOON MAP


HIGHLIGHTS


Getting Around


MAP: CENTRO HISTÓRICO


Centro Histórico Walk


Sights


Restaurants


PRICE KEY


MEXICAN


CANTINAS


TACOS, TORTAS, AND SNACKS


SEAFOOD


MIDDLE EASTERN


SPANISH


COFFEE AND SWEETS


Nightlife


CANTINAS


LIVE MUSIC


NIGHTCLUBS


LGBTQ+


Arts and Culture


GALLERIES


MUSEUMS


Festivals and Events


SEPTEMBER


DECEMBER


Recreation


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Shops


ANTIQUES AND COLLECTIBLES


CLOTHING, SHOES, AND ACCESSORIES


GOURMET FOOD AND IMPORTS


PUBLIC MARKETS


SHOPPING CENTERS




Highlights


S Museo Vivo del Muralismo: More than 3,000 m (9,843 ft) of murals cover the interior walls of this museum dedicated to muralism (click here).


S Torre Latinoamericana: There are literally breathtaking views of the city in every direction from the observation deck atop this iconic 1950s skyscraper (click here).


S Zona Arqueológica and Museo del Templo Mayor: The remains of the largest temple-pyramid in the pre-Columbian city of Tenochtitlan were buried belowground for centuries; today they are a fascinating archaeological site and museum (click here).


S Palacio Nacional: The highlight of visiting this historic palace (and seat of the executive branch of government) is Diego Rivera’s mural series, a moving retelling of the history of Mexico (click here).


S Mercado de la Merced: With dried chilies, fried grasshoppers, and blue-corn quesadillas, Mexican culinary culture is on colorful display at this expansive traditional food market—an excellent place to shop as well as eat (click here).





The Centro Histórico is the heart and soul of Mexico City, a fascinating mix of grand colonial-era architecture, quirky old-fashioned charm, and relentless urban energy. The oldest district in the capital, it was built in the 16th century atop the ruins of the island city of Tenochtitlan, following the Spanish defeat of the native Mexica people. Today, the blocks surrounding the Zócalo are dense with baroque palaces and churches, fascinating museums, and some of the best traditional restaurants in the city, as well as eye-opening pre-Columbian archaeological sites that were long buried beneath the modern city, including the Mexica’s holiest site, the Templo Mayor.


Getting Around


▪ Metro lines: 1, 2, and 8


▪ Metro stops: Zócalo, Allende, Pino Suárez, Isabel la Católica, Merced


▪ Metrobús lines: 4


▪ Metrobús stops: Eje Central, El Salvador, Isabel la Católica, Museo de la Ciudad, Circunvalación




MAP 1: Centro Histórico
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Centro Histórico Walk



TOTAL DISTANCE: 2 km (1.2 mi)


TOTAL WALKING TIME: 2 hours


Walking is the best way to explore any neighborhood in Mexico City, but particularly the Centro Histórico. From the Zócalo, you can set out in any direction to find yourself surrounded by colonial-era palaces, stone chapels, old public squares, and bustling pedestrian corridors. The Centro’s most spectacular streets run west from the Zócalo to the Alameda Central, amply demonstrating why Mexico City has been known for centuries as “the City of Palaces.”
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1 Start your tour in the Zócalo, appreciating the history and splendor of this expansive public square. On the west end is the Portal de Mercaderes. Traders have sold goods in this historic arcade since the colonial era; today, the only notable establishment is legacy hat shop Sombreros Tardan.


Head west along bustling pedestrian street Madero, which is lined with historic palaces—many incongruously occupied by fast-fashion retailers and convenience stores.
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The historic street Madero is closed to automobile traffic and perfect for strolling.





2 On the corner of Isabel la Católica, the marvelous Antigua Joyería La Esmeralda was originally built for an upscale jeweler. Designed in the French style popular in 19th-century Mexico, the top floors are home to the lovely Museo del Estanquillo. Spend a little time at this free museum and take a few minutes to visit the rooftop terrace and café, with beautiful bird’s-eye views of the streets below.


Take a half-block detour south on Isabel la Católica.


3 Arrive at the Casino Español, a neoclassical palace constructed by Emilio González del Campo in the early 20th century. Take the elevator to the 2nd floor to admire the building’s opulent interiors; better yet, come back later for a meal at the old Spanish restaurant of the same name. Across the street, the baroque Casa de los Condes de Miravalle is one of the oldest palaces in the Centro.


Walk north to get back on Madero.


4 Along Madero you’ll pass the Templo de San Felipe Neri “La Profesa,” a historic church that maintains a reserve of colonial-era religious artwork, and Casa Borda, a massive 18th-century palace that spans more than half a city block with its volcanic-stone facade ringed by iron balconies. One block west on Madero, the 18th-century Palacio de Iturbide (today the Palacio de Cultura Citibanamex) features ornate sandstone details and giant carved-wood doors—if they are open, stop in to see the soaring interior courtyard; admission is free.


Continue walking west to the intersection of the Eje Central and Madero.


5 Torre Latinoamericana is the only skyscraper downtown, affording unparalleled unobstructed views from the 44th-floor observation deck—worth the time and vertigo to visit. Across the street, admire one of the most stunning buildings in the Centro: the blue-and-white-tiled Casa de los Azulejos. Although this palace has played many important roles throughout its history, it has been a Sanborns restaurant since 1917—a wonderful place for breakfast.
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Casa de los Azulejos





Turn right (north) on the Eje Central.


6 You’ll see the gorgeous Palacio de Bellas Artes (earmark it for a future visit) on the opposite side of the street as you walk north toward the Palacio Postal, the city’s main post office, two blocks north of the Torre Latinoamericana. It’s one of the most spectacular examples of civic architecture in the city.
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Mexico City’s main post office





Turn right and walk east along Tacuba.


7 On the first block, you’ll pass the Palacio de Minería, now home to UNAM’s engineering college, built between 1797 and 1813 by Spanish architect Manuel Tolsá. Check out the gigantic meteorites in the building’s foyer; each were recovered from somewhere in Mexico. Tolsá’s statue of Spanish king Carlos IV is located in front of the Museo Nacional de Arte, an interesting museum and architectural masterpiece, just across the street from the college.


Continue along Tacuba.


8 On the corner of Filomena Mata, Jesús Fructuoso Contreras’s bronze sculptures of emperors Itzcóatl, Nezahualcóyotl, and Totoquihuatzin celebrate the alliance between the city-states of Tenochtitlan, Texcoco, and Tlacopan in 1430. To the right (south) on this block, the Antiguo Hospital y Capilla de Betlemitas was, until 1820, a refuge for the poor and infirm, run by an order of nuns. The remains were beautifully restored in the 1990s and today house an interactive museum focused on economics.
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a bronze statue of Itzcóatl, third emperor of the Mexica people





Continue along Tacuba.


9 The Ex-Convento de Santa Clara, on the next corner, was built in 1661 and adjoins the bustling Allende Metro stop. Like many of the Centro’s churches, it was once part of a larger convent and religious complex that was destroyed during the 19th-century Reformation. Across the street, restaurant Café de Tacuba is a mainstay in the Centro, in business here for more than 100 years. Drop in for a hot chocolate and a tamal; the setting—with its old oil paintings, tiled walls, and soaring ceilings—is classic.


Continue on Tacuba. (Alternatively, walk east along Donceles, one block north of Tacuba. Here, you’ll find a cluster of old-school used booksellers who carry everything from encyclopedia sets and out-of-print paperbacks to dusty maps.)


10 When you get to the street República de Brasil (about 3-4 blocks east), swing left (north) and go two blocks to finish your walk at the Plaza de Santo Domingo, an important colonial-era square and the site of the Inquisition in Mexico. At the east end of the plaza, the archways known as the Portales de los Evangelistas are filled with kiosks attended by professional typists, printers, and scribes.




[image: image]


Plaza de Santo Domingo






Sights



Palacio Postal


MOON MAP


Tacuba 1; tel. 55/5510-2999; www.palaciopostal.gob.mx [URL inactive]; 8am-7:30pm Mon.-Fri., 8am-4pm Sat., 10am-2pm Sun.; free; Metro: Bellas Artes


On the site of what was once the Franciscan hospital, Mexico City’s central post office is one of the most distinctive architectural landmarks in the city, designed by Italian architect Adamo Boari (who also oversaw the Palacio de Bellas Artes across the street) and Mexican engineer Gonzalo Gorita. Constructed in 1902, the palace was built with a mix of sandstone and chiluca, a very light, almost translucent stone, and it is covered with fine detail, including iron dragon light fixtures and elaborate stone carving around the windows and the top-floor arches. It’s hard to believe this gorgeous palace was built for public use—but even today, it is a fully functioning post office, where you can buy stamps or mail a postcard home.
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The Mexican National Art Museum holds the most extensive collection of Mexican artwork in the country, with thousands of pieces from the very early colonial era to the mid-20th century. A tour of the museum chronicles the changing attitudes toward religion, government, and education over the course of many centuries, providing an engaging look at Mexican social history through works of art. Particularly interesting are the 19th-century rooms, which show the emergence of a Mexican national character in the wake of the country’s independence.
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PLAN YOUR NEXT ADVENTURE



Tap here for more great guides and travel inspiration.
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