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Baja California is a land rich with cultural treasures, natural landscapes, and exhilarating adventures. With its dramatic terrain ranging from picturesque turquoise waters and white sand beaches to rugged desert mountain ranges, it’s a region that leaves a long-lasting impression. Baja shares the same warm and colorful culture of the rest of Mexico, but due to its geography, it has a spirit and manner unique to itself.


In the north are the cities of Tijuana and Ensenada, leading an exciting culinary movement with a burgeoning wine region and craft beer industry. In the south, Los Cabos offers luxury resorts, world-class golf courses, chic art galleries, and upscale restaurants. In between are colorful deserts, picturesque mountain ranges, and unspoiled coastlines. A few fishing villages and small colonial towns are nestled within these glories of nature. This is the Baja that adventurers seek out. This is where surfers find perfect waves without the crowds, anthropologists view rarely seen cave paintings, anglers catch large yellowtail by the dozens, and divers experience what Jacques Cousteau called “the world’s aquarium”—the Sea of Cortez.


A road trip is the perfect way to explore and discover the peninsula. Cruise down Mexico 1 with the endless cactus deserts as a backdrop and the warm Baja breeze in your face. Eat fresh caught lobster in small seaside villages. Enjoy a cerveza from the comfort of a hammock with the breezes of the Pacific erasing all cares. Take a panga ride alongside a pod of dolphins. Watch vibrant sunsets over the ocean, followed by bonfires on the beach with a blanket of stars overhead.


Even though it’s practically in their backyard, most people in the United States aren’t aware of the special treasures that Baja has to offer beyond margaritas and mariachis. Bring an open mind and a sense of adventure—Baja awaits.
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Parque Marítimo Nacional Bahía de Loreto






10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Take a road trip down Mexico 1: Driving the full length of the transpeninsular highway from Tijuana to Cabo is a rite of passage memorable for its diverse landscapes, scenic small towns, historical and archaeological sites, and friendly people.
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2 Sample the foodie scene: Northern Baja has turned into a globally recognized culinary hot spot with its fresh and flavorful cuisine. Tijuana is famous for its street food, while seafood reigns supreme in Ensenada.
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3 Explore underwater: Dive coral reefs and snorkel with sea lions in the waters of the Pacific Ocean and the Sea of Cortez.







[image: image]


4 Get up close to a gray whale: In winter, gray whales migrate to three lagoons on Baja’s Pacific side. Head out in a small fishing boat and watch the whales swim right up to you.
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5 Swim with whale sharks: Summer and fall bring whale sharks into Bahía de los Ángeles, where you can swim, snorkel, and kayak with the giant but docile creatures.
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6 Hike to see ancient rock art: Reaching Baja’s cave paintings can be as simple as an easy hike off Mexico 1 or as elaborate as a multiday trek.
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7 Visit local wineries and breweries: Explore Mexico’s burgeoning wine region and craft beer scene, both found in northern Baja.
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8 Cast a fishing line: Anglers come for the thrill of catching yellowtail, marlin, dorado, and more.
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9 Ride the waves: The breaks of the West Cape lure adventurous surfers, from novices to experts, while El Norte winds draw kiteboarders and windsurfers to La Ventana and Los Barriles.
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10 Hit the beach: Whether you’re looking to swim, snorkel, or soak up the sun, Baja has a beach for you.






Planning Your Trip



WHERE TO GO


Tijuana, Ensenada, and Valle de Guadalupe


Tijuana is going through a cultural renaissance with exquisite restaurants, craft breweries, and art galleries taking over the spaces where the nightclubs and bars used to be. Down the Pacific coast, Ensenada also draws foodies to its high-end restaurants, famous street carts, and fish taco stands. Ensenada’s Ruta del Vino takes travelers into the Valle de Guadalupe, popular for its charming boutique wineries and campestre restaurants.


Mexicali, San Felipe, and the Sierra de Juárez


Mexicali, the capital of Baja California Norte, is a tranquil city with a bourgeoning craft beer scene and Mexico’s largest Chinatown, La Chinesca. Travelers head to the nearby Sierra de Juárez to enjoy hot springs in the Cañon de Guadalupe. Down the coast is the Sea of Cortez village of San Felipe where tourists and expats fish and relax. Visit the giant cardón cacti in the Valle de los Gigantes or camp at Bahía San Luis Gonzaga.


San Quintín and Bahía de los Ángeles


The Sierra de San Pedro Mártir is a high mountain range and home to the National Observatory and the condor release program. In the Valle de los Cirios, the desert starts to open up and cacti and cirios (the odd-looking boojum trees) take over the landscape. Expats and tourists head over to Bahía de los Ángeles to fish and relax.
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Guerrero Negro and El Vizcaíno


Guerrero Negro marks the state line between Baja California (Norte) and Baja California Sur. In the winter, travelers make their own migration to have friendly encounters with the gray whales at the nearby Laguna Ojo de Liebre and farther south in Laguna San Ignacio. From colonial mission towns to incredible rock art sites to fishing off the coast of the Vizcaíno peninsula, this is an area ripe for exploration.


Loreto and Bahía Magdalena


The clear waters and white sand beaches of Bahía Concepción lure snorkelers, kayakers, campers, and RVers. Just south, Loreto is a charming colonial town, home to California’s first mission and an offshore marine reserve. Bahía Magdalena is popular with water sports fanatics, gray whale watchers, and nature enthusiasts.


La Paz


La Paz centers on the beautiful malecón that wraps around the bay, where strolling locals and tourists enjoy the views, restaurants, hotels, and shops. But its main draws are the beaches and the islands. Snorkel with sea lions, swim with whale sharks, or enjoy deserted beaches.
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dolphins jumping near La Paz





The East Cape and the Sierra de la Laguna


The East Cape is home to beaches, world-class diving, offshore fishing, charming towns, and the lush peaks of the Sierra de la Laguna. Los Barriles attracts kiteboarders and windsurfers, while the off-the-grid town of Cabo Pulmo draws divers and snorkelers with its coral reef teeming with marinelife.


Los Cabos


The most-recognized and most-visited location in all of Baja, Los Cabos refers to the region comprising the two cities of San José del Cabo and Cabo San Lucas, and the corridor that connects them. This is a Baja completely different from the rest of the peninsula. Luxury, relaxation, and fun are the focus here. Yachts fill the marinas, and all-inclusive resorts line the beaches. Dance clubs and bars are busy until the wee hours of the morning.
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mushroom rock at Playa Balandra





Todos Santos and the West Cape


Up the coast from Los Cabos, Todos Santos is a charming colonial town of bohemian art galleries, upscale restaurants, and chic boutique hotels. Surf spots, beautiful beaches, and the nearby El Pescadero community draw tourists looking for a humbler alternative to Cabo.




If You Have…


FOUR DAYS


Northern Baja is a popular destination for long weekends because of the beaches, incredible culinary scene, and Mexico’s wine country. Tijuana, Rosarito, Ensenada, Valle de Guadalupe, and Tecate (or any combination of these) all make for quick and easy road trips. In Baja Sur, Loreto, La Paz, and Los Cabos are easy to reach by plane for perfect four-day escapes.


SEVEN DAYS


With a full week, take a road trip to Bahía de los Ángeles to relax and swim with the whale sharks. Southern Baja can be fully explored by flying into Los Cabos and taking the cape loop around the East Cape, La Paz, and the West Cape.


THREE WEEKS


Three weeks is a comfortable amount of time to explore most of what the peninsula has to offer from the U.S. border to the tip of the peninsula and back again. Stop at all the towns along Mexico 1, explore the Spanish missions, take advantage of the beautiful beaches along the way, and save some time to relax.





KNOW BEFORE YOU GO


High and Low Seasons


The best season for visiting Baja depends on the region you will be visiting and the activities you hope to participate in. The farther south you go, the warmer the temperatures and the higher the humidity. Temperatures are warmer on the Sea of Cortez than on the Pacific side of the peninsula.


Winter is the high season for visiting Baja California Sur, with the holidays around Christmas and New Year’s Day being the busiest weeks of the year, especially in Los Cabos. Snowbirds head to Baja Sur and the Sea of Cortez in the winter, as do kiteboarders and windsurfers in search of El Norte winds. Whale season from January to April makes the areas around Guerrero Negro, San Ignacio, and Bahía Magdalena extremely busy. Expect to pay the most for accommodations at this time, and make arrangements in advance.
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visitors sunbathing on the rocks and swimming in the pools at Cañon de la Zorra





Winter has been considered more of a low season for tourism in northern Baja on the Pacific side around Ensenada and Rosarito. The temperatures are pleasant here year-round so businesses will still be open during the winter, but you’ll get cheaper rates on hotel rooms.


Summer is low season for Baja California Sur and the Sea of Cortez, as temperatures and humidity are so high that many places close down during July, August, and September. Any hotels that stay open will be cheap, but restaurants and other attractions are likely to be shuttered in towns like Loreto, La Paz, and Todos Santos. Anglers, divers, and surfers still flock to southern Baja in the summer because the fish are plentiful, the waters are warm, and the surf is good. Hurricane season is June-October, so travelers to Baja California Sur should be aware of the risk of tropical storms. Northern Baja California is not affected by hurricane season.


Summer is high season for visiting northern Baja along the coast around Ensenada and Rosarito. Hotel rates will be the most expensive during summer weekends. The coast can experience the marine layer during early summer with “May Gray” and “June Gloom.”


Spring and fall are generally considered the best seasons for traveling in Baja, as the weather is pleasant anywhere on the peninsula. The week before Easter, called Semana Santa, is a very popular time for Mexicans to travel, so reservations should be made in advance and beach areas will be very busy. Spring break is a busy time for Los Cabos, when the area fills up with college students.


Passports and Visas


Passports are required to visit Baja California. Non-Mexican citizens must also obtain a forma migratoria múltiple (FMM) tourist permit in order to travel in Mexico. If you are flying into Baja from outside Mexico, this will be included in your ticket. If crossing by land, you can obtain your permit at the border crossing.


Transportation


Many travelers explore Baja by car. Mexican auto insurance is required by law, so don’t forget to purchase it before you leave on your trip. It’s best to reserve a rental car for use during your trip if you are flying into Baja, unless you plan on spending most of your time at a resort in Los Cabos.
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Classic Baja Road Trip


TOP EXPERIENCE


One of the most popular ways to explore the peninsula is on a road trip down the transpeninsular highway. Driving the full length of Mexico 1 from Tijuana to Cabo is a rite of passage memorable for its diverse landscapes, scenic small towns, historical and archaeological sites, and friendly people.


Day 1: Ensenada


138 km (86 mi); 2.5 hours


Drive across the U.S./Mexico border in Tijuana and down the Pacific coast along Mexico 1. Enjoy the impressive Pacific views from the highway as you cruise into the port town of Ensenada. Check into Corona Hotel & Spa in town or Las Rosas just north of town, where you’ll have sweeping ocean views. Head to the heart of Ensenada to the Mercado de Mariscos where you can browse the fresh fish and enjoy a fish taco from any of the stands outside. From here, go for a stroll along the harbor to see the fishing boats and cruise ships that dock in Ensenada. Two blocks east of the harbor, Avenida López Mateos (Calle Primera) is the main street in Ensenada, where you can do some shopping and have dinner. Cap off your evening with a margarita at Ensenada’s oldest bar, Hussong’s Cantina.


Side Trips: Wineries and Pine Trees


Drive 30 minutes inland, heading east on Mexico 3, from Ensenada to the nearby Valle de Guadalupe wine region and spend the day wine-tasting at boutique wineries and eating farm-to-table cuisine at outdoor campestre restaurants. Spend a night in the valley at La Villa del Valle or Bruma so you can fully take advantage of the relaxing atmosphere and some of the 150 wineries now in the area.
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Bruma hotel in Valle de Guadalupe





Or, south of Ensenada at San Telmo, turn off Mexico 1 at kilometer 140 and head east into the Sierra de San Pedro Mártir to enjoy a different landscape of high peaks and pine trees. Enjoy a night or two in the foothills of the sierra at a working ranch like Rancho Meling, visit the National Observatory, hike among the pine trees in the national park, and do some stargazing at night.


Day 2: The Central Desert


370 km (230 mi); 5 hours


Get an early start from Ensenada to continue south on Mexico 1 through San Quintín and into the central desert, what many consider to be the heart of Baja. Take a short detour to see the harbor seals at La Lobera before heading to El Rosario to enjoy a lobster burrito for lunch at Mama Espinoza’s. Don’t forget to fill up the gas tank in El Rosario. Continue south and stay the night amid the cacti and boulders in the heart of the desierto central in Cataviña at the Hotel Misión Santa Maria Cataviña.


Side Trip: Bahía de los Ángeles


Take two days to visit Bahía de los Ángeles. Turn off Mexico 1 at kilometer 280 and drive 65 kilometers (40 miles) on a paved road east to the Sea of Cortez. Spend some time relaxing along the bay, check out the local Museo de Naturaleza y Cultura, or head out with a local panguero to spend the day fishing or exploring marinelife. Campers will enjoy a rustic stay on the beach at Camp Archelon, or get a room at Costa del Sol. If it’s late summer or early fall, ask around with local pangueros or at Villa Bahia about going out in a boat to swim with the whale sharks. History buffs shouldn’t miss a day trip to Misión San Francisco de Borja Adac, a beautiful stone mission nearby.


Day 3: Guerrero Negro and San Ignacio


380 km (235 mi); 5 hours


Take an hour to check out the cave paintings at Cataviña before getting on the road to head south. When you cross the state line at Guerrero Negro, stop in town to take a tour of the saltworks factory and grab some fish or shrimp tacos for lunch at Tacos el Muelle. Continue south to the colonial oasis town of San Ignacio and check into Hotel La Huerta. Enjoy an evening walk around the small town to check out the colonial architecture, the plaza, and the mission.
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cave paintings at Cataviña
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1: Gray whales offer whale-watchers an up-close experience. 2: San Ignacio’s Misión Nuestra Señor San Ignacio de Kadakaamán






Side Trip: Gray Whale Encounters



If it’s gray whale season (Jan.-Apr.), make advance arrangements to have a friendly encounter with these mammoth sea mammals. Both Guerrero Negro and Laguna San Ignacio are annual winter destinations for the gray whales, who come to the shallow and warm waters of Baja California to breed and calve. Visitors go out in small pangas to have up-close encounters with the gray whales where they can pet and even kiss the whales in the wild. Guerrero Negro whale-watching can be done in one day, while Laguna San Ignacio usually requires a multiday stop.


Day 4: Santa Rosalía and Mulegé


138 km (86 mi); 2 hours


Stop in the morning at the local Tortillería La Misión to stock up on fresh handmade tortillas before heading out of town. When you get to the Sea of Cortez and the mining town of Santa Rosalía, stop in town to find Iglesia de Santa Bárbara, a church designed by Gustave Eiffel. Line up with the locals for a chile relleno taco at Tacos el Faro Verde before continuing on to the oasis town of Mulegé. Spend the afternoon visiting the beautiful stone Misión Santa Rosalía de Mulegé, perched on a hilltop overlooking the palm trees, river, and town. Check into Hotel Hacienda in town or Hotel Serenidad just south of town.


Day 5: Bahía Concepción and Loreto


134 km (83 mi); 2 hours


Enjoy a beach day along the white sand beaches and crystal waters of Bahía Concepción. Spend the morning kayaking or snorkeling at Playa Santispac, or just sunbathe and enjoy the beautiful setting. Grab a burger and a beer at Playa Buenaventura before you leave this beautiful bay. Then continue south to Loreto and check into your hotel at Las Cabañas de Loreto or Coco Cabañas.


Day 6: San Javier and Loreto


39 km (24 mi); 1.5 hours


Get an early start and drive into the mountains for a day trip from Loreto to the village of San Javier. Check out the mission, see the 300-plus-year-old olive trees, and have lunch at La Palapa restaurant. Head back to Loreto and spend the evening around the town plaza, visiting the Loreto mission, enjoying two-for-one margarita happy hour along the plaza, and savoring dinner at any of the restaurants in town.


Day 7: Todos Santos


430 km (265 mi); 5.5 hours


Drive south to the colonial artist town of Todos Santos. Stroll around the historic district and have dinner at any of the quaint restaurants in town like Tre Galline. Stay in town at La Bohemia Baja Hotel Pequeño or head out to the beach for a stay at the stunning Villa Santa Cruz where you can spend your evening stargazing from the hot tub or enjoying a rooftop bonfire.


Day 8: Los Cabos


74 km (46 mi); 1 hour


Go for a morning walk along one of the beautiful Todos Santos beaches before driving south for an hour on Mexico 1 to Los Cabos. Stay in the historic district in San José del Cabo at Casa Natalia where you’ll be right in heart of town with its bustling plaza and vibrant art galleries. Head out to enjoy a relaxing dinner and drinks at any of the restaurants along Boulevard Mijares.


Day 9: East Cape


79 km (49 mi); 1 hour


Get out of the bustle of Los Cabos and head northeast on Mexico 1 to the tranquil East Cape. Stop in the foothills of the Sierra de la Laguna in the small town of Santiago to explore the nearby Santa Rita Hot Springs or the impressive Cañon de la Zorra waterfall. Spend the night along the Sea of Cortez in the town of Los Barriles or nearby Buena Vista where you can enjoy family-friendly beachfront accommodations at places like Rancho Leonero or Hotel Buena Vista.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Best Baja Beaches


With 3,000 kilometers (1,860 miles) of coastline, Baja has plenty of beaches, from secluded hangouts to popular sands buzzing with activity. The waves of the Pacific and the tranquility of the Sea of Cortez attract visitors who come to surf, kiteboard, kayak, or just relax.
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ROSARITO


You don’t need to go too far south of the border to find great beaches. Just an hour from San Diego, Rosarito has a number of lovely white sand beaches, including the expansive and bustling beach right in town. Surfing, swimming, horse and camel rides, fishing from the pier, and ultralight plane rides all happen here.


ENSENADA


In town, Playa Hermosa is one of the most beautiful spots in the region (hence the name, hermosa, meaning beautiful). It’s a great beginner surf spot and nice for swimming and relaxing. South of town, the tranquil Estero Beach is great for sunbathing and enjoying a horseback ride.


BAHÍA CONCEPCIÓN


On the Sea of Cortez, the turquoise bays and white sand beaches of Bahía Concepción are the things tropical dreams are made of. The series of bays provides plenty of options like the popular Playa Santispac or unique Playa El Requesón. They’re all beautiful spots and great for swimming, kayaking, snorkeling, and camping.


LA PAZ


La Paz is home to a number of beautiful Sea of Cortez beaches. Just south of town, visitors can drive to Playa Balandra and Playa El Tecolote. Both have shallow clear waters and white sandy beaches. Even more fun is to take a boat ride out to explore the islands offshore where you’ll get to enjoy beautiful deserted beaches with bright turquoise waters.


LOS CABOS


Cabo San Lucas, San José del Cabo, and the corridor in between are all home to some of the most beautiful beaches in Baja. Be careful, as swimming is not safe at many of the beaches. At popular tourist beaches like Lover’s Beach (near the Land’s End arch;) and Playa Chileno (on the corridor;), swimming and snorkeling are allowed and encouraged.


THE WEST CAPE


Todos Santos has a number of stunning beaches, but the currents and waves are strong, which makes most of them great for surfing but not safe for swimming. Playa Los Cerritos, south of Todos Santos in El Pescadero, was once touted as one of the best beaches in Baja, but some complain that it has become too busy and commercial.






Side Trip: Cabo Pulmo’s Coral Reef



Divers and snorkelers will want to spend a few days in Cabo Pulmo, exploring one of only three coral reefs in North America. Snorkelers can head to Los Arbolitos to snorkel right from the beach, while divers can take a boat from town to get to the best spots. Stay at Baja Bungalows for comfortable and relaxed accommodations.


Day 10: El Triunfo and La Paz


105 km (65 mi); 1.5 hours


On your drive north to La Paz along Mexico 1, stop to explore the old mining town of El Triunfo where you can walk around the mining grounds up to the lookout and have brunch at Caffé El Triunfo. Continue on to La Paz and spend your afternoon at Playa Balandra or Playa El Tecolote, taking advantage of some of the city’s best beaches. Stay in town at a B&B or along the beach at Costa Baja.


Day 11: La Paz


Spend the day in La Paz going out on a boat to Isla Espíritu Santo where you’ll have a chance to swim and snorkel with sea lions, whales, tropical fish, and other marinelife. In the evening, grab a bite at one of the restaurants along the malecón and go for a stroll along the promenade after dinner.
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kayaking near Isla Espíritu Santo





Days 12-13: Heading Back North


1,100 km (680 mi); 13 hours


Spend two days driving north back up Mexico 1, stopping to spend more time or stay the night in any towns you missed on the way down. Plan on your last night being at Baja Cactus in El Rosario or Hotel Misión Santa María in San Quintín.


Day 14: Tecate


355 km (220 mi); 5 hours


Just north of Ensenada, turn off Mexico 1 and head east on the northern branch of Mexico 3 to the Pueblo Mágico town of Tecate. Stop in Tecate to take a rest, listen to the mariachis on the plaza, and enjoy one last taco. Be sure to swing by the famous El Mejor Pan de Tecate to fill up a tray of pastries and baked goods before crossing back into the United States.


Alternative Northbound Route


Travelers looking to do something a little different can take Mexico 5 north from Laguna Chapala to spend their last two days on the road along the northern Sea of Cortez. Relax along the bay at Bahía San Luis Gonzaga, visit the giant cardón cacti in the Valle de los Gigantes, and spend the night in the fishing town of San Felipe. Head up Mexico 5 to cross back into the United States through the Mexicali/Calexico border.




Marine Adventures


Getting outside and up close with nature is one of the lures of the peninsula. While there are plenty of opportunities for spontaneous encounters with a pod of dolphins or for divers to encounter giant manta rays, there are a few specific interactions that visitors come to the peninsula to experience.
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GRAY WHALE ENCOUNTERS


There are three spots in Baja California Sur where the gray whales come every winter—Laguna San Ignacio, Laguna Ojo de Liebre, and Bahía Magdalena. Visitors go out into the lagoons in small fishing boats, and up-close encounters with the gentle giants are extremely common. There’s nothing quite like getting to kiss a baby gray whale in the wild from a panga. Prime season for gray whale watching is late January-early April.


SWIMMING WITH WHALE SHARKS


There are a few spots along the Sea of Cortez where the whale shark can be found. As the largest fish in the sea, growing up to 18 meters (59 feet), these gentle creatures can be a delight to experience. August-October, they are present in Bahía de los Ángeles, and more recently they’ve been found year-round in La Paz.


SNORKELING WITH SEA LIONS


There are various sea lion colonies on the peninsula, but Los Islotes off Isla Espíritu Santo in La Paz is probably the most well-known. Boats take visitors out to swim, snorkel, and dive with the sea lions. The islands are also home to a host of other marine- and wildlife.





[image: image]


The Northern Route: Tijuana to Tecate


The northern coastal border region is one of the most fascinating and culturally interesting on the peninsula. The beautiful beaches and countryside provide the perfect backdrop for an incredible culinary scene, world-class wine region, and burgeoning craft beer industry.


Day 1: Tijuana


29 km (18 mi); 1 hour


Get an early start to cross south at the San Ysidro border into Tijuana. Head to the Mercado Hidalgo to explore its stalls of fresh produce, regional spices, and local artisan goods. Tijuana has some of the best street food in the world, so get some birria at nearby Tacos Fito or enjoy street tacos at Las Ahumaderas. After lunch, catch an exhibit at CECUT Cultural Center. For dinner, try out a nice restaurant like La Justina or Misión 19 to get a taste of Tijuana’s incredible culinary scene. If you like craft beer, cap off your night at any of Tijuana’s craft brewery taprooms along Avenida Revolución.


Day 2: Ensenada


105 km (65 mi); 1.5 hours


Head to breakfast at the original Foodgarden and then drive down the coast along Mexico 1 to Ensenada. Check out the Mercado de Mariscos and grab one of Ensenada’s famous fish tacos at one of the stalls outside the market, or walk over to Muelle 3 for incredible ceviche and fresh seafood. Spend the afternoon shopping and taking in the sights on Avenida López Mateos (Calle Primera). Enjoy dinner at one of Ensenada’s prime restaurants like Boules or Manzanilla. After dinner, stop in at the long-established Hussong’s Cantina for a beer or margarita.
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the malecón in Ensenada





Day 3: Valle de Guadalupe


29 km (18 mi); 30 minutes


Grab a breakfast featuring local cheeses and other products at Casa Marcelo before driving east to the Valle de Guadalupe. Stop in at the new Museo de la Vid y el Vino to learn about the history of winemaking and the valley. Enjoy lunch alfresco at the campestre Finca Altozano and visit a winery like Villa Montefiori to enjoy your wine with beautiful views. Savor a gourmet dinner while looking out at the valley at the acclaimed Fauna restaurant.


Day 4: Wine-Tasting


Enjoy a hearty breakfast of huevos con machaca at La Cocina de Doña Esthela before heading off for a day of wine-tasting at boutique wineries like Vena Cava, Pijoan, or Lechuza. Enjoy a Mexican-style late lunch/early dinner at Malva. Then catch sunset with dramatic ocean views at the cliff-top Bar Bura at Cuatrocuatros.
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Bar Bura





Day 5: Tecate


79 km (49 mi); 1 hour


Drive north on Mexico 3 to the Pueblo Mágico town of Tecate and grab some fresh-baked goods for breakfast at El Mejor Pan de Tecate. Head to the Museo Comunitario de Tecate to learn about the history and culture of the region. Get a carne asada taco for a quick bite at Taqueria Los Amigos and enjoy a stroll around the town plaza, savoring the shade of the mature trees and listening to the mariachis. If you want to have a drink before dinner, head to the locals’ spot Bar Diana, right on the plaza, for a beer or margarita. Then go to El Lugar de Nos to enjoy a memorable meal before crossing back to San Diego through the laid-back Tecate border crossing.




Exploring the Sierra


Baja’s mountain ranges boast lush waterfalls, snowcapped peaks—and fewer visitors.
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SIERRA DE JUÁREZ


The Sierra de Juárez is home to the Cañon de Guadalupe hot springs, nestled into a palm oasis. At higher elevations, there are pine trees and camping areas like Laguna Hanson.


SIERRA DE SAN PEDRO MÁRTIR


The northern range of the Sierra de San Pedro Mártir is a rich area with pine trees, snowcapped peaks, and California condors that are being reintroduced into the wild. The parque nacional here is home to Picacho del Diablo (the highest mountain on the peninsula), the National Astronomical Observatory, and plenty of hiking trails. In the foothills are working ranches where guests can stay in charming but rustic accommodations.


SIERRA DE SAN FRANCISCO


These mountains are home to some of the most incredible rock art sites in North America. You’ll need to make arrangements for guides and tours in advance, as most of the best cave paintings require multiday camping excursions and riding on pack animals. Tours leave from the small mountain town of San Francisco.


SIERRA DE LA LAGUNA


There are no accommodations in Sierra de la Laguna, but nearby towns like Miraflores and Santiago in the foothills provide easy access to the hiking, hot springs, and waterfalls that lure travelers to the area. Multiday hiking trip excursions depart from the West Cape to reach the now dried-up laguna that the range is named for.
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The Cabo Loop


For those who visit the Los Cabos area but want to see and experience more of the natural beauty and adventure of Baja California, this fun road trip explores the Cape area of Baja California Sur.


Day 1: San José del Cabo


Fly into Los Cabos International Airport and rent a car at one of the stands in the airport. Drive the 15 minutes south from the airport to the town of San José del Cabo and check into one of the hotels along the beach or in the historic town center. Walk around town to take in the plaza, historic district, and art galleries. Bird-watchers will want to check out the nearby Estero San José. For dinner, drive just out of town on the Camino Cabo Este (East Cape Road) to Los Tamarindos for a gourmet farm-to-table dinner.


Day 2: Cabo Pulmo


89 km (55 mi); 1.5 hours


Head over to the East Cape town of Cabo Pulmo where divers and snorkelers will enjoy exploring the coral reef just offshore. Snorkelers can swim out from the beach at Los Arbolitos or Los Frailes, and divers will enjoy taking a boat out to remoter spots. Enjoy dinner and drinks at the casual La Palapa restaurant looking out at the water. Stay in one of Cabo Pulmo’s casual eco-lodging accommodations.
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diving in Cabo Pulmo





Alternate Day 2: East Cape


56 km (35 mi); 45 minutes


For those not interested in diving or snorkeling, explore more of what the East Cape has to offer with the Santa Rita Hot Springs and the Cañon de la Zorra waterfall, both accessed from the town of Santiago. Spend the night in Los Barriles or Buena Vista on the coast.



Day 3: El Triunfo and La Paz



150 km (93 mi); 2.5 hours


Get an early start driving north on Mexico 1 to La Paz. Spend a few hours in the small old mining town of El Triunfo where you can walk along the mine ruins and then grab a drink and a snack at Bar El Minero. When you get to La Paz, drive out to the scenic beaches at Playa Balandra or Playa El Tecolote. Enjoy ceviche and beers with your toes in the sand at restaurant-bar El Tecolote.


Day 4: La Paz


Take a break from driving today and book a boat excursion out to the La Paz islands, especially Isla Espíritu Santo. Dive with sea lions, swim with whale sharks, or just enjoy the beautiful island and beach views from the boat. When you get back to La Paz, enjoy a stroll along the lively malecón.


Day 5: Todos Santos


79 km (49 mi); 1 hour


Head southwest on Mexico 1 to Mexico 19 to the West Cape to the colonial artist town of Todos Santos and check into the charming Villa Santa Cruz or La Bohemia Baja Hotel Pequeño. Spend some time walking around the historic center of town to check out the colonial architecture, shops, and restaurants. Enjoy a farm-to-table meal at Chef Javier Plascencia’s Jazamango restaurant.


Day 6: Cabo San Lucas


74 km (46 mi); 1 hour


Drive south on Mexico 19 to Cabo San Lucas and hop on a water taxi to the famous El Arco, the Land’s End arch, and to go to Lover’s Beach. Spend the afternoon here snorkeling, swimming, and sunbathing. At night, head out to Cabo Wabo Cantina or somewhere else along the strip to take in a bit of Cabo’s legendary nightlife.
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El Arco in Cabo San Lucas





Day 7: Recreation and Relaxation


Spend your last morning enjoying one of Cabo’s indulgent treats—a round of golf, a massage at the spa, a morning surf, or a poolside margarita.




The Foodie Scene


Northern Baja has turned into a globally recognized culinary hot spot with its fresh and flavorful food, growing craft beer scene, and popular wine region. Here’s where to go to find what.


TIJUANA STREET FOOD


From excellent fine dining to some of the best street food in the world, Tijuana is leading Baja California’s culinary movement. Alongside chefs like Javier Plascencia and Miguel Angel Guerrero with their gourmet restaurants are taco stands and mariscos street carts that have been around for decades.


ENSENADA SEAFOOD


Seafood reigns supreme in Ensenada, from fish tacos and ceviche tostadas sold at street carts to nice sit-down restaurants like Manzanilla or Boules. La Guerrerense serves up fresh mariscos and was called the best street cart in the world by the late Anthony Bourdain.
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Fish tacos are one of Baja’s most well-known street foods.





WINE


Just inland from the town of Ensenada is Mexico’s burgeoning wine region. In Valle de Guadalupe, east of Ensenada, there are over 200 wineries and a growing number of campestre restaurants where the food is cooked over wood fires. The result is a region being recognized worldwide for its rustic but charming atmosphere, beautiful boutique wineries, and gourmet restaurants like Finca Altozano and Fauna.


South of Ensenada are two more wine regions: Valle de la Grulla, smaller and lesser-known than Valle de Guadalupe but quickly making a name for itself, and Valle de Santo Tomás, home to the oldest winery in Baja California.


CRAFT BEER


Mexicali, the capital of the state of Baja California, is growing as a destination for beer lovers. Craft breweries like Cerveza Urbana, Cervecería Legion, and Cerveza Fauna are joined by beer bars like El Sume.


There’s also an expanding craft brewery scene in Ensenada, with more and more breweries and tasting rooms opening. In Tijuana, a number of independent cervecerías (breweries) have opened their own tasting rooms in downtown such as Border Psycho, Insurgente, Mamut, and Norte Brewing Co.
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Four-Day Getaways


LA RUTA DEL VINO


Day 1


121 km (75 mi); 2 hours


Drive across the San Diego/Tijuana border at San Ysidro and keep going two hours south to arrive at the Valle de Guadalupe. Check into your intimate B&B at La Villa del Valle or Terra del Valle. Start your explorations in the valley with a quick visit to the Museo de la Vid y el Vino to learn about wine and the history of the region. Check out a few wineries like Clos de Tres Cantos, Vena Cava, or Las Nubes. Enjoy a gourmet meal at Chef David Castro Hussong’s Fauna.


Day 2


Have breakfast at your B&B before heading out to your first winery such as Lechuza or Torres Alegre y Familia. Then enjoy a lunch of octopus, brussels sprouts, or lamb birria at Javier Plascencia’s campestre restaurant, Finca Altozano. Leave yourself enough time before or after your lunch reservation for a glass of wine atop one of the giant wine barrel lookouts perched around the property. After lunch, enjoy another wine-tasting at a boutique winery like Pijoan or Villa Montefiori. For sunset, head to the cliff-top Bar Bura at Cuatrocuatros where you’ll bask in stunning Pacific Ocean views.
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the patio at Lechuza winery





Day 3


64 km (40 mi); 1.5 hours


Get an early start and drive south out of Valle de Guadalupe to the Antigua Ruta del Vino in Valle de la Grulla. Savor wine-tastings at MD Vinos and Palafox. Then head to the Valle de Santo Tomás to visit the first winery in Baja California, Bodegas de Santo Tomás, established in 1888. Return to the Valle de Guadalupe to have an unforgettable dinner in a serene open-air setting at Malva.


Day 4


80 km (50 mi); 1 hour


For your last morning, enjoy a delicious homemade Mexican breakfast like corn pancakes or huevos con machaca at the famous La Cocina de Doña Esthela. Enjoy one last wine-tasting at Viña de Frannes or Bodegas F. Rubio on your way up Mexico 3 heading to Tecate. Grab some baked goods at El Mejor Pan de Tecate before crossing back over the border to the United States.


SAN FELIPE


Day 1


201 km (125 mi); 2 hours


Cross the U.S./Mexico border in Mexicali/Calexico and drive the two hours down Mexico 5 to arrive at the fishing village of San Felipe. Enjoy some fish tacos at Taqueria y Mariscos Adriana or any of the spots in town. Walk along the malecón to enjoy the bustle of the beach and the town. At the south end of the malecón, climb up the Shrine of the Virgin Guadalupe lookout to get sweeping views of the bay and town. Have dinner at the Taco Factory or the adjoining Bajamar Seafood and Steak House.


Day 2


Arrange with one of the local pangueros to spend a day fishing out at Isla Konsag (“The Rock”). Those who don’t enjoy angling will still have fun checking out the sealife like sea lions and marine birds. Enjoy a seafood dinner at Mariscos La Vaquita. Make sure to order some of San Felipe’s famous shrimp.


Day 3


193 km (120 mi); 3 hours


Get an early start and drive south on Mexico 5 to take your photo with the enormous cardón cacti in the Valle de los Gigantes. Then continue south to check out the picturesque Bahía San Luis Gonzaga where you can have a beer on the deck at Alfonsina’s to enjoy the peaceful bay.


Day 4


201 km (125 mi); 2 hours


Drive north up Mexico 5 to the border town of Mexicali. Spend the afternoon checking out the city’s excellent craft beer scene at places like Cerveza Urbana, Cervecería Legion, or Cerveza Fauna. Cross back over the easygoing Mexicali/Calexico border back to the United States.



LORETO



Day 1


Fly from Los Angeles or Tijuana (you can use the convenient Cross Border Xpress pedestrian bridge from San Diego) into the Loreto International Airport. Check into a place in town with a convenient walking location like Las Cabañas de Loreto or Coco Cabañas. Spend the day walking along the malecón and then around the historical town plaza. Don’t miss seeing the Loreto mission, the first mission established in both Alta and Baja California. Enjoy dinner as an outdoor meal at the charming Mi Loreto.


Day 2


40 km (25 mi); 1 hour


Rent a car or join an organized tour for a scenic drive through the Sierra de la Giganta to get to the town of San Javier and visit Misión San Francisco Javier de Viggé-Biaundó, one of the most beautiful missions on the Baja peninsula. Don’t miss taking a walk behind the mission to see the 300-plus-year-old olive tree. Enjoy lunch at La Palapa and buy some damiana liqueur at one of the small shops. Head back to town and enjoy dinner at the casual local’s spot Asadero Super Burro.


Day 3


Take a boat out fishing or to visit the beautiful islands in the protected Parque Marítimo Nacional Bahía de Loreto, Mexico’s largest marine preserve. When you get back on shore, catch two-for-one happy hour exotic margaritas at any of the places along the plaza. Have your freshly caught fish specially prepared for you at any of the many restaurants in town that will do so, such as La Palapa.
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fishing boats in the port of Loreto





Day 4


Spend your last morning golfing at one of the courses south of town, or grab a copy of Hiking Loreto and go explore the area. Have lunch at Orlando’s Mexican Cocina or get a craft beer at El Zopilote before heading to the airport.
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plaza in downtown Tijuana







Highlights


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


S Avenida Revolución: Tijuana’s busy avenue buzzes with restaurants, breweries, shops, bars, the city’s famous pasajes, and the arch (click here).


S Centro Cultural Tijuana (CECUT): Catch an art exhibition or an IMAX show at Tijuana’s impressive cultural center (click here).
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S Craft Breweries: Tijuana’s craft brewery scene echoes the one just over the border in San Diego and is gaining a strong following from both Mexicans and U.S. citizens (click here).


S Plaza Parque Hidalgo: Sit in the shade of the tall trees while listening to mariachi bands and taking in the daily bustle of Tecate (click here).


S Rosarito Beach: The expansive and beautiful beach draws tourists ready to relax or have fun (click here).


S Mercado de Mariscos: The bustling fish market in Ensenada is a wonderful place to taste a famous fish taco (click here).


S Avenida López Mateos: The main tourist drag in Ensenada is bursting with shops, restaurants, and bars (click here).


S La Bufadora: A trip to Ensenada isn’t complete without a visit to the natural sea geyser that shoots water up to 30 meters (98 feet) into the air (click here).


S La Ruta del Vino: Spend the day exploring Mexico’s highly acclaimed wine region, now home to over 150 wineries (click here).
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lobster served “Puerto Nuevo” style
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vineyards of Valle de Guadalupe.








Northwestern Baja, the gateway to the peninsula, has a unique flavor.


The influence of the United States just over the border can be felt everywhere as the region balances the two cultures with a subtle finesse. Here, you’ll find a thriving culinary scene whose food, craft beer, and wine are being recognized worldwide. The gritty cityscape of Tijuana is balanced by the serene Valle de Guadalupe wine region. While many road-trippers skip this region to get farther south, just as many come across the border with this as their final destination.


The five regions that define this area—Tijuana, Tecate, Rosarito, Ensenada, and Valle de Guadalupe—are as different from each other as they are from the rest of the peninsula. Tijuana is the big city (the largest on the entire peninsula) with a population of 1.7 million. The infamous party town of yore has reinvented itself in recent years as a culinary and cultural destination that should not be missed. Young creative types and entrepreneurs are turning old vacant dance clubs into tech offices, art galleries, and craft breweries. Regional chefs are leading a food movement emulated around the world by renowned chefs like Rick Bayless.


To the east of Tijuana, the tranquil border town of Tecate is a designated Pueblo Mágico. The small town is centered in the mountains and ranch land dominating the region. Down the coast past Tijuana on Mexico 1 is the beach town of Rosarito, a popular destination for tourists looking to enjoy a weekend of margaritas at sunset, feasting on seafood, and relaxing. An hour south of Rosarito, the port town of Ensenada is a destination for road-trippers as well as for the cruise travelers that come into port multiple days a week. There’s also a sophisticated culinary scene here with exceptional restaurants and new craft breweries.


Just east of Ensenada, the Valle de Guadalupe is now home to over 200 wineries and quickly becoming the big tourist draw for the entire state. The restaurants have followed the wineries, and many of the well-known chefs from Tijuana and Ensenada have opened their own campestre restaurants in the valley. While the valley has grown incredibly and is gaining worldwide recognition, it remains a tranquil destination, with dirt roads, small boutique wineries, and specialty accommodations setting the tone for this intimate region.


PLANNING YOUR TIME


Because Tijuana and Tecate are just across the border from the United States, Southern Californians frequently explore these two border cities as day trips. Rosarito, Ensenada, and Valle de Guadalupe are best reserved for full weekend trips, since they’re farther south. A convenient way to see this entire region is to make a loop, starting in Tijuana, driving down the coast on Mexico 1 to Rosarito, and then carrying on to Ensenada. From here, head east to the Valle de Guadalupe on Mexico 3, and then continue up through Tecate to cross back into the United States. Give yourself a week to thoroughly enjoy the full loop.


GETTING THERE


Border Crossing


There are three border crossings in this region, two in Tijuana and one in Tecate. The San Ysidro border crossing (24 hours daily) in Tijuana is the world’s busiest with 50 million people crossing every year. If you don’t have an expedited crossing via SENTRI, Ready Lane, or Fast Pass, expect long lines heading northbound whether you are crossing by car or on foot. Still in Tijuana but farther east is the Otay Mesa border crossing (24 hours daily). This border crossing is generally less busy and more relaxed than San Ysidro. Even more tranquil, and usually with the shortest wait, is the Tecate border crossing (5am-11pm daily). There are no expedited lanes here, but northbound car crossings can be a quarter of the wait compared to San Ysidro, and there’s rarely any wait at all for northbound pedestrians.


Car


Many travelers choose to explore this region by driving their own car across the border, since everything is so close to Southern California. If you’ll be traveling outside Tecate or Tijuana, having a car is the only way to easily and thoroughly sample all that the region has to offer. Don’t forget to get the mandatory Mexican auto insurance before driving south.


Mexican Car Insurance


Mexican law requires all drivers to have Mexican auto insurance when operating a vehicle in Mexico. Even if you have U.S. auto insurance that covers you while in Mexico, you must still get Mexican auto insurance because Mexico does not recognize U.S. insurance. This is not a matter that Mexican officials take lightly. If you get into an accident and do not have Mexican auto insurance, it’s likely that you will go to jail. Liability is the minimum that’s required by law, but you may want to get the full coverage so that your own car and the passengers inside will be taken care of in case of an accident as well.
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Best Restaurants and Accommodations


RESTAURANTS


S La Justina: This gastropub on Avenida Revolución in Tijuana serves well-crafted food and cocktails (click here).


S Misión 19: Chef Javier Plascencia’s sleek upscale restaurant in Tijuana offers some of the best dining in Baja (click here).


S El Lugar de Nos: Delicious food is served in a welcoming and eclectic setting at this Tecate restaurant (click here).


S La Guerrerense: Anthony Bourdain once called this Ensenada seafood spot “the best street cart in the world” (click here).


S Fauna: Chef David Castro Hussong delights diners with inventive Baja California cuisine at this beautiful restaurant in the Valle de Guadalupe (click here).


S Finca Altozano: Chef Javier Plascencia’s campestre restaurant brings his flavorful food to alfresco dining overlooking the vineyards in Valle de Guadalupe (click here).


ACCOMMODATIONS


S Grand Hotel Tijuana: Visitors can look forward to luxury accommodations and personalized service in the heart of Tijuana’s Zona Río (click here).


S Rancho La Puerta: Guests come to the historic ranch in Tecate for a fitness and spa retreat (click here).


S Las Rosas: Watch the stunning view of waves crashing onto the shore right in front of this Ensenada hotel (click here).


S La Villa del Valle: This Tuscan-style villa nestled into the Valle de Guadalupe gives guests a dose of luxury in Baja’s rustic wine region (click here).


S Cuatrocuatros: Chic glamping and dramatic Pacific views draw guests to this spot just outside the Valle de Guadalupe (click here).





Air


The only commercial airport in this region is Tijuana’s General Abelardo L. Rodríguez International Airport (TIJ). There are rental car facilities as well as taxis at the airport. Uber is also available to pick up passengers at the airport. For those coming from San Diego and flying out of the Tijuana airport, the new Cross Border Xpress pedestrian bridge (www.crossborderxpress.com) allows ticketed passengers to park in San Diego and walk across the bridge directly to the Tijuana airport (US$24, one-way).


Bus


There are bus services between Tijuana, Tecate, Rosarito, and Ensenada as well as to other cities and parts of the peninsula. Autobuses de la Baja California (ABC; tel. 664/104-7400; www.abc.com.mx) and Aguila (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/026-8931; www.autobusesaguila.com) are two of the largest bus companies that operate along the entire peninsula.


Tijuana


With a gritty honesty and buzzing energy, Tijuana is both the largest city on the Baja peninsula as well as the most misunderstood. The raw vitality of Tijuana hits you as soon as you cross the border from San Diego, and it’s something that people either love or hate. The city is full of neglected buildings punctuated with graffiti and street art and avenues crazed with disorderly traffic. It’s also a city brimming with world-class art and culture, fascinating history, and incredible cuisine—from street carts to fine dining.
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Tijuana first came to the attention of Americans during Prohibition when it was a playground for U.S. citizens indulging in the drinking and gambling that were outlawed on the other side of the border. Tijuana maintained its party city image over the years, in later decades crawling with college students and young members of the U.S. military who came to take advantage of the young drinking age, dance clubs, bars, and anything-goes attitude.


All of that has changed. When the violence of the drug wars started ramping up in Mexico in the late 2000s, the tourists stopped coming to Tijuana. One by one the businesses that relied on tourism shuttered their doors, and the city grew quiet. But then something beautiful happened. A cultural renaissance took place as the Tijuanenses rebuilt their city as a mecca for chefs, artists, and entrepreneurs. Businesses converted to art galleries, craft breweries, and high-tech offices. New restaurants started opening each week with unbelievably creative and delicious local cuisine. And the tourists eventually began to return as well. With its new culinary and cultural reputation, Tijuana is now drawing trendsetting crowds from both sides of the border.


ORIENTATION


The main tourist areas in Tijuana are Zona Centro and Zona Río. Zona Centro comprises Avenida Revolución and is home to many restaurants, breweries, and cafés. Zona Río is adjacent and just to the east of Zona Centro and is where CECUT and a number of other tourist attractions are located. The San Ysidro El Chaparral border crossing is located in Zona Río.


SIGHTS



S Avenida Revolución



A trip to Tijuana isn’t complete without spending time on one of the city’s most famous streets: Avenida Revolución, running through Zona Centro, Tijuana’s downtown area. The large avenue anchors the tourist zone and stays busy night and day with locals and visitors who come to take advantage of the great restaurants, bars, breweries, and shops that Tijuana has to offer. While the street was once home to many of the dance clubs and nightlife of the city, most of those businesses have become artisanal restaurants, craft breweries, art galleries, and Tijuana’s famous pasajes. The pasajes are enclosed alleyways supporting small art galleries, cafés, bars, and shops. Pasajes Rodríguez and Gomez are the two most well-known, located across the street from each other on Revolución between Calles 3 and 4. They’re covered in colorful street art and attract a young, bohemian crowd.


While many of the more touristy signs of Tijuana’s past are slowly disappearing, you’ll still spot the town’s famous zonkeys on Revolución. These donkeys, painted with black-and-white stripes to look like zebras, have been ready and waiting for photo ops with tourists since 1914.


Tijuana Arch


At the northern end of Avenida Revolución is a landmark visible from most parts of Tijuana. The large Tijuana Arch, similar to the one that graces the skyline of St. Louis, was built to celebrate the new millennium in 2000 and has since become one of the city’s most recognized landmarks.


Zona Río


The Zona Río neighborhood is a fashionable middle-class area where many of Tijuana’s restaurants, bars, and shops are located. The large Paseo de los Héroes is the heart of the neighborhood. The CECUT, Mercado Hidalgo, Plaza Río shopping mall, and Plaza Fiesta beer tasting rooms all call this area home.



S Centro Cultural Tijuana (CECUT)



Centro Cultural Tijuana (CECUT) (Paseo de los Héroes 9350; tel. 664/687-9600; www.cecut.gob.mx; 9am-9pm daily; US$3) is a distinct landmark with its large spherical planetarium (that now functions as an IMAX theater) in front. The large cultural center houses permanent and temporary exhibitions, art galleries, a 1,000-seat performing arts theater, IMAX theater, café, bookstore, and shops. World-class rotating exhibitions feature art and photography by local and visiting artists. Many of Tijuana’s large events and festivals take place at CECUT. On Sunday there’s free admission to everything except the IMAX theater and the concert hall.
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1: shopping off Avenida Revolución 2: carving off meat for a taco adobada 3: Mercado Hidalgo 4: Centro Cultural Tijuana (CECUT)





Mercado Hidalgo


Since 1955, restaurateurs and other Tijuanenses have been buying their produce at Tijuana’s best market: Mercado Hidalgo (Sanchez Taboada 9351; tel. 664/684-0485; 6am-6pm daily). It’s a popular spot for travelers to come browse the regional produce and products and eat at some of the nearby taco stands. Peruse the stands full of piles of dried chiles, local spices, regional cheeses, and fresh fruits and vegetables. When you’re hungry, grab a tamale, chicharrón, carnitas, or taco from any of the stands in the market. Just outside the market on the surrounding streets are a number of famous taco, birria, and seafood stands as well. There’s parking in the center of the market (US$1).


SPECTATOR SPORTS


Tijuana has three professional sports teams. Arguably the most popular is its fútbol (soccer) team, Club Tijuana Xoloitzcuintles de Caliente (www.xolos.com.mx), nicknamed the Xolos. The 33,000-seat stadium, Estadio Caliente (Boulevard Agua Caliente), fills with spirited fans, and the entire city is abuzz when there’s a game. Tijuana’s baseball team, the Toros (www.torosdetijuana.com; tickets US$2-7), play in the Mexican league. And the city’s basketball team, the Zonkeys (www.tijuanazonkeys.com.mx), play at Tijuana’s Auditorio Municipal Fausto Gutiérrez Moreno (Boulevard Gustavo Díaz Ordaz; tel. 664/321-6385; tickets US$8-24). Recognized for its colorful costumes and masks, Lucha Libre (www.facebook.com/LuchaLibreDeTijuana) wrestling also takes place at Tijuana’s municipal auditorium on Friday nights.


ORGANIZED TOURS


The growing interest in Tijuana has sparked a growing number of tours leading unique culinary and activity-based excursions to the city (most tour operators in Tijuana will accommodate visitors departing from San Diego or visitors who are already in Tijuana). Tijuana is a large city that can feel daunting to navigate on your own, so many people choose to visit for the day with an organized tour. Turista Libre (www.turistalibre.com) attracts a young crowd who enjoy visiting destinations tourists normally don’t make it to on their own, such as water parks, sporting events, and markets.


Baja Test Kitchen (www.bajatestkitchen.com) focuses on Tijuana’s culinary side with a variety of food and craft beer tours. Its “Taste of TJ” tour visits the famous Mercado Hidalgo, features some of the best street food in Tijuana, and samples craft beer. It has regularly scheduled group tours available on a weekly basis and can also accommodate private groups.


ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


Nightlife


Just the name Tijuana carries connotations of its past notoriety for dance clubs, tequila shots, and drunk college students. You won’t find much of that anymore; many of the dance clubs have closed and the city has reinvented itself with a more cultured and respectable nightlife scene.


In Zona Centro, Calle Sexta (6th Street) off Revolución is where many of the bars can be found. At Dandy del Sur (Calle Sexta; tel. 664/688-0052; 10am-2am daily) you’ll get a downright local dive bar experience. Across the street is La Mezcalera (Calle Sexta 8267; tel. 664/688-0384; 6pm-2am Wed.-Sat.), where local hipsters go to sip on mezcal.


A few blocks away near the arch on Revolución, the historic Bar Nelson (Revolución 721; tel. 664/685-4596; 11am-2am daily) is a retro spot for cocktails. Try the “Especial,” a salt-rimmed highball with lime, white rum, 7Up, and Coca-Cola.


For those still looking for the large dance clubs that used to dominate Zona Centro, Las Pulgas (Revolución 1127; tel. 664/685-9594; www.laspulgas.mx; noon-3am daily) is located on Revolución between Calles 7 and 8. The club has been one of the top spots for nightlife in Tijuana since 1988.


The lively Sótano Suizo (Paseo de los Héroes 9415; tel. 664/684-8834; 1pm-2am Tues.-Sun.) in Plaza Fiesta in Zona Río is a fun spot for beers or cocktails. If you order their famously huge half-meter (foot-and-a-half) hot dog, be ready to share it with a friend (or two!).


Located behind a hidden door in Oryx Capital restaurant is Nórtico (Agua Caliente 10750; tel. 664/611-0589; 7pm-2am Mon.-Sat.), Tijuana’s first speakeasy, where craft cocktails are served in a swanky and cozy setting. You’ll need to make a reservation as only a few seats at the bar are reserved for walk-ins.


TOP EXPERIENCE



S Craft Breweries



Tijuana is one of three locations on the peninsula where the craft beer scene is gaining popularity (the other two spots are Mexicali and Ensenada). It’s no wonder, since the city borders San Diego, considered to be the craft beer capital of the United States.


Mamut (Calle 3 8161; tel. 664/688-3873; www.mamutbrewery.com; 10am-2am daily) is one of Tijuana’s breweries to have its own tasting room outside of Plaza Fiesta. One part of the brewery is in Pasaje Rodríguez, and the other part (with a separate entrance) is on the second floor of the outside block with an outdoor patio open to the downtown buzz of Tijuana. The brewery has a large assortment of tasty craft beers that it brews, as well as house-made pizzas and other snacks.


Just down the street from Mamut is Norte Brewing Co. (Calle 4; tel. 664/638-4891; www.nortebrewing.com; 2pm-midnight daily), a popular craft brewery featuring bold beers and epic views of Tijuana. The brewery is housed in what was once a strip club, and names of beers such as “Escort,” “Cougar,” and “Penthouse” reflect the location’s past. The brewery can be difficult to find—it’s on the fifth level of the Foreign Club parking structure. Entrance to the parking structure is on Calle 4 between Revolución and Constitución.


Just down the street from Norte Brewing Co. on Revolución is Teorema Cervecería (Revolución 1332; tel. 664/210-0390; 1pm-9pm Sun.-Mon., 3:30-11pm Tues.-Thur., noon-midnight Fri.-Sat.). The tasting room serves up tasters and pints in a sleek and modern space.


Also on Revolución is the Border Psycho Cantina (Revolución 821; tel. 664/976-6359; www.borderpsychobrewery.com; noon-10pm daily), a new outpost for one of Tijuana’s oldest and best craft breweries. The large space has dozens of beers on tap and serves pub food as well.


The brewery Cervecería Tijuana now has a new presence on Revolución in the form of Tijuana Tap House (Revolución 1010; tel. 664/200-2894; 1pm-11pm Tues.-Sun.). Draft and bottled house beers are available, as well as guest brews. There’s a menu offering bar food such as hot dogs and tacos.


One of Tijuana’s most beloved craft breweries, Insurgente (Juan Cordero 10021; tel. 664/634-1242; www.cervezainsurgente.com; 4pm-midnight Thurs.-Sat., 1pm-9pm Sun.) has a sleek tasting room featuring over 20 of its beers on tap as well as an upper-level terrace with views of the city.


For a craft beer experience in a bar setting, BCB Tasting Room (Orizaba 3003-E5; tel. 664/699-3028; 1pm-10pm daily) has an impressive 42 beers on tap and about 300 more in the bottle. The industrial but intimate space features local craft beers from both Baja and San Diego.


Events


Tijuana is a city that thrives on festivals and events. Almost every weekend brings culinary fests, art fairs, beer festivals, and concerts. The Baja State Tourism website bajacalifornia.travel is a great resource for Tijuana events. The Baja Culinary Fest in October is a series of dinners, workshops, and parties, highlighting Tijuana’s burgeoning culinary scene. Entijuanarte is a large cultural and art fest that takes place every fall at CECUT with art booths, live entertainment, food, and drinks.


SHOPPING


For artisan crafts and souvenirs, Avenida Revolución has a number of small shops as well as a collection of stalls near the arch. Don’t be afraid to bargain for a lower price. Tijuana’s large Plaza Río Mall (Paseo de los Héroes 96 and 98; www.plazariotijuana.com.mx) in Zona Río has a Sears, Cinépolis movie theater, and a number of specialty stores.


The Mercado de Artesanías (between Negrete and Ocampo north of Calle 2) is an area of shops where you can find artisan goods for prices cheaper than what you’ll pay at the souvenir stands. Leather shoes, colorful Talavera pottery, glassware, home decor items, and other arts and crafts are all available here.


Right in the heart of Revolución, showroom Casa Duhagón (Revolución 1143; tel. 664/638-4849; www.casaduhagon.com; 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., noon-4pm Sat.) offers a modern selection of colorful accessories, art, and furniture. It’s a full-service design studio as well.


For a beautifully curated collection of home decor, furniture, and accessories, visit Object (Amado Paniagua 3017; tel. 664/685-1595; www.objectmexico.com; 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri.). Everything sold in the store is made by a Mexican artist or designer. Another home decor store, Línea Norte (Sonora 101-2; tel. 664/207-5416; www.linea-norte.com [URL inactive]; 10am-6pm Mon.-Fri. 10am-2pm Sat.) specializes in tableware and glassware with a chic selection that any home entertainer will adore.


For a tasty treat that also makes a great gift, Venus Chocolates (Tapacula #5-A; tel. 664/972-9338; www.venuschocolates.com; 10am-7pm Sat., 11am-6pm Sun.), in the Hipódromo neighborhood, specializes in exquisite truffles in various flavors indicative of the region (tequila, chile, mezcal, wine from the Valle de Guadalupe) as well as other confections.


If you want to take home a bottle of Mexican wine or some Baja craft beer, head to La Contra (Amado Paniagua 3017; tel. 664/634-2452; www.lacontravinos.com; 11am-8pm Mon.-Tues., 11am-9pm Wed.-Sat., noon-6pm Sun.) or GSalinas (Jalisco 2511; tel. 664/200-2771; 10am-7pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-5pm Sat.). Bonus: You can do tastings at both spots.


Mercado Hidalgo (Sanchez Taboada 9351; tel. 664/684-0485; 6am-6pm daily) not only provides an entertaining way to spend the afternoon exploring one of the city’s best markets, but is also a great place to buy fresh produce, local spices, regional cheeses, and souvenirs like pottery, serving ware, and glassware.


TOP EXPERIENCE


FOOD


Tijuana has the best food in Baja and is quickly turning into a world-recognized culinary destination. From fine dining to street food, there are plenty of savory options for every budget.


Mexican


The chic Verde y Crema (Revolución 1010; tel. 664/207-2072; www.verdeycrema.com) is the Tijuana restaurant of Chef Jair Tellez, who also has the famous Laja restaurant in the Valle de Guadalupe. The menu changes on a regular basis depending on what’s fresh and available locally, but features foods like tacos, tostadas, and sliders with fresh and unique ingredients and flavors. Their new space on Avenida Revolución is a perfect blend of chic modern and cozy rustic.


For a traditional Mexican breakfast, locals head to La Espadaña (Sánchez Taboada 10813; tel. 664/634-1488; www.espadana.com.mx; 7:30am-9:30pm daily; US$8-11). From traditional posole and huevos ahogados to American-style omelets and hotcakes, the menu is extensive. Breakfast is served daily until 1pm. Don’t miss the famous café de olla—Mexico’s traditional preparation of coffee with cinnamon and sugar. The restaurant also serves lunch and dinner. Dishes include traditional Mexican plates as well as chicken and steaks (no seafood).


Another traditional Mexican restaurant near La Espadaña is La Diferencia (Sánchez Taboada 10521; tel. 664/634-7078; www.ladiferencia.com; 8am-9pm Tues.-Sun.; mains US$8-13). Guests dine in a hacienda-style courtyard surrounding a fountain with Talavera pottery. The traditional Mexican decor creates a welcoming ambience and the perfect setting for dishes like chilaquiles, chicken mole, and arrachera with cactus. The off-street parking and a family-friendly environment make this a comfortable spot for groups of locals and tourists.


For a unique taco experience in a sit-down restaurant, Tras/Horizonte by Kokopelli (Río Colorado 9680; tel. 664/622-5062; www.kokopelli.mx [URL inactive]; 1pm-10pm Thurs.-Sat., 10am-5:30pm Sun.; US$3-9) serves tacos with a twist on traditional flavors and ingredients. In addition to savory seafood tacos like octopus with melted cheese and pesto, vegetarians will enjoy options like the portobello taco with goat cheese and spinach. The menu is rounded out with dishes like aguachile, burgers, and craft cocktails. The funky setting creates a hip and casual vibe. The restaurant started as beloved taco spot Kokopelli, which was out of commission for a while but has returned to the streets as a taco cart at Estación Federal.


Seafood


For fresh ceviche and seafood, another one of Javier Plascencia’s restaurants fits the bill. Erizo (Sonora 3808; 664/686-2895; www.erizobaja.com; 11am-8pm daily; US$3-8) is an open and airy restaurant with a nautical beach feel with boats, oars, and surfboards serving as decor. The menu is full of various tostadas, tacos, and ceviches like the special green shrimp ceviche—shrimp with serrano chile, tomatillo, cilantro, chive, and avocado. It also serves mixology cocktails and craft beer.


If the weather is warm, sit out on the front patio at La Corriente Cevicheria Nais (Calle 6 at Av. Madero; tel. 664/685-0555; 11am-10pm daily; US$3-10). This hip and casual spot serves great mariscos. Order the special red snapper tostada, ahi tuna tostada, or the taco “Kalifornia” with shrimp stuffed into a chile, served in a taco.




Baja Med


You may hear the term “Baja Med” in reference to the emergent culinary movement in Baja California. The term is actually trademarked by Tijuana chef Miguel Angel Guerrero. It’s his way of describing the fusion of fresh regional Baja ingredients, Mexican flavors, and a twist of Mediterranean and Asian influence. Today, the simple term “Baja California cuisine” is emerging as the preferred way to describe the food of the region. Expect fresh seafood dishes like octopus and aguachiles in addition to savory dishes like lamb and elevated tostadas and tacos, all accompanied by plenty of fresh, local produce.





Antojitos and Street Food


Founded in 1960, Las Ahumaderas (Guillermo Prieto 9770) is a series of six taco stands next to each other. Also called “Taco Alley,” this is a classic stop for those looking for a taste of street tacos. Carne asada and adobada (al pastor) are the favorites. Grab a seat at the counter and enjoy the experience.


For birria, there are two places near Mercado Hidalgo that are local favorites. One is Tacos Fito (Francisco Javier Mina 14; no tel.; 5:30am-1pm daily), specializing in both beef birria and tripa. The other is Tacos Rio (Calle Guadalupe Victoria; no tel.; 3am-2pm daily) also serving beef birria.


Don’t miss the tacos adobada at Tacos El Franc (Blvd. Sánchez Taboada; Calle 8; tel. 667/142-2955). A specialty here is the suadero tacos—a smooth meat taken from between a cow’s belly and leg. Also right in this area is Tacos Los Perrones (Sanchez Taboada; tel. 664/688-0410) famous for its Sonoran-style arrachera (skirt steak) perrones.


El Tío Pepe (Garcia Glez 9937; tel. 664/972-9999; www.tacoseltiopepe.com; 7am-6pm Wed.-Mon.) is a great spot to get a torta ahogada (a torta covered in a chile sauce), a specialty from Guadalajara. It also serves birria tacos and carnitas.


Taqueria Hipódromo (Hipódromo 14; tel. 664/686-5275; 8am-midnight daily) has been serving up carne asada tacos and mulitas (two tortillas with cheese and taco filling inside) since 1971. It’s a favorite late-night spot since it stays open until midnight.


Best known for their shrimp enchilados (chilied) tacos, Mariscos el Mazateño (Calzada Tecnologico 473-E; tel. 664/607-1377; 8am-7pm daily) also serves up great marlin tacos and tostadas. It can be a trek to the Tomas Aquino neighborhood location, but many foodies think it’s worth it.


Serving up tortas since 1964, Tortas Wash Mobile (tel. 664/255-2349; 9am-9pm Mon.-Sat.) is a must for anyone who loves street food. The juicy steak sandwiches are available at their cart on Avenida Jalisco just off Blvd. Agua Caliente or their stand in Hipódromo.


Vegans can also enjoy the TJ taco scene thanks to Taco N Veggie (Calle Colima at Colombia; tel. 664/164-4615; 9am-3pm Mon.-Sat.), a street taco cart that serves up vegetarian and vegan taco options. With a wide variety of creative options, even meat eaters will love this spot.


Colectivos


Over the past number of years, colectivos, collections of food stalls or food trucks, have become popular in Tijuana.


The most well-known of these colectivos is Foodgarden (Rodolfo Sánchez Taboada 10650; tel. 664/634-3527; www.foodgarden.mx; 9am-9pm Mon.-Thurs., 9am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 9am-7pm Sun.), an array of stands from well-established restaurants around the city. The food stalls line the courtyard where guests dine alfresco. The rich and savory chilaquiles with white or avocado sauce from the Los Chilaquiles stand are a local favorite. Vegetarians will love the tacos or veggie burgers from Veggie Smalls. There’s now a second location of Foodgarden in the Plaza Río Mall (tel. 664/634-1087). There are different food stands in each location.


Just off Revolución is Colectivo 9 (Av. Revolución; tel. 664/123-1234; 1pm-8pm Sun. and Tues.-Thurs., 1pm-10pm Fri.-Sat.), a gathering of nine food stalls. They have an eclectic assortment of food from burgers to Asian food to empanadas. The colectivo can be easy to miss, as it’s down a narrow pasaje. Watch for the entrance on the west side of the street between Calles 6 and 7.


In a new location, Telefónica Gastro Park (Agua Caliente 8924; tel. 664/684-8782; www.telefonicagastropark.com; 8am-10pm daily) hosts a collection of food stalls. Seating is outdoors here, and diners can choose from options like risotto and fish from the Creta truck, or homemade sausages from Humo. There’s a large indoor brewery space where patrons will enjoy relaxing over a pint of craft beer.


Located near the PedWest pedestrian crossing, Estación Federal (Larroque 271; tel. 664/514-5894) isn’t a traditional colectivo, but the mixed-use space is home to a variety of chic food and drink places including Nativo Coffee Community (tel. 664/699-8420; 6:30am-8pm Mon.-Sat., 8am-3pm Sun.), Cereus Bar (noon-10pm Mon.-Sat.), and Tacos Kokopelli Foodtruck (tel. 664/622-5062; www.kokopelli.mx [URL inactive]). The compound is housed in a remodeled gas station and offices that were abandoned in the 1950s.


International


Chef Miguel Angel Guerrero brings specialties like oyster shooters, carpaccio, machacas, and grilled octopus to guests at La Querencia (Escuadrón 201 3110; tel. 664/972-9935; 1pm-10pm Mon.-Sat.; US$11-16). The sleek setting features touches of stainless steel, wood, brick, and taxidermy for an eclectic feel. Another one of Chef Angel Guerrero’s restaurants is El Taller (Rio Yaqui 296; tel. 664/686-3383; 1pm-11pm Tues.-Thurs., 1pm-midnight Fri.-Sat., 1pm-10pm Sun.; mains US$9-16). The building used to be a garage, and the industrial decor matches the history of the building. Craft pizza, steaks, and fresh fish are on the menu, along with a nice wine selection.


Many people may not know that Tijuana is the original home of the Caesar salad. While the exact details of the story depend on which person you ask, there’s no doubt that the salad was invented at Caesar’s Restaurante Bar (Av. Revolución between Calles 4 and 5; tel. 664/685-4868; noon-9pm daily; mains US$15-19) where it’s still prepared tableside today. Other dishes like steak, seafood, and pastas are served in this upscale bistro setting. Owned by the Plascencia family today, this institution is worth a stop for a drink at the beautiful large bar or to enjoy one of Tijuana’s most famous dishes.


In the heart of Revolución, the chic S La Justina (Av. Revolución between Calles 3 and 4; tel. 664/638-4936; 2pm-11pm Mon.-Sat., 2pm-9pm Sun.; mains US$11-15) is a welcome and fresh gastropub culinary experience. Everything on the menu is handcrafted and well executed, from the cocktails to the seasonally changing menu featuring dishes such as bone marrow, pork buns, and fresh seafood. The small and intimate space is filled with upcycled industrial materials that create the chic atmosphere—wooden tables and chairs, exposed brick walls, rope chandeliers, and hanging Edison bulbs. Weekend evenings get really busy with hip Tijuanenses coming in for craft cocktails and dinner.


Gastropub Oryx Capital (Agua Caliente 10750; tel. 664/686-2807; www.oryxcapital.mx; 11am-10pm Mon.-Sat.; US$10-13) has a diverse menu that features Mexican dishes like gourmet tacos and tostadas alongside items such as bone marrow, grilled octopus, artisan mac and cheese, and rib eye. Speakeasy bar Nórtico is located through a hidden door at the back of the restaurant.


For some of the best fine dining in Baja, foodies head to S Misión 19 (Misión San Javier 10643; tel. 664/634-2493; www.mision19.com; 1pm-10pm Mon.-Sat.; mains US$20). Housed in one of Tijuana’s most upscale high-rise buildings, the sleek setting and sweeping city views set the scene for the sophisticated menu. Filet mignon, pork belly, bone marrow, octopus, tripe tacos—all are made with fresh ingredients and carefully crafted into savory treats. Reservations should be made in advance for this special dining experience.




The Plascencia Dynasty


Ask any Tijuanense who the most influential family in the Tijuana restaurant business is, and they are likely to respond with one name: Plascencia. Starting the empire in 1969 with their Italian restaurant, Giuseppis, the Plascencia family has expanded into multiple locations including Caesar’s, Villa Saverios, and Casa Plascencia.




[image: image]


Caesar’s Restaurante Bar, home of the Caesar salad, is part of the Plascencia empire.





Son Javier Plascencia is considered Baja California’s most-recognized chef and independently manages his own string of popular restaurants including Misión 19 and Erizo in Tijuana, as well as Finca Altozano in the Valle de Guadalupe.





Cafés


Tijuana has a new artisanal coffee scene with roasters sourcing beans from Mexico to make the specialty elixir.


Situated in a shipping container on Avenue Revolución, Container Coffee (Revolución 1348; tel. 664/207-8379; 8am-9pm Mon., Tues., Thurs., 8am-11pm Fri.-Sat., 10am-7pm Sun.) serves small-batch roasted coffee all sourced from Mexico. There’s a patio out front where guests can sip their coffee while people-watching on Revu.


Over in Hipódromo across from the Xolos stadium, Electric Coffee Roasters (Hipódromo 9-A; tel. 664/977-7150; 7am-10pm Mon.-Fri., 9am-9pm Sat., 10am-7pm Sun.) is a local hangout. There’s a full espresso menu as well as specialty items and bottled cold brew to go.


ACCOMMODATIONS


Because of the number of business travelers who come to the city, there are upscale hotels in Tijuana, and the prices are very affordable. It’s possible to stay in nice accommodations—even by U.S. standards—for under US$100 a night.


Under US$50


For budget accommodations, Aqua Rio Hotel (Constitución 1618; tel. 664/685-1914; www.hotelaquario.com; US$40) offers nice clean rooms with granite floors, modern bathrooms, flat-screen TVs, wireless Internet, and air-conditioning. Free coffee and fruit are available in the lobby. The hotel is walking distance to Revolución but away from most of the noise of downtown.


US$50-100


The upscale S Grand Hotel Tijuana (Agua Caliente 4558; tel. 664/681-7000, toll-free U.S. tel. 866/472-6385; www.grandhoteltj.com.mx; US$85-100) features large, clean, and modern rooms. Amenities include a pool and Jacuzzi, as well as self-parking for US$1. The restaurant has a breakfast buffet in the mornings, and the hotel is located within walking distance of many other great restaurants. There’s a bar in the lobby with live music on the weekends. The special “Grand Care” rooms are equipped with hospital beds, wheelchairs, and shower chairs for those visiting Tijuana for medical tourism.


Close to the cultural center and Plaza Río Mall, Hotel Real del Rio Tijuana (José María Velazco 1409; tel. 664/634-3100; www.realdelrio.com; US$80-95) is a sleek hotel with modern rooms, a gym, and an outdoor terrace. A modern restaurant and bar are located in the lobby of the hotel.


Palacio Azteca Hotel (Cuauhtémoc Sur 213; tel. 664/681-8100; www.hotelpalacioazteca.com; US$95) has clean spacious rooms with nice bathrooms, minibars, and air-conditioning. There’s a restaurant and bar and business center. The sleek Pueblo Amigo Plaza & Casino (Via Oriente 9211; tel. 664/624-2700; www.hotelpuebloamigo.com; US$99) is attached to the Caliente Casino. The location is close to the border and has a friendly and accommodating staff.


For a good option near Rodríguez airport, Fiesta Inn Tijuana Otay (Rampa Aeropuerto 16000; tel. 664/979-1900; www.fiestainn.com; US$89) has large rooms with comfortable beds and nice sheets. There’s a pool, gym, restaurant, and 24-hour room service.


With a sister location in San Diego, One Bunk (Revolución 716; U.S. tel. 664/210-1824; www.onebunk.com; US$65) provides boutique accommodations in the heart of Revolución just above La Justina restaurant. The nine-room micro hotel offers features like a mezcal honor bar, a communal living room, and a rooftop with yoga and other special events. Catering to a hip crowd, the vibrant and fresh decor perfectly captures the urban vibe of Tijuana.


US$100-150


Those looking for the nicest accommodations in town will want to stay at the Hyatt Place Tijuana (Agua Caliente 10488; tel. 664/900-1234; www.hyatt.com; US$145). With 145 rooms, the hotel features all of the modern and convenient amenities that you would expect from Hyatt. Guests will enjoy plush, comfortable beds, friendly staff, a nice buffet breakfast, a 24-hour gym, and a convenient location. There’s secure underground parking that’s free with your stay.


Although it’s smaller than the location in Mexicali, Lucerna Tijuana (Paseo de los Héroes 10902; tel. 664/633-3900; www.hoteleslucerna.com; US$150) is up to par with the same amenities and service. Rooms are well appointed, the grounds are well maintained, and amenities include a nice pool area and gym. The hotel has a bar and two restaurants in addition to 24-hour room service.


Travelers will find a hotel up to U.S. standards with Mexican hospitality at Marriott Tijuana (Agua Caliente 11553; tel. 664/622-6600; www.marriott.com; US$145). The staff is welcoming and friendly, and rooms are clean and modern with fast wireless Internet. There’s an outdoor pool and a fitness center. A restaurant and café are located on-site.


Also operated by Marriott is Fairfield Inn & Suites (General Rodolfo Sanchez Taboada 10461; tel. 664/512-1300; www.marriott.com; US$125) with modern rooms, a fitness center, free parking, fast Wi-Fi, and included breakfast, making it a popular choice for U.S. travelers. Guests will find friendly staff and large comfortable rooms at Hotel Ticuan (Miguel Hidalgo 8190; tel. 664/685-8078; www.hotelticuan.mx; US$110). A free breakfast is included in your stay (but only for one guest per room). Once you park your car in the secured parking garage, you can easily walk to restaurants and stores from this convenient hotel. Because of the central location, rooms that face Avenida Revolución can be noisy, especially on the weekends with music from the clubs. Ask for a room away from Revolución for a quieter experience.



US$150-250



Right next door to Lucerna Tijuana and operated by the same owners is K Tower Urban Boutique Hotel (Paseo de los Héroes 10902; tel. 664/633-7500; www.ktowerhotel.com; US$250). This adults-only boutique hotel features hip and modern luxury accommodations and specializes in personalized service. Amenities include a rooftop pool and Jacuzzi, gym with panoramic views, butler service, and a bar and sushi restaurant on the property.


INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Tijuana is a large city with all the major conveniences you would find anywhere in the world. Many businesses will accept U.S. dollars, but you’ll get a better exchange rate by using pesos. There are ATMs, exchange houses, and banks such as Banamex and BBVA Bancomer all around the city.


Tijuana has a General Hospital (Centenario 10851; tel. 664/684-0078) that is open 24 hours.


Tourism Assistance


On Avenida Revolución, there’s an office for Baja State Tourism (Revolución 868-1, between Calles 2 and 3; tel. 664/682-3367; bajacalifornia.travel) with brochures and information about Tijuana and the northern state of Baja California. Tourists can call 078 on any phone for 24/7 bilingual assistance in northern Baja.


Foreign Consulates


The U.S. Consulate (Paseo de la Culturas, Mesa de Otay; tel. 664/977-2000; 7:30am-4:15pm Mon.-Fri.) is in Tijuana near the airport and can help with lost passports, visa issues, or emergency services. They can also assist with notaries, births and deaths of U.S. citizens, and arrests of U.S. citizens in Baja. The Canadian Consulate (Germán Gedovius 10411-101; tel. 664/684-0461; tjuna@international.gc.ca; 9:30am-12:30pm Mon.-Fri.) helps Canadian citizens with passport issues and other emergency situations that may arise while traveling.


GETTING THERE


Car


Tijuana has two border crossings (both open 24 hours daily): San Ysidro in the heart of Tijuana and Otay Mesa farther east. San Ysidro is the busiest land port of entry in the world. Southbound crossings by car are relatively quick and easy. If you are crossing northbound back to the United States at San Ysidro, expect a long border wait. Otay Mesa generally has a shorter northbound wait than San Ysidro, but travelers should still expect multiple hours at peak times. For more information as well as wait times for either border, refer to the U.S. Customs and Border Protection website at www.cbp.gov. The San Ysidro border crossing is located on the southern end of the I-5 and I-805 freeways, 20 miles (32 kilometers) and 25 minutes from downtown San Diego. The Otay Mesa border crossing is located off the I-905 freeway, 25 miles (40 kilometers) and 30 minutes from downtown San Diego.


On Foot


Many San Diego residents park in San Diego and cross San Ysidro by foot to explore Tijuana for the day. Those crossing by foot at the San Ysidro El Chaparral border crossing will need to fill out a forma migratoria multiple (FMM) tourist permit. Visitors staying for seven days or less can get an FMM for free; stays over seven days require a payment of US$28. The paid FMMs are valid for up to 180 days. Once in Tijuana, it’s easy to get around by Uber or taxi. Zona Centro and Avenida Revolución are best explored on foot and provide lots of options for food, shopping, and entertainment.


There are two pedestrian crossings at the San Ysidro El Chaparral border crossing—the new Pedestrian West (PedWest) crossing, on the western side of the border crossing, and the Pedestrian East (PedEast) border crossing, which is on the eastern side of the northbound vehicle crossing.


The San Diego Trolley (U.S. tel. 619/233-3004; www.sdmts.com [URL inactive]; US$2.50) blue line stops in San Ysidro at the border right next to San Ysidro’s PedEast crossing. The trolley operates 5am-2am daily with trolleys running on the route every 7-30 minutes, depending on the time of day.


Air


Tijuana’s General Abelardo L. Rodríguez International Airport (TIJ; tel. 664/607-8200; www.tijuana-airport.com) is about 10 kilometers (6.2 miles) east of downtown in Otay Mesa. Many domestic and international flights arrive at the airport. There are car rentals and Uber and taxi service at the airport.


The Cross Border Xpress (www.crossborderxpress.com) pedestrian bridge now makes it possible for ticketed passengers flying out of Tijuana to park in San Diego and walk across a pedestrian bridge to get to the airport (and vice versa). Tickets for the bridge are available for US$24 one-way and can be purchased on-site or in advance through their website. CBX is located on the eastern side of Tijuana near Otay Mesa and connects directly to Tijuana’s Rodríguez airport.


Bus


The Central de Autobuses de Tijuana (tel. 664/621-2982) is on Lazaro Cardenas at Boulevard Arroyo Alamar south of the airport. Large bus lines such as Greyhound, Autobuses de la Baja California (ABC; tel. 664/104-7400; www.abc.com.mx), and Aguila (toll-free Mex. tel. 800/026-8931; www.autobusesaguila.com) run services out of Tijuana.


GETTING AROUND


Tijuana is a large city but has pockets that are easily walkable. Zona Centro and Avenida Revolución are best explored on foot since there are enough things to see and places to eat and drink to keep you occupied for a full day. If you aren’t experienced at driving in large cities in developing countries, you may find it stressful to get yourself around Tijuana. Luckily, Uber (www.uber.com) has come to the city, providing a safe and easy way to get from place to place. Download the app before you travel. Taxis are also available. Taxi B-Seguro (tel. 664/687-1010) is one of the largest taxi companies, with white-and-orange taxis all over the city. Be aware of yellow cabs as they have been linked to acts of violence and are not deemed safe.


PLAYAS DE TIJUANA


Separated geographically from the rest of the city, the community of Playas de Tijuana is situated on the beach on the west side of town. It’s a peaceful area, with a very different vibe from the rest of the city. The large beach stretches out in the background with small restaurants and cafés on the boardwalk looking out at the Pacific. Behind the boardwalk, the Plaza Monumental Bullring by the Sea sits quiet for most of the year except when the bullfights take place certain summer weekends. To get to Playas from Zona Centro in Tijuana, take the Mexico 1D scenic toll road west and exit at Playas de Tijuana. Playas is about 10 kilometers (6.2 miles) and a 15-minute drive from Zona Centro.
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1: the Playas de Tijuana boardwalk 2: Telefónica Gastro Park







The History of Friendship Park


In 1849, following the Mexican-American War, a monument was put in place to signify the new international boundary between the United States and Mexico established by the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. This location next to the Pacific Ocean, called Monument Mesa, is considered the birthplace of the border. Crossings between the two countries were largely unregulated at this time, and only the monument demarcated the difference between the United States and Mexico.


A refurbished monument was placed in this spot in 1894. This new monument was dubbed Monument 258 (there are 258 of these monuments along the 2,000-mile Mexico/U.S. border) and is the one that stands there today. Its base sits directly on the international boundary, inscribed “Boundary of the United States” on one side and “Punto Límite de la Republica de México” on the other.


The border here has changed significantly over the years, from a wide-open space to a wire demarcation, to a fence, to the wall that stands there today. In the past, the park was a meeting place for separated friends and family who reunited to spend time together in Friendship Park despite the border that separated them.





Sights


Boardwalk


South of the international border fence, the boardwalk heads along the beach with colorful street art and a string of cafés, bars, restaurants on one side and the Pacific Ocean on the other.


El Parque de la Amistad


It’s hard to ignore the rust-colored border fence separating Tijuana from San Diego that goes all the way into the Pacific Ocean. El Parque de la Amistad or Friendship Park (www.friendshippark.org) sits beneath the lighthouse just adjacent the beach. The park has both a Mexico and a U.S. side. This is a spot where families and close friends used to reunite from either side of the fence. The park is open 24 hours on the Tijuana side, but currently closed on the U.S. side. On the Tijuana side, there’s the famous “Monument 258” and a small garden.


Food and Accommodations


There are many little spots along the boardwalk that take advantage of the ocean views. As the name denotes, Sunset Lounge (Pacifico 769; tel. 664/680-1863; www.sunsetlounge.com.mx; 1pm-10pm Mon.-Thur., 1pm-11pm Fri.-Sat., noon-9pm Sun.), a restaurant and lounge with an outdoor space looking over the ocean, is perfect for catching the sunset with a glass of wine in hand.


La Terraza Vallarta (Del Pacifico 343; tel. 664/976-3157; 10am-8pm daily; US$6-8) is a mariscos restaurant most famous for the replica of the Titanic on the roof and for being visited by Anthony Bourdain on his show No Reservations.


El Yogurt Place (Cantera 360; tel. 664/680-2006; www.elyogurtplace.com; 7:30am-8:30pm daily; US$4-7) has plenty of healthy and organic options for dining, from granola and whole-wheat waffles for breakfast to salads and sandwiches for lunch and dinner. Just steps away from Friendship Park, the large restaurant has been a Playas institution since 1976, and the hearty dishes and warm atmosphere draw crowds of locals every day of the week. There’s often a wait for a table, but the breakfast bar is first-come, first-served.


For accommodations in this area, Dali Suites (Colina 551; tel. 664/680-6369; www.dalisuites.com; US$90) is an intimate 19-room hotel close to the beach, restaurants, and shops. The property is secure and well maintained, and the staff is friendly and accommodating. Located nearby is the 60-room Del Mar Inn (Paseo Playas de Tijuana 116; tel. 664/630-8830; www.delmarinn.com.mx; US$80) with basic accommodations, a small pool, and an on-site restaurant.


Just off the malecón is the clean and modern Lifestyle Hostel (Del Pacifico 820; tel. 664/976-8244; US$17 for dorm bed, US$39 for private room). Offering shared dormitories as well as private rooms, the hostel is conveniently located near plenty of shops, restaurants, and cafés, as well as the beach. They also have a jiujitsu academy attached where guests can join a class or use the academy during off-hours.


South of town along the coast on the way to Rosarito is Real Del Mar (Km. 19.5; tel. for golf 664/631-3406, tel. for hotel 664/631-3670; www.realdelmargolfresort.com; US$99), an 18-hole golf course with a 75-room hotel and a housing community.


Tecate


The small border town of Tecate is a far cry from nearby Tijuana to the west. Rather than a congested metropolis, here you’ll find a tranquil town nestled into the foothills of the Sierra de Juárez. The Kumiai (Kumeyaay) were the original inhabitants of this area, and their presence is still felt strongly today through the various museums and rock art sites in the region. In the late 19th century, ranchers came in to settle the land, and the area is still dominated by those large ranches.


[image: image]


In 2012, Tecate was designated as a Pueblo Mágico, a “magic town,” and the government is working on beautifying the town and improving infrastructure. You won’t find the immediate colonial charm of Baja’s other two Pueblos Mágicos, Loreto and Todos Santos, but if you look closely, Tecate is full of hidden gems. The plaza and Tecate brewery are must-visits for most travelers, as is a stop at El Mejor Pan de Tecate, the famous bakery. Unlike the coastal areas of northern Baja, you won’t see as many tourists in Tecate, which makes it even more exciting to explore.


SIGHTS



S Plaza Parque Hidalgo



The center of town, Plaza Parque Hidalgo, is just a few blocks south of the U.S. border crossing. The lovely plaza has a zocalo in the center surrounded by plenty of benches, mature trees, grass, and flowers. Built in 1952, the plaza is the hub of town life and a lovely spot to sit and relax while getting a good sense of what Tecate is all about. The plaza is lined by small businesses like restaurants, banks, and Michoacan ice cream shops. On the south side of the plaza are a number of tables and chairs, shaded by tall trees, where locals gather in the afternoons and mariachi bands are often heard serenading crowds. There’s a statue of Miguel Hidalgo, who issued the call for Mexican Independence in 1810, welcoming visitors on the northeast corner of the park. Public bathrooms can be found on the south side of the plaza.


Tecate Brewery


The namesake Tecate Brewery (Dr. Arturo Guerra 70; tel. 656/654-9478 or 665/654-9404; contacto@cuamoc.com; 10am-5pm Mon.-Fri., 10am-2pm Sat.) is hard to ignore. The large white factory with the Tecate sign on top looms over the entire town. The factory is home to a popular beer garden (which has reopened after a major remodel), where visitors receive one free beer.


The Tecate Railroad


Tecate was once part of an important train route from San Diego, California, to Yuma, Arizona. The Tecate railroad station was built in 1915 and today is part of a small historic district right next to the Tecate Brewery. For years the Pacific Southwest Railway Museum (weekend U.S. tel. 619/478-9937; www.psrm.org) offered Saturday railroad trips on their “Ticket to Tecate” service from San Diego. The route was called the Desert Line. However, in mid-2009, one of the railroad tunnels burned and collapsed, so service is currently suspended. Construction efforts are still underway and the tunnel has been cleared, but the track still needs to be laid.
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