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All travelers who make the journey to the tip of the Baja California peninsula remember their first taste of the “real” Baja: The first night spent sleeping in a hammock under a palm shelter by the sea. That chance encounter of a baby sea turtle release. A plunge into a sparkling freshwater pool high in the mountains. The farmer who helped fix a flat tire. Hooking a red snapper from a line cast into the surf.

The typical pattern of discovery goes something like this: Fly to Los Cabos for a short trip to see if Baja is for you. Return for a longer vacation a year later with family or friends in tow. Then plan a sabbatical, take a leave of absence, retire early, or volunteer to shuttle supplies to a local charity–any excuse to spend the first of many seasons exploring every beach and town from Ensenada to Cabo San Lucas.

The Baja California that appeals to these travelers is a land of extremes: a few cities and large towns mixed in with dozens of tiny settlements; desert, tropical, coastal, and mountain environments; communities made up of native Baja California families, mainland Mexican immigrants, and foreign expatriates; historic missions and contemporary art galleries; luxury resorts and rustic fishing camps; panga boats and fishing cruisers and 100-foot yachts.

The earliest Spanish explorers believed Baja to be an island. They were wrong about the geography, but their maps captured the spirit of the place. Though we know better now, much of the 800-mile-long peninsula that was once known as Antigua California continues to exist happily outside the mainstream–even as paved highways, international airports, and information technology keep trying to link it to the outside world.
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From the multicultural border zone to the heavily visited Los Cabos Corridor, the peninsula’s two states, Baja California (Norte) and Baja California Sur, offer contrasting visitor experiences. Wherever you go, you’ll find plenty of opportunity for outdoor recreation and environmental education. Indeed, Baja California was an eco-destination long before travel industry marketers invented the term. Kayaking, snorkeling, scuba diving, surfing, stand-up paddle boarding, kiteboarding, sailing, and sport-fishing rank among the most popular coastal activities. The interior offers terrain suitable for mountain biking, horseback riding, and wilderness hiking. And when you’ve worn yourself out in the water or on land, you can shift your focus to cultural experiences and culinary adventure. For those who want to make a difference, there are sea turtle conservation programs, whale-shark research, gray-whale encounters, and numerous other ways to support a worthy cause.

Traveling around Baja is about collecting moments–and forming friendships–that will stay with you forever.
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Planning Your Trip
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Tijuana, Rosarito, and Tecate

As the peninsula’s largest city, Tijuana is a high-risk, high-reward place. Outstanding cuisine, trendsetting nightclubs, and bargain shopping attract loyal weekenders from Southern California. But the stories you hear of drug and sex trafficking, corrupt cops, rip-off artists, and predatory cab drivers are not urban legend. On the Pacific coast to the south, Rosarito draws surfers and college students on spring break. East of Tijuana, Tecate offers a more relaxed border crossing and pleasant town plaza, and serves as a gateway to the Valle de Guadalupe wine country along Mexico 3.




Ensenada to El Rosario

South of the border region, Ensenada has hopping clubs and bars at its north end and a quiet and more upscale malecón (waterfront promenade) downtown. Nearby are boutique wineries and empty beaches along Bahía de San Quintín. El Rosario marks the gateway to the Desierto Central that makes up the peninsula’s interior.
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boulders near the border at Tecate





IF YOU HAVE ...


	
FOUR DAYS: Plan a weekend getaway in Valle de Guadalupe wine country, Loreto, La Paz, or San José del Cabo. These destinations are all close to major international airports.

	
SEVEN DAYS: With a full week, you can complete the Los Cabos–East Cape–La Paz–West Cape loop, book a liveaboard diving or sailing trip, or explore part of the Spanish mission trail.

	
THREE WEEKS: Three weeks is ample time for driving down the peninsula and back, making stops at all the key towns along the way. It’s also enough time to get to know one place really well, so you might opt to rent a condo in Loreto, Todos Santos, La Paz, or Los Cabos and spend your days exploring the immediate vicinity.

	
THREE MONTHS: Travelers with time on their hands can manage to visit just about every out-of-the-way place, including the peaks of the sierras, Bahía de Los Angeles, the Vizcaíno Peninsula, Laguna San Ignacio, and El Candelaria, plus many of the lesser-known islands, such as Isla Cedros, Isla San Marcos, and Isla Cerralvo.








Mexicali to San Felipe

Mexicali is the state capital of Baja California (Norte), a regional center of agricultural commerce, and a supply depot for travelers passing through to points south. Its Chinesca district offers a Mexican twist on Chinese cuisine. Nearby are hot springs in the Cañon de Guadalupe and a sizable expat community in San Felipe on the Sea of Cortez. You can hike among towering cacti in the Valle de los Gigantes or camp on secluded beaches near Puertecitos and Bahía San Luis Gonzaga.
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Desierto Central to Bahía de los Angeles

Here begins the quintessential Baja. You’ll drive through miles of undisturbed desert terrain. Stop to stretch your legs in Cataviña and walk among the boulders. Head west to find waves at The Wall or east to explore the timeless fishing outpost of Bahía de los Angeles on the Sea of Cortez.




Guerrero Negro to Bahía Concepción

Guerrero Negro marks the state line between Baja California (Norte) and Baja California Sur. From mission towns to mining towns and prehistoric rock art sites, this region is rich with opportunities for cultural exploration. On the Pacific coast are two lagoons where gray whales come to bear their calves. On the Gulf coast, the shallow bays of Bahía Concepción are ideal for paddling, snorkeling, and cruising.




Loreto and Bahía Magdalena

The site of the first permanent Jesuit mission, Loreto has a deep-rooted history. Today it is becoming a government-sponsored tourist corridor that entertains visitors with full-service resorts, sportfishing charters, and a national marine park. Nearby, San Javier gives a taste of life in the isolated interior. Across the peninsula, on the Pacific, gray whales congregate in Bahía Magdalena during the winter months.




La Paz and Vicinity

Known for its beautiful sunsets and lively malecón scene, La Paz is an authentic Mexican city with a strong mainland influence. White-sand beaches along the Pichilingue Peninsula invite relaxation, while Isla Espíritu Santo and other protected islands offshore support a rare and fragile ecosystem.




The East Cape and the Sierra de la Laguna

Travelers with a passion for water sports and a willingness to rough it will find paradise along the Gulf coast. This is a place of solar power, dirt roads, panga boats, and palapa restaurants. The Sea of Cortez offers secluded beaches, steady winter winds, abundant game fish, a living coral reef, and 30-meter visibility underwater in summer. Inland, the Sierra de la Laguna attracts hikers and horseback riders with cascading waterfalls and 2,100-meter peaks.




Los Cabos

Los Cabos (The Capes) refers to the towns of San José del Cabo and Cabo San Lucas at the tip of the Baja Peninsula. One entertains the young and young at heart, while the other offers a more sophisticated scene of gourmet restaurants and fine art.
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sunrise boat ride on the Sea of Cortez







The West Cape and Todos Santos

Along the Pacific coast, a rugged shoreline extends from Cabo San Lucas north to the growing artist community of Todos Santos. The West Cape remains the least-developed stretch of coastline on either side of the peninsula south of La Paz.






[image: e9781598808896_img_9658.gif] WHEN TO GO


Northwestern Baja

Northwestern Baja enjoys a mild Pacific climate, which makes it comfortable year-round. High season is May–October, when the sun shines the brightest and beaches are warmest. To get away from the crowds and enjoy low-season prices, visit October–April. December–February can be chilly and cloudy.




Mountains

Summer is the season to hike in the Sierras, as temperatures stay comfortably cool above 1,500 meters (5,000 ft.). Expect a winter-like climate at higher elevations October–April.




Deserts

The desert is prettiest after the rainy season, usually in November, when flowering cacti fill the landscape with splashes of color. Daytime temperatures are dangerously hot May–October, but the rest of the year is fine for exploration. Remember that nights in the desert can be cold at any time of year.




Sea of Cortez Coast

Along Baja’s Gulf coast, moderate temperatures prevail October–mid-June. In summer and early fall, the weather can be uncomfortably hot and many businesses close while their owners flee to cooler temperatures in the north. The busiest tourist season is November–March, even though for most visitors the northern stretch of coastline is too cold for swimming at this time. You can pursue a variety of water sports year-round from Loreto to Cabo, even in the winter. Fishing and diving are best in summer.




Los Cabos

The tip of the Baja Peninsula, from San José del Cabo to Cabo San Lucas, is pleasantly warm throughout the year. The best travel season for Los Cabos depends on your activity of choice. Anglers and scuba divers prefer summer, when the game fish are running and the Sea of Cortez reaches its warmest temperatures. The air on land can be intolerably hot this time of year. Head to the Pacific coast if you need to cool off. Surfers flock to beaches on the Pacific in winter to catch the north swell, and they choose the Corridor or the East Cape when the summer swell rolls in from the south. Winter brings gray whales to the shallow birthing lagoons along the Pacific. It’s also the windy season for kiteboarders and windsurfers.
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Passports and Other Documents

Passports are now required for U.S. citizens. If you are driving your own vehicle, bring two copies of your Mexican auto liability insurance policy, plus road maps and at least a basic auto repair kit.




Transportation

Buy round-trip airfare to San Diego, Tijuana, Loreto, La Paz, or Los Cabos. Reserve a rental car for pickup at the airport, or plan to take a shuttle or taxi into town and use public transportation to get around.
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agave growing in Tecate











Explore Baja
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The road may be paved now and fuel much easier to come by than in the early days of peninsular travel, but Baja California remains a classic route for travelers who enjoy the thrill of a long road trip. All you need is ample time, a reliable vehicle, and an ability to cope with unpredictable situations. This itinerary follows Mexico 1 from the border crossing in Tecate to the Los Cabos tourist corridor at the southern tip of the peninsula, 1,600 kilometers away, with a few options for side trips and off-highway scenic drives along the way.


Day 1

Cross the U.S.-Mexico border at Tecate early in the day and pick up some pan dulce at El Mejor Pan de Tecate or tour the Tecate brewery before you head southwest along Mexico 3. Visit a couple of wineries in the Valle de Guadalupe on the way to Ensenada. Explore the downtown promenade, order fish tacos of the Mercado de Mariscos, and spend the night at one of the modest hotels in town.




Day 2

Head south on Mexico 1 and take the turnoff to La Bufadora to watch seawater explode out of a blowhole in the rocks. Return to the highway and head south toward San Quintín. At low tide, dig for clams along Playa Santa María. Then continue on to El Rosario and book a room at the Baja Cactus Motel. Try the famous lobster roll at Mama Espinoza’s. If you’re in a hurry to reach destinations farther south and have the stamina for a long day of driving, you can skip some of these northern attractions and overnight at Guerrero Negro instead.
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A crowd gathers at La Bufadora.
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Day 3

Buy fresh tortillas and stock up on water and groceries in El Rosario. Then prepare to make the four-hour trip across the desert. A wonderland of cacti—some of them 13 meters tall and hundreds of years old—extends from highway to horizon in all directions. Giant boulder piles, roadside shrines, and jagged peaks of the Sierra de la Asamblea complete the picture. Fill up on gas in Cataviña if the station is open, and stay overnight if daylight is waning; otherwise, continue to Guerrero Negro.




Day 4

Walk along the salt flats in the morning, and if it’s winter, consider a half-day trip to Laguna Ojo de Liebre to encounter pairs of newborn gray whales and their mothers. A 145-kilometer drive from Guerrero Negro leads to the palm oasis of San Ignacio. Tour the historic mission, arrange a guided trip to nearby cave paintings, or in winter head west to Laguna San Ignacio to see the gray whales.




Days 5–6

Today’s journey brings the first glimpse of the Sea of Cortez as you descend into the historic silver mining town of Santa Rosalía (74 km from San Ignacio). Walk the busy streets, visit the hilltop museum, and note the French influence that lingers from its days as a company town. In the afternoon, follow Mexico 1 to Mulegé, 134 kilometers farther south. Spend a couple nights at a bed-and-breakfast along the river, or camp on a beach along Bahía Concepción. Spend the next two days wandering the town; book a day of diving through Cortez Explorers; snorkel the beaches along Bahía Concepción; or arrange a guided tour of the nearby cave paintings.




Days 7–9

Pack up for the 135-kilometer (2.5-hr.) drive south to Loreto. Settle in for a few days to enjoy the opportunities for outdoor recreation in the national marine park. Stroll around the plaza, tour the small museum, and enjoy fresh seafood in open-air restaurants.
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balcony at an inn in La Paz





SIDE TRIP

Visit one of the best-preserved Jesuit missions on the peninsula in the tiny village of San Javier, a 36-kilometer drive southwest of Loreto.






Day 10

This is a travel day to La Paz, 367 kilometers south on Mexico 1. Allow six hours for the trip, including a brief stop for gas and food in the agricultural supply center of Ciudad Constitución. Book a room near the malecón in La Paz and head out by foot in time to catch the sunset.


SIDE TRIP

During whale-watching season (Nov.–Mar.), Puerto San Carlos on Bahía Magdalena is worth a side trip west from Ciudad Insurgentes (57 km).






Day 11

Spend at least one day at the beach or in the water. Explore the pristine beaches along Bahía de La Paz, finishing the day at breezy Playa El Tecolote, 30 minutes from downtown. Or book a day of diving or kayaking and snorkeling at Isla Espíritu Santo.




Day 12

Shop for souvenirs, supplies, and gifts in the morning; then stock up on groceries and prepare to begin the loop around the southernmost part of Baja. Next up: the East Cape. It’s a 90-minute drive through the mountains and mining-turned-farming towns of El Triunfo, San Antonio, and San Bartolo. Los Barriles has several modest hotels, RV campgrounds, a kiteboarding/windsurfing camp, and some private vacation rentals; a half-hour farther south, Cabo Pulmo has more primitive lodging in solar-powered casitas and three dive operators. In between are a handful of fishing lodges and private vacation rentals.
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off-road excursion along the East Cape





SIDE TRIP

During the windy season (Nov.–Mar.), add one day of travel and drive 40 kilometers southeast from La Paz along BCS 286 to Bahía de La Ventana and the neighboring villages of La Ventana and El Sargento. Watch the colorful sails of kiteboarders and windsurfers gliding through the chop; or pile into a panga for a day of diving at Isla Cerralvo across the channel. Return to Mexico 1 via the newly paved road that connects San Juan de los Planes to San Antonio.






Day 13

Spend today playing on, in, or near the Sea of Cortez; then continue the cape loop to the southernmost tip of the peninsula. Prepare for culture shock as you enter the scenic Los Cabos Corridor. After two weeks of relative isolation, the mega-resorts and developed tourist infrastructure of San José del Cabo and Cabo San Lucas may come as a surprise. Wander the streets surrounding the plaza and Boulevard Mijares to get a feel for San José del Cabo. Browse the galleries and splurge on a late lunch or early dinner in the Historic Art District. Continue along the Transpeninsular Highway to Cabo San Lucas if you’re in the mood for late-night entertainment.




Day 14

Snorkel at Playa Chileno or Playa Santa María on the Corridor. Book a massage at one of the five-star resorts if the mood strikes and budget allows. Tour the marina and downtown area of Cabo San Lucas, and take a water taxi to Playa del Amor and El Arco at Land’s End. Stay the night to enjoy the lively bar and disco scene around town.




Day 15

Now it’s time to point the GPS north and explore the West Cape and Todos Santos. Follow Mexico 19 out of Cabo San Lucas. Look for surf, or just have a picnic at one of the rugged beaches west of the highway. Continue north to Km. 64 and Playa Los Cerritos. Swim, boogie board, or surf at one of the only sheltered beaches along the West Cape. Then make your way to accommodations on the beach in El Pescadero (Km. 62) or in the town of Todos Santos a few kilometers farther north.
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beachfront surf shop at Playa Los Cerritos





ISLAND HOPPING

Whether you are already a pro or are picking up a paddle for the very first time, kayaks are a perfect way to experience Sea of Cortez marinelife up close. Whales, flying mantas, and sea turtles are just some of the creatures you might see from the surface. Throw on a mask and fins, and an entire world becomes visible below. Beach camping on uninhabited islands completes the experience. Overnight trips can take a couple of days, a full week, or more; organized trips are an appealing option, especially for novices.

 


WHERE TO GO

Mulegé to Loreto

Many kayakers begin their Baja expedition paddling the islands of Carmen and Danzante, offshore from Loreto, for a week or more. Protected by land on three sides, 14-mile-long Bahía Concepción between Mulegé and Loreto is a good choice for novice kayakers who want to try a multiday paddle. It takes 5–7 days to complete the coastal trip from Mulegé to Loreto.

 


Loreto to La Paz

A more ambitious coastal route begins in Loreto and ends in La Paz, taking in the nearby island of Espíritu Santo at the finish. This 65-mile paddle usually takes 8–10 days. For a shorter trip, make La Paz your home base and spend two or three days camping on the islands offshore.

 


Bahía de los Angeles

With its many islets and islands, Bahía de los Angeles appeals to kayakers of all levels, though the strong channel currents require some caution.

 


Pacific Coast

Conditions are much rougher on the Pacific, even in the most protected parts of the coast. Experienced kayakers head to Punta Banda, an inlet-scalloped cape near Ensenada. Bahía Magdalena, a large, protected bay in southern Baja, attracts many kayakers during the winter whale-watching season.

 


WHEN TO GO

Temperatures are hottest July–September, and winds are strongest November–February, making March–May the best months for a long-distance paddle. Whale-watching trips take place on the Pacific coast November–March.






Day 16

Head northwest across the huerta to el otro lado, the other side of Todos Santos, where you can catch waves, cast a fishing line in the surf, or simply stroll the beach at Playa La Pastora. In winter, watch for flying mantas and whales breaching just offshore. Around 3 P.M., drive south to Punta Lobos to watch local fishermen unload their fresh catch, and buy some dorado (mahimahi) or huachinango (red snapper) for dinner.




Days 17–18

Complete the cape loop along Mexico 19 by returning to La Paz, where you’ll pick up Mexico 1 again. Now it’s time to begin retracing your steps, filling in any missed sights or optional side trips along the way. Spend the first night in Loreto after a seven-hour drive, and the next in San Ignacio (5 hrs.) or Guerrero Negro (7 hrs.).




Days 19–20

Leave the state of Baja California Sur early in the morning and head back across the desert to El Rosario (5 hrs.) or San Quintín (6 hrs.).




Day 21

Follow Mexico 1 north to the last military checkpoint at Maneadero. At El Sauzal, north of Ensenada, choose between the toll road north to Tijuana or Mexico 3, which heads northeast to Tecate (105 km). Savor one last meal of tacos and cerveza. Then cross the border and leave Baja behind, for now.
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Travelers with a week or more can experience the many dimensions of the lower Baja Peninsula by making a circular route around the region via paved highways Mexico 1 and Mexico 19. Extending a total distance of approximately 564 kilometers, this route takes visitors along the lower slopes of the Sierra de la Laguna, through the sierra’s former mining towns, across the plains of La Paz, and along the coastlines of the East and West Capes as well as the Corridor between San José del Cabo and Cabo San Lucas.

It’s possible to complete the loop by bus, but expect to do a fair amount of walking to get from the stops along the highway to the scenic coastal areas. A rental car affords more flexibility and convenience, and you can park easily in all the towns along the route.

This loop can be driven in two or three days, but since there are many towns worth exploring and activities to enjoy at each stop, most travelers prefer to allow a week or longer. For more of an adventure, consider widening the loop by taking the sandy Camino Rural Costero (Rural Coastal Road) from San José del Cabo to La Ribera.


Day 1

Arrive at Los Cabos International Airport (SJD); transfer to a hotel in downtown San José del Cabo and spend the evening around town. Browse galleries in the Historic Art District and Mexican fire opal stores downtown before sitting down to a leisurely dinner of contemporary Mexican cuisine.




Day 2

Drive to Cabo Pulmo via Mexico 1 (1–1.5 hrs.), exiting at La Ribera and heading east to pick up the coastal road. The last few miles will be on dirt road. Head straight for the beach and spend the rest of the day snorkeling the live coral reef that comes all the way into shore. Order fish tacos and an icy michelada at one of several outdoor eateries. Book your activity of choice, such as fishing, kayaking, snorkeling, or diving, for the next morning.
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shopping for artesanía in San José del Cabo’s Historic Art District





SCUBA DIVING TIPS

Certified divers have some difficult choices to make when planning a trip to the Sea of Cortez. Wherever you go, you’ll encounter one of the world’s richest marine ecosystems, with sea lions, sea turtles, whale sharks, manta rays, amberjacks, and schooling hammerheads all living among the islands, seamounts, and bays in the sea. Water temperatures are comfortable most of the year; visibility rarely falls below 6 meters and can exceed 30 meters on the best of days.

For those divers who are seriously dedicated to the sport, liveaboard trips are another option to consider while visiting Baja.

 


WHERE TO DIVE

Cabo San Lucas

If you choose to stay close to the lively scene in Cabo San Lucas, short boat rides are an advantage to diving here; crowds and noise from harbor traffic are the main deterrents.

A deep submarine canyon just 45 meters offshore offers exciting underwater topography for experienced divers. The canyon is known for its “sand falls,” streams of falling sand channeled between rocks along the canyon walls. But even when the rivers aren’t running, the dive offers varied marine life, large and small.

Another popular dive from Cabo San Lucas begins in the surge under a sea lion colony on the Sea of Cortez side of Land’s End and concludes with an underwater swim around to the Pacific side.

 


Cabo Pulmo

Alternatively, you can sacrifice nightlife and amenities to explore the living coral reef and national marine park offshore from Cabo Pulmo in the East Cape region. The coral attracts a wide variety of fish of all sizes and colors; other smaller reefs, as well as shipwrecks, lie in the general vicinity. Drift dives are common here, and boat rides are short. Several sites, including a sea lion colony, are ideal for novices.

 


La Paz

The islands and seamounts offshore from La Paz harbor some of the most exciting underwater topography and the largest marine creatures in the sea. Boat rides are long–an hour or more–and currents tend to be strong at these sites. The reward is the chance to experience the deep blue and to spot some of the largest pelagics in the sea. An advanced dive site called El Bajo is famous for its summer population of giant manta rays and, in summer, schooling hammerhead sharks. Beginners will enjoy dives in the bays around Isla Espíritu Santo and the sea lion colony at Los Islotes.

 


WHEN TO DIVE

From La Paz south, onshore water temperatures are around 21°C (70°F) in winter and 29°C (85°F) in summer and early fall. Water visibility is best July–October, when it exceeds 30 meters; this is also when the air temperature is warmest, often reaching well over 32°C (90°F).
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Dive shops are a common sight along the Sea of Cortez.







EXCURSION

At Santiago, head west to reach the Cañon de la Zorra and a 10-meter waterfall, just a 10-minute walk from the parking lot.




ALTERNATE ROUTE

To avoid the off-road driving and relatively primitive accommodations, skip Cabo Pulmo and stay on Mexico 1 until Los Barriles, popular with anglers, kiteboarders, and stand-up paddlers.






Day 3

Spend the morning out at sea, and in the afternoon continue north along Mexico 1 to La Paz (1.5–2 hrs.), stopping to explore the ghost towns of San Antonio and El Triunfo along the way. Check into a downtown hotel and walk the malecón at sunset. Enjoy seafood cocteles at Mariscos Moyeyo’s or arranchera at Rancho Viejo; then head out for drinks at Tailhunter Bar & FUBAR Cantina or Bar Salipuedes on the malecón, or catch a music performance at one of many cultural venues around town.




Day 4

Take a panga shuttle to Isla Espíritu Santo for a day of kayaking and snorkeling, or book a day of diving. Alternatively, paddle or drive to a few of the beaches along the Pichilingue Peninsula. Enjoy the views from one of the waterfront seafood restaurants at Playa El Tecolote. Spend the next morning exploring the Museo Regional de Antropología e Historia in downtown La Paz and shopping for pottery and other crafts.

Depart La Paz in the afternoon, heading south on Mexico 1 to Mexico 19, which leads to Todos Santos (45 minutes). Check into a boutique hotel in town, such as the Todos Santos Inn or Casa Bentley, or choose a vacation rental near the beach. For dinner, savor tacos al pastor at El Pastorcito, tapas and made-in-Baja wines at La Casita, or homemade Italian fare at Tres Galline.


EXCURSION

In winter, travelers with extra time can add a day for a gray-whale encounter in Bahía Magdalena, approximately 3.5 hours by car from La Paz.






Day 5

Walk the historic district in Todos Santos, with brick buildings and colorful facades that date back to the late 19th century, when the town was Baja’s sugarcane capital. Admire the artwork in a few of the town’s dozen galleries. Drive north along the coast to Playa La Pastora or south along Mexico 19 to Playa Los Cerritos, at Km. 64, to stroll the beach in the afternoon. Continue south along Mexico 19 to reach Cabo San Lucas before dark (1 hr.). Check into a hotel in downtown Cabo San Lucas or a resort along the Corridor, such as the Sirena del Mar Welk Resort. For dinner, make a reservation at Patagonia steakhouse or Romeo and Juliet for an Italian meal.
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silver mine ruins in the ghost town of El Triunfo







Day 6

Hire a water taxi, paddle a kayak, or rent a WaveRunner to visit Playa del Amor, or plan a day of fishing or diving out of Cabo San Lucas. Wander the shops and enjoy afternoon cocktails at The Nowhere Bar or the Giggling Marlin along the marina. Take a nap so you can rally for the nightlife at Cabo Wabo or El Squid Roe after dark.
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Rent watercraft to visit Playa del Amor.







Day 7

Schedule a massage for your last morning in paradise. Take a dip in the pool, hit the shops, and return to the airport with sand in your shoes.






[image: e9781598808896_img_9658.gif] FOUR-DAY GETAWAYS

Winter blues got you down? Looking to escape muggy summer days at home? A long weekend in the dry Baja sun may be just the answer. Travelers based in the western United States can reach San Diego, Ensenada, Loreto, La Paz, or Los Cabos by air in a matter of hours. From these international airports, a variety of weekend itineraries are possible. Here are just three of the options.


Wine Country


DAY 1

Cross the U.S.–Mexico border at San Ysidro after the morning rush hour and head south through Tijuana and onto the toll road. Stop in Rosarito for lunch at El Nido. Sit in the shaded back patio if it’s not too hot and try the locally raised quail and venison dishes. Walk off lunch by cutting through the Rosarito Beach Hotel and onto the pier that runs 600 yards out over the Pacific.

The total driving time from Tijuana to Ensenada will be less than two hours on the Cuota (toll road) and around 2.5 hours on the Libre (free road), depending on traffic. When you arrive in Ensenada, check into the Corona Hotel. Hit the downtown area for dinner, and then head north to Hussong’s Cantina for a beer. If the spirit moves you, walk to the corner and join the party at Papas and Beer until the wee hours of the morning.




DAY 2

If you weren’t out too late and you’ve called ahead, hop on a chartered fishing boat with Sergio’s Sportfishing Center. Back on the docks, take your catch to vendors in the Mercado de Mariscos to have them cook up a custom batch of fish tacos.

Spend the afternoon strolling the shops along López Mateos and visit La Esquina de Bodegas for some preliminary wine tasting. In the late afternoon make your way north out of Ensenada to Route 3. A green overhead sign will welcome you to the Ruta del Vino. Check into the Tuscan-style La Villa del Valle for the next two nights, and grab a casual dinner at La Casa Vieja.




DAY 3

After breakfast at the Villa, hang out by the pool until you are ready to explore some of the surrounding wineries. Enjoy tastings at Baron Balché, Monte Xanic, and Chateau Camou. Carefully choose the single bottle you’re allowed to take back home.

Retreat to the Villa del Valle for some much-earned rest. For dinner, get directions to Restaurant Laja.




DAY 4

An after-breakfast massage at the hotel will prepare you for the drive home. If you have time, grab a lobster roll in Puerto Nuevo on your way north. Get to the border crossing before 3 P.M. on a weekday. If you’re crossing on a Sunday, you’ll have plenty of time to reflect on your trip as you crawl through traffic back into the United States.






Loreto


DAY 1

Arrive midday at Loreto International Airport and check in to Las Cabañas de Loreto, Coco Cabañas, or La Damiana. Stroll Plaza Salvatierra and follow the paseo to the malecón as the sun sinks into the Sierra de la Giganta behind you. Mingle with local expats over dinner at 1697 or Papagayo Cantando, or sample the legendary fish tacos at El Rey del Taco.




DAY 2

Rise early to spend the day fishing, kayaking, diving, or touring the islands in the Loreto Bay National Marine Park directly offshore. Then reward yourself with a traditional Mexican meal at La Picazón and drinks at the second-story, open-air Bar Eclipse.




DAY 3

Visit one of the best-preserved Jesuit missions on the peninsula in the tiny village of San Javier, a 36-kilometer drive southwest of Loreto. Finish the day with a meal at Del Borracho Saloon and Grill.
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courtyard at Las Cabañas de Loreto







DAY 4

Take an early morning walk along the waterfront. Browse the shops near the plaza for souvenirs. Take one last dip in the pool, and then it’s time to say goodbye.






San José del Cabo


DAY 1

Arrive at Los Cabos International Airport (SJD); transfer to a hotel in downtown San José or a resort along the Corridor. Consider the Yuca Inn for a budget room, El Encanto Suites for modest accommodations, or Casa Natalia for an upscale experience. If it’s Thursday, browse open galleries on the weekly evening Art Walk in downtown San José. Order a homemade tamale from Tamales Doña Nina on the plaza. Savor the tastes of alta cocina mexicana at one of San José’s stylish restaurants, such as La Panga Antigua, Tequila Restaurant, or Don Emiliano.




DAY 2

Grab a pastry for breakfast at the French Riviera or drive to The Container at the Puerto Los Cabos Marina for brunch. Later, snorkel the rock reefs at Playa Chileno or Playa Santa María, looking for green moray eels, spotted eagle rays, and schools of tropical fish; or catch some waves at Playa Costa Azul. Book a sunset horseback-riding tour along Playa California, the beach that fronts the hotel zone in San José del Cabo. In the evening, enjoy a seafood dinner at an oceanview restaurant along the Corridor, such as Puerta Vieja or Sunset da Mona Lisa. Finish the night with music at Morgan’s Restaurant and Cellar or a pint of Baja Blond at the Baja Brew Pub near the plaza in San José.
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An egret keeps watch over a panga fishing marina.







DAY 3

Head out for a day of fishing from La Playita or surfing at Playa Costa Azul. Alternatively, you could travel to Cabo San Lucas to go diving. Or browse the many interior design shops in San José, dreaming of ways to decorate your own vacation home. Better yet, sign up for a massage at one of the luxurious spas at the Westin Los Cabos, Marquis Los Cabos, or Esperanza Resort.

Head to El Chilar for contemporary Mexican food centered around the chile or Pier 19 Seafood Bar for raw oysters. Afterward, head to the Tropicana Bar and Grill on Boulevard Mijares for regional Mexican music or Shooters rooftop bar for a livelier scene.


Excursion

To see a more remote side of Baja, drive to La Playita (15 min.) and head north along the Camino Costero Rural (Rural Coastal Road). Stop for lunch or dinner at Buzzard’s Bar and Grill in Laguna Hills.






DAY 4

Last chance to work on a tan by the pool. Stroll Boulevard Mijares one last time to pick up gifts and souvenirs at Sol Dorado or Antigua Los Cabos. Pack your bags and leave in time for lunch at Mariscos Mazatlán II on your way to the airport.






Cabo San Lucas


DAY 1

Arrive at Los Cabos International Airport (SJD); transfer to accommodations in downtown Cabo San Lucas or a resort along the Corridor. Consider Casa Bella for a central location or the Hotel Solmar for a quieter setting. Head to Playa El Médano to dip your feet in the bay. Order a cocktail at Nikki Beach or the Mango Deck and watch the sun sink behind the arch at Land’s End.

After dark, explore downtown Cabo San Lucas by foot, taking in the shops and clubs along Boulevard Marina. Savor the seafood at Mocambo de Los Cabos. Then head to Cabo Wabo for live music. Finish the evening with a Cuban cigar at Hemingway’s.


SEASIDE ROMANCE

Weddings, honeymoons, and anniversaries often inspire romance. Here are just a few of the ways to celebrate the occasion.

 


MOST ROMANTIC RESORTS


	The luxury suites at Dreams Los Cabos are a favorite for celebrating special occasions.

	Select linens for your bed from a menu when you check in at Las Ventanas al Paraíso. Then enjoy a private movie showing on the beach at night.

	The remote setting on the Pacific coast and no-kids policy of Pueblo Bonito Pacifica appeals to those in search of a quieter Los Cabos experience. Oceanview rooms have private plunge pools at Capella Pedregal.




MOST INTIMATE BOUTIQUE HOTELS


	Watch stunning sunsets from the pool or bar at Posada de las Flores, on the malecón in La Paz or enjoy the historic setting at El Ángel Azul bed and breakfast.

	Relax in European surroundings at Casa Natalia, in the heart of downtown San José del Cabo, or retreat from the bustle of Cabo San Lucas at the beautifully restored Casa Bella.




BEST CANDLELIGHT DINNERS


	In the heart of downtown La Paz, sample creative bajacaliforniano cuisine at Las Tres Virgenes or choose Italian ambience at Caffé Milano.


	Try the six-course tasting menu at Don Emiliano in San José.

	Reserve a private booth at Don Manuel’s, the signature restaurant inside the Capella Pedregal resort.

	Head to Café Santa Fe in Todos Santos or bring a picnic to Playa Palmilla and watch the sun set into the Pacific.



BEST BEACHES TO WALK AT SUNSET


	Watch surfers catch their last waves of the day at Playa Costa Azul, just outside San José del Cabo.

	See the sun melt into the Pacific from Playa Solmar, which runs along the southwestern edge of the Cape.

	Observe the birds in action along the Estero San José, just outside San José del Cabo, or at Playa Las Pocitas, near Todos Santos.



BEST SPAS


	Enjoy treatment rooms with a view at the Marquis Los Cabos.


	Heavenly body wraps and oceanside massages set the mood at the Westin Los Cabos, near San José del Cabo.

	Soak in the indoor steam caves and waterfalls at Esperanza, close to Cabo San Lucas.



SHOPAHOLICS, REJOICE


	Browse contemporary fine art on display in the galleries of Todos Santos and San José

	Find a Mexican fire opal in one of San José’s jewelry shops.

	Watch artisans making ceramics at Ibarra’s Pottery in La Paz. Admire the designer furnishings at Casa Paulina in downtown San José.








DAY 2

Pack a beach bag and hire a water taxi to take you to Playa del Amor, or rent a kayak and paddle there yourself before the wind kicks up. Sunbathe on the beach and snorkel around Pelican Rock before catching a boat ride back to town. Head to Las Gardenias or La Fonda for an authentic Mexican lunch. Spend the afternoon browsing the shops in Plaza Bonita and the Puerto Paraíso mall, and head to the rooftop Baja Brew Pub at Cabo Villas for drinks and a sunset view. In the evening, enjoy Argentinian-style grilled steak at Patagonia or shellfish at Maro’s Shrimp House, followed by live jazz at Edith’s.




DAY 3

Grab a latte at Theory Café in Plaza Bonita or a full breakfast at Mama’s Royal Café before you head out for a day at sea. Bring lunch, and spend most of the day on a guided fishing, kayaking, diving, or snorkeling tour. Don’t forget the sunblock; and divers, remember to allow 24 hours before your return flight. When you return, take a nap or lounge by the pool before another night out on the town. Head to DOC Wine Bar for a glass of made-in-Baja wine. For dinner, try Desperado’s for Tex-Mex, Cabo Wabo for tequila shrimp, or Nick-San for a blowout sushi experience.

Start the night’s festivities at the Giggling Marlin or The Nowhere Bar on the waterfront. Then move to Barometro or one of Cabo’s notorious late-night discos, such as El Squid Roe. If it’s a Saturday, check out the Latin rock music at Desperado’s.


Excursion

The bohemian town of Todos Santos, with art galleries, organic markets, and a small historic district, is just an hour away by car.






DAY 4

Browse the traditional Mexican handicrafts at the Marina Mercado or the silver jewelry at Taxco or Joyería Albert. Admire ceramic sculptures at the Sergio Bustamante gallery and professional photographs of Baja California in the Tomas Spangler gallery. Take one last chance to fill your shoes with sand at Playa El Médano. Then off to the airport you go.
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artesanía for sale on Playa El Médano
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Whether you end up loving it or hating it, Northwestern Baja makes a vivid first impression. As a dynamic border zone between Mexico and the United States, the region encompassing Tijuana, Rosarito, and Tecate has a complex, multicultural identity shaped by rapid economic growth, immigration, and the harsh reality of sharing a border with a much wealthier country. The change in scenery as you cross from Alta to Baja California is shocking and depressing. The lush green lawns and newly paved streets of San Diego become dusty roads and shantytowns on the outskirts of Tijuana, with signs of industrial pollution all around. Downtown Tijuana has modern skyscrapers, glitzy shopping malls, and wealthy residential neighborhoods, but you have to walk or drive through the less attractive parts of the city to get to them.

As the gateway to Baja California, Tijuana marked its 121st birthday in July 2010. But the event was not the celebration it might have been a few years ago. This one-of-a-kind city once lured hundreds of thousands of visitors a day to cross the border and spend their dollars. They came to shop, eat, and party. Some went home that day, others stayed the weekend, and a few simply passed through on their way to coastal attractions farther south. Caesar salad, Tecate beer, Nortec music, and trendsetting nightclubs all were part of the experience. In recent years, headlines of gruesome narco-crimes have scared all but the hardiest gringos away; European and Mexican visitors have taken over the cafés and bars along Avenida Revolución. And the city is struggling to cope with the dramatic loss in tourist revenue. Good things sometimes come out of adversity, however, and downtown Tijuana appears to be experiencing the beginnings of a transformation. Creative types are taking over empty buildings and turning them into new shops and eateries that cater to local residents. The result is a low-key and authentic community, as opposed to the hypedup tourist scene that once prevailed.
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HIGHLIGHTS

[image: e9781598808896_i0044.jpg] Centro Cultural Tijuana: Experience the art, history, and culture of Baja California at this complex covering eight acres in downtown Tijuana ([image: e9781598808896_i0045.jpg] Centro Cultural Tijuana).

[image: e9781598808896_i0046.jpg] Rosarito Beach: A string of mega-clubs along Rosarito Beach provide 24/7 entertainment for college students from the United States during the annual spring break holiday ([image: e9781598808896_i0047.jpg] Rosarito Beach).

[image: e9781598808896_i0048.jpg] Parque Hidalgo: Food and festivities center around Tecate’s shady plaza, making it a suitable launch point for a Northern Baja adventure ([image: e9781598808896_i0049.jpg] Parque Hidalgo).

[image: e9781598808896_i0050.jpg] Tecate Brewery: Tour the plant that produces Baja’s most popular brew. Located on the site of the original keg brewery, today’s operation uses modern, high-tech equipment to produce 40 million liters per month ([image: e9781598808896_i0051.jpg] Tecate Brewery).
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LOOK FOR [image: e9781598808896_i0053.jpg] TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.



 



Less than 80 kilometers east of the metropolis of Tijuana, laid-back Tecate is the oldest border town in Baja and maintains the feel of an authentic Mexican community, although it is growing at an alarming rate as people from southern Mexico move north to work in the surrounding factories.

South along the coast, beachside Rosarito has long been a favored getaway for San Diego and Los Angeles residents—especially surfers—except in March and April, when spring breakers from across the western United States come to town.

As Mexico’s drug war rages on, the news of murders, kidnappings, and military interventions continues to deter many would-be travelers from visiting the border region. Faced with extremely low demand, many outfitters have had to change or cancel longstanding trips to the region. Even as the global economy begins to recover, it’s a cycle that’s going to be difficult to reverse.

But for every traveler who has decided Northern Baja is too risky, there are others who are following through on their plans. And most of them are getting through the border region trouble-free. The violence is real, and it’s scary, but it’s not the whole story.


TIJUANA, ROSARITO, AND TECATE
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PLANNING YOUR TIME

Many travelers prefer to limit time in the border region in order to maximize time at Southern Baja destinations; however, Tijuana, Rosarito, and Tecate each have their own appeal. You might spend a day, a weekend, or, in the case of Rosarito, a whole week enjoying the culture and adjusting to the change of pace.

A popular weekend itinerary involves crossing from San Diego into Tijuana, heading south to Rosarito and Ensenada and then northeast via Mexico 3 and the Ruta del Vino (Wine Route) to exit at Tecate.

If you’re heading all the way to Baja California Sur, you can cover the length of Baja California (Norte) from Tijuana to Guerrero Negro in one long day, or, more comfortably, with a stopover in San Quintín or El Rosario.

Northwestern Baja enjoys a dry and comfortable climate year-round, much like Southern California. The beaches between Rosarito and Ensenada are warmest and most crowded July–September. Winter months tend to be cold and cloudy.





Tijuana and Vicinity

Straddling the Río Tijuana, now a canal, which empties into the Pacific Ocean, Tijuana encompasses a population of around 2.5 million (estimates range from 1.6 million to 3.5 million). Its urban sprawl covers deep canyons, hills, and plateaus in the northwest corner of Mexico. Most visitors come for the shopping, dining, and clubbing, but the city also draws people who want to drink underage, buy prescription medications over the counter, and visit its legal red-light district.


HISTORY

It may be hard to imagine today, but Tijuana wasn’t always a border town. The Treaty of Hidalgo, signed in 1848, ceded Alta California to the United States and commenced Tijuana’s rapid transformation from an insignificant cattle ranching settlement to a center of tourism, industry, and immigration. It was officially founded as Tijuana in 1889. Many U.S. citizens first heard of the city in 1911, one year after the Mexican Revolution, when a group of revolutionaries briefly occupied the town.

When the Panama-California International Exposition took place in San Diego in 1916, Tijuana put itself on the global tourism map, drawing a number of attendees over to the border for a concurrent traditional Mexican fair. With its lineup of arts and crafts, local foods, hot springs, horse racing, and boxing matches, the city made a lasting impression.

The U.S. Prohibition era brought foreigners over the border in greater numbers to drink and gamble. In 1928 the historic Agua Caliente hotel, casino, and spa opened to entertain elite Hollywood types, and the resort quickly became an icon of the growing city. The party lasted until 1935, when then-president Cárdenas outlawed gambling and closed Mexico’s casinos, causing a severe recession.

By this point, however, the city was primed for growth through tourism and domestic immigration, and from 1940 to 1950 its population tripled from approximately 20,000 to more than 60,000, and then exploded by 600 percent between 1950 and 1970. An era of industrial development fueled the next wave of growth, with international companies opening hundreds of manufacturing plants called maquiladoras, which take advantage of cheaper labor costs to produce goods for export. Without the infrastructure to handle such explosive growth, Tijuana faced severe housing shortages and pollution. Collaboration between the United States and Mexico led to improvements through the end of the 20th century, and today the standard of living is much improved—to the point where tens of thousands of U.S. nationals have made Tijuana their permanent residence.

 


See WHAT’S IN A NAME?

 



Present-day Tijuana is a multicultural, cosmopolitan city facing a host of socioeconomic challenges. Its 16 universities draw students from all over the country as well as overseas. As the fourth-largest city in Mexico (after Mexico City, Guadalajara, and Monterrey), it also has the busiest international border crossing in the world, through which 70 million people pass each year. Tijuana has one of the highest income per capita of any city in the country, but as a border zone, it also must cope with a sizable immigrant population (legal and illegal, foreign and national), widespread poverty, and deep-rooted organized crime.


TIJUANA
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At its heart, multicultural, cosmopolitan Tijuana remains a young city searching to find its place in the world. Even as it struggles to cope with systemic crime and poverty, this urban community finds itself at the forefront of global trends in music and art. If it can find a way to harness and nurture that creative, edgy spirit while restoring law and order, Tijuana could reemerge as an economic and cultural leader in the region.




SIGHTS


Zona Río

Officially called the Zona Urbana Río Tijuana, this part of the city borders the Tijuana River/ Canal across from the palacio municipal. The heart of the district is the Plaza Río Tijuana (Paseo de los Héroes btw Independencia/ Cuauhtémoc), with dozens of shops and restaurants, several hotels, and some of the city’s hottest dance clubs. In fact, the Zona Río boasts some of the largest and liveliest clubs in the world. A day trip here might encompass bargain shopping, a gourmet dinner, a musical performance, and a night of drinking and dancing until the wee hours of the morning.




[image: e9781598808896_i0058.jpg] Centro Cultural Tijuana

A block away from the Plaza Río, across Avenida Independencia, is the Tijuana Cultural Center, with more than 60 works of art by the famous Mexican painter Raul Anguiano.

Well-known Mexican architects Pedro Ramírez Vásquez and Manuel Rosen Morrison designed Tijuana’s industrial-looking landmark, the Centro Cultural Tijuana (Héroes and Independencia, tel. 664/687-9600, www.cecut.gob.mx), with a giant, white spherical planetarium (now an IMAX theater). The government-sponsored complex covering 8.6 acres opened in 1982 with the goals of strengthening national identity in Northern Baja and promoting cultural tourism. Today its 1,000-seat performing-arts theater hosts the Baja California Orchestra (OBC) and other performances (with some outdoor events in summer). Some 1.5 million visitors tour the center each year, many of them children. The Museo de las Californias, with historical, anthropological, and archaeological exhibits (10 A.M.–6:30 P.M. Tues.–Fri., 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Sat.–Sun., US$2). The center also has a café, bookstore, and shops. Tickets are sold 10 A.M.–6 P.M. daily. In 2008 CECUT expanded with the opening of El Cubo, a large space for art exhibitions that took three years and US$9 million to build.
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the Centro Cultural Tijuana at night




 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Avenida Revolución

More shopping, dining, and nightlife are to be found along an eight-block stretch of Avenida Revolución (La Revo, in San Diegospeak), where the remaining clubs are oriented toward an increasingly local Southern California crowd.




Tijuana Arch and Monumental Clock

This controversial addition to the skyline is located at Avenida Revolución and Primera, but it is visible from most of the city. To its backers, it’s the symbolic gateway to Baja, but to most locals it’s a visual hangover from the Y2K celebration. Either way, it’s a good landmark to meet your friends after a long night in TJ.


AVENIDA REVOLUCIÓN
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Playas de Tijuana

A boardwalk and seawall along the beach have given Playas de Tijuana a facelift and are intended to help keep erosion in check, but problems with water quality and police corruption persist. Although many foreign residents live here, tourists are few and far between. Reports of parking scams in which police direct drivers to illegal lots and then tow their cars or allow the homeless to break into them are enough to keep visitors away. It’s best to park at the border and take a taxi. At the north end of the beach, the U.S.-Mexico border fence extends across the sand and out into the ocean, dividing Tijuana from the neighboring community of Imperial Beach, California.

At the north end of the district stands the historic Plaza Monumental Bullring by the Sea. Two universities are located near the toll road: Universidad Iberoamericana del Noroeste and the Colegio de la Frontera Norte.

South of Playas de Tijuana, the Real del Mar (Km. 19.5, Mexico 1-D, tel. 664/631-3401, US$70–100) resort has comfortable accommodations and a golf course. Hacienda del Mar (Paseo Playas 116, Playas de Tijuana, tel. 664/630-8603, US$50–60) is a more central and less expensive option.

On the boardwalk, Café Latitud 32 (Malecón de Playas de Tijuana 50, no tel., mains US$5–10) serves coffee drinks and sandwiches and hosts occasional live music.






SPORTS AND RECREATION


Spectator Sports


BASEBALL

In 2010 the Cimarrones de Tijuana, or Big Horn Sheep (formerly Los Potros), played in the Golden Baseball League at the 18,000-seat Estadio Béisbol Calimax (formerly the Estadio Nacional de Tijuana), which is located off Boulevard Los Insurgentes near the Otay-Mesa border crossing. The team was inactive at last check due to financial troubles.




SOCCER

Tijuana has a 33,000-seat state-of-the-art fútbol stadium that has been open since 2007. Estadio Caliente is part of the Hipódromo Agua Caliente complex (Blvd. Agua Caliente 12027, tel. 664/682-3110, www.caliente.com.mx, US$20), where the local Club Tijuana team plays.






Golf

Founded in 1927 as part of the Agua Caliente Club complex, the Club Campestre Tijuana, or Tijuana Country Club (tel. 664/681-7855, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/217-1165, www.tijuanacountryclub.com), off Boulevard Agua Caliente has a 6,800-yard, par-72, 18-hole course. The Mexican Open is played here on occasion. Greens fees are US$18–45. The club has a driving range and pro shop and offers golf lessons.




Swimming and Running

Unidad Deportiva CREA (Cañon Aviacíon at Via Rápida Oriente s/n, tel. 664/215-9000, 7 A.M.–9 P.M. Mon.–Sat.) is a public sports complex in the Zona Río with a sixlane, 25-meter pool and diving pool. Athletes from around the world come to practice for marathons.




Organized Tours

Turista Libre (www.turistalibre.com) offers a refreshing alternative to the usual Tijuana tourist scene. Day trips focusing on the “overlooked and underrated” visit local museums, parks, dive bars, and the occasional pro soccer games at the Estadio Caliente.






ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

There are myriad ways to spend an evening out in Tijuana, from professional sporting events and cultural performances to a night of drinking and clubbing.


Dance Clubs

Tijuana’s once-vibrant nightclub scene is a shadow of its former self. A few mainstays have survived, but most others have closed or evolved into something different. In the meantime, a new and trendy bar scene has emerged along Calle 6 with more than 30 bars thriving in roughly a six-block area. Most of Tijuana’s top dance clubs enforce a dress code of no jeans or sneakers, and some insist on even more formal attire. The clubs begin to fill up around midnight and often stay open until dawn. The later the hour, the louder the music. Here are a few of the mainstays on the circuit. For current information online, search Facebook or MySpace, as few of the clubs maintain their own websites these days.

In business since 1988, Las Pulgas Disco Club (Revolución 1127, tel. 664/685-9574, www.laspulgas.info) consists of five different dance halls. Salon Rojo (10 A.M.–5 A.M. daily) plays rock music from the 1970s to pop hits. Salon Cachanilla (9 P.M.–6 A.M. Mon.–Tues. and Thurs.–Sun.) plays banda, norteña, and ranchero tunes. Larger Salon Vaquero holds 1,500 people and is open 9 P.M.–6 A.M. Wednesday and Friday–Sunday. The other two dance halls, Salon Teatro and Salon Palomar are open for special events.

Pyramid-like Club Balak (Plaza Pueblo Amigo, Vía Oriente, tel. 664/682-9222, from 9 P.M. Thurs.–Sat.) is an upscale venue with attentive service and a dress code.

Run by a global entertainment group and located inside a seven-story “cave” Babyrock (Diego Rivera 1482, tel. 664/622-3800, www.clubbabyrock.com, until dawn daily) has been a favorite for more than 20 years. A milliondollar sound system and state-of-the-art light shows bring a European club experience to TJ. Internationally recognized DJs play a range of techno and house music.

Mike’s Disco (tel. 664/685-3534, till 5 A.M. nightly), on the east side of Avenida Revolución at Calle 6, is a gay and lesbian dance club with drag shows on weekends.




Bars

Calle 6 is the epicenter of Tijuana’s new and ultra-hip bar scene. Check out Indie Go (Calle 6 at Revolución), La Mezcalera (Calle 6 btw Revolución/Madero, 5 P.M.–2 A.M. daily), and Zebra Mexican Pub (Héroes 10001 Local 21-A, Plaza Fiesta, noon–midnight Mon–Wed., noon–2 A.M., Thurs.–Sat.) which serves dozens of beers from around the world in a cozy setting. Order pub fare for under US$5. Made in Mexico is the theme at bohemian Santa Leyenda Bar Tijuana (Av. 6 1942), which serves wines from the Valle de Guadalupe as well as martinis and national beers.

Avenida Revolución also features a multitude of bars—some historic, some divey, some fancy. Mariachi bands do their rounds, and the scene is usually a mix of locals, expats, and out-of-towners. Bar San Marcos (Calle 5 at Revolución, tel. 664/688-2794), adjoining Caesar’s Sports Bar & Grill, has survived since its heyday in the 1950s. The Nortec Collective has composed a song about El Dandy Del Sur (Calle 6 and Revolución, tel. 664/688-0052), where the drinks keep flowing until dawn. Near El Dandy del Sur, tiny Don Loope Cantina (Calle 6 btw Revolución/Madero, 7 P.M.–3 A.M. Wed.–Sat.) could be set in New York with its velvet and red neon decor, except for the Nortec music that often plays.

Large and loud, La Cantina de los Remedios (Diego Riviera 2476, tel. 664/634-3087, 1 P.M.–midnight Mon.–Sat., 1–10 P.M. Sun.), in the Zona Río, is a chain with similar restaurant/bars in several cities on the mainland. It serves botanas and daily menudo (lunch), too. Complimentary valet parking is a plus.

Tijuana’s Zona Norte, from Calle 1 downtown north almost to the border, is the city’s red-light district; it’s best to avoid this area, especially at night.

At Cervecería Tijuana (Fundadores 2951, tel. 664/638-8662, www.tjbeer.com, 1 P.M.–midnight Mon.–Wed., 1 P.M.–2 A.M. Thurs.–Sat.), you can try six different brews in an Old World atmosphere with a modern twist: sports on the big screen and karaoke.

The largest Baja California winery, L.A. Cetto, operates a wine store and tasting room, Cava Tijuana (Cañón Johnson 2108, tel. 664/685-3031, www.cettowines.com, 10 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Sat.), in the Zona Río. Tastes are US$2 for most wines, US$5 for reserve wines.




Performances

Centro Cultural Tijuana (Héroes and Independencia, tel. 664/687-9600, www.cecut.gob.mx) has a 1,000-seat performing-arts theater where the Baja California Symphonic Orchestra plays.




Events

Visit the family-friendly Tijuana Fair (La Feria de Tijuana, mid-August–mid-September, US$5) in August or September, a traditional fair that celebrates Mexico’s independence with music, amusement rides, and arts and crafts. Concerts start at 8 P.M. Events take place at the Parque Morelos and Museo del Trompo.

The Tijuana Tequila Expo (Revolución at Calle 7, tel. 664/255-7692, www.expo-tequila.com, US$5) takes place in mid-October with more than 300 brands of tequila. Festivities include Mexican food, folk dancing, and norteña music. Transportation is provided from San Diego and Los Angeles via Five Start Tours (U.S. tel. 619/232-5040).






SHOPPING

The majority of Tijuana visitors come to shop in the free-trade zone (up to US$400). You’ll find a long list of goods for sale, from arts and crafts souvenirs and hand-embroidered dresses to name-brand apparel and discount prescription drugs. You can pay with U.S. dollars anywhere in the city; some stores will also accept credit cards. Most of the stores along Avenida Revolución have someone who speaks English on staff.

Avenida Revolución between Calle 2 and Calle 9 has a concentration of upscale boutiques selling leather goods, Talavera pottery, silver jewelry, and more. Tolan (Revolución 1111 at Calle 7, tel. 664/688-3637) carries a nice selection of glassware, pottery, and other high-end arts and crafts. For a wider selection of pottery at lower prices than the boutiques, head to the Mercado de Artesanías (Ocampo and Calle 2, no tel.). Across from the Tijuana Cultural Center at Paseo de los Héroes and Avenida Independencia, Mercado Hidalgo is a more traditional farmers market with fresh produce and other foods as well as artesanía.


[image: e9781598808896_i0061.jpg]

a festive scene at the Tijuana Fair




Plaza Río Tijuana (Paseo de los Héroes btw Via Poniente/Cuauhtémoc, www.plazariotijuana.com.mx), in the Zona Río, is a modern shopping mall with more than 100 businesses. The main department stores here include Comercial Mexicana, Dax, Solo Un Precio, and Dorian’s. You can buy everything from a pair of glasses to jewelry and fine art. The Metropoli Alternative Shop is a collection of several boutiques located at Calle 6 and Revolución, where you can find clothing by local designers, vintage apparel, skateboards, and sombreros.

A number of tile and furniture stores line Boulevard Agua Caliente between Avenida Revolución and the Caliente complex. You can buy high-quality pieces made of wood or wrought iron at much lower prices than you’d pay in the United States or Canada. Just be sure to check the latest U.S. Customs regulations before filling up your car.

La Caja Galería (Callejon de las Moras 118-B, tel. 664/686-3056, www.lacajagaleria.com) represents contemporary Mexican artists, many of them from Tijuana itself.

San Diego residents frequent Sanborns department store (Revolución 1102 at Calle 8, tel. 664/688-1433, www.sanborns.com.mx) for English-language books, arts and crafts, medications, and liquor.

Tijuanenses buy their shoes, liquor, medications, and other day-to-day items on Avenida Constitución, one block west of Avenida Revolución. Prices are accordingly lower. For last-minute souvenirs or to pass the time at the border, browse the kitschy crafts in the indoor/ outdoor Plaza Viva Tijuana (Frontera and Av. de la Amistad), just before the border gate).

On the first Friday evening of the month, artists open studios along Pasaje Rodriguez Arte y Diseño (PRAD) (Av. Revolución 721 btw Calles 3–4, pradtj.webs.com) to celebrate local art and culture.




ACCOMMODATIONS

The hotel business in Tijuana is not well developed for a city of its size because the vast majority of visitors do not spend the night. The nicer places cater to business travelers from elsewhere in Mexico and overseas. Safe and clean budget hotels are hard to find in downtown Tijuana. Budget travelers are better off continuing south to Ensenada.


US$50–100

Hotel Palacio Azteca (16 de Septiembre/ Cuauhtémoc Sur 213, off Agua Caliente, tel. 664/681-8100, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/901-3720, www.hotelpalacioazteca.com, US$60) provides above-average accommodations with large TVs as well as heat and air-conditioning. Guests may use laundry facilities as well as a swimming pool and parking lot.

Renovated in 2008, Hotel Real del Río (J. M. Velazco 1409, tel. 664/634-3100, www.realdelrio.com, US$70) is a good value for business travelers, though street noise can be a nuisance.

[image: e9781598808896_i0062.jpg] Hotel Hacienda del Río (Sánchez Taboada 10606, tel. 664/684-8644, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/303-2684, www.bajainn.com, US$55–80) is a reliable and modern business-oriented establishment with its own restaurant /bar, heated pool, fitness center, and business center. Choose from 130 large rooms and suites, which feature satellite TV, Internet access, and climate control. Ask for rooms at the back of the hotel facing the pool, since the front rooms are at ground level and face the road. The same company also runs the slightly lower priced Hotel La Mesa Inn (Díaz Ordaz at Gardenias, tel. 664/681-5622, www.bajainn.com, US$50–60).

If you’re driving and want to stay within walking distance of La Revolución, try the Hotel La Villa de Zaragoza (Madero 1120 btw Calles 7/8, tel. 664/685-1832, www.hotellavilla.biz, US$55–70). Rooms are hit or miss, but your best bet is to ask for one of the garden rooms. Amenities include heat/ air-conditioning, TVs, phones, parking, and laundry. Nonsmoking and accessible rooms are available. The security guards do a good job, but the front desk staff can be surly.

Relative newcomer [image: e9781598808896_i0063.jpg] Hotel Ticuán (Calle 8 btw Constitución/Revolución, tel. 664/6858069, toll-free US tel. 877/730-8308, www.hotelticuan.com, US$65–85) has well maintained single and double rooms as well as suites in a central location. Rooms have plasma TVs, phones, and Wi-Fi. Its Restaurant Albahca serves casual fare including salads, sandwiches, and burgers.




US$100–150

Your best choice in this price range is located in the Zona Río: [image: e9781598808896_i0064.jpg] Hotel Lucerna (Paseo de los Héroes 10902, tel. 664/633-3900, U.S./ Canada tel. 800/582-3762, www.hoteleslucerna.com/tijuana, US$90–110) has all the amenities one would expect from a large, international business hotel: restaurants, pools, gardens, fitness center, and car rental desk. Ask for a room in the annex if one is available.

The Grand Hotel Tijuana (Agua Caliente 4500, tel. 664/681-7000, U.S./Canada tel. 800/472-6385, www.grandhoteltij.com.mx, US$85–115) was one of Tijuana’s first skyscrapers. With 22 floors and more than 400 rooms, it is a full-service resort, but the walls are thin and you can easily hear what your neighbor is watching on TV. The shopping area here has a ghost-town feel.

In addition to these options, the Marriott (Tijuana Marriott Hotel, Agua Caliente 11553, tel. 664/622-6600, www.marriott.com, US$90–120) and Fiesta (Fiesta Inn Otay at the airport, tel. 664/979-1900, www.fiestainn.com, US$100) chains also have a presence in the city.




US$150–250

Business travelers and well-off weekenders like the Hotel Camino Real (Paseo de los Héroes 10305 and Cuauhtémoc, tel. 664/633-4000, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/722-6466, www.caminoreal.com, US$130) chain for its luxury amenities, such as marble baths and high-end toiletries; however, experiences at this property have been inconsistent in recent years. The rooms are underwhelming, but the staff generally makes up for it with top-tier service. Its Maria Bonita restaurant is open 1 P.M.–1 A.M. Monday–Saturday and 1–5 P.M. Sunday.






FOOD

Aside from its shopping, bars, and nightlife, Tijuana is a culinary destination in its own right, with everything from mouthwatering street food to serious haute cuisine.


Avenida Revolución and Vicinity

Caesar salad was invented in Tijuana by Italian-Mexican brothers Alex and Caesar Cardini in 1924. [image: e9781598808896_i0065.jpg] Caesar’s Sports Bar & Grill (Calle 5 at Revolución, tel. 664/685-1664, lunch and dinner daily, mains US$10–15), located next to the Caesar Hotel, still carries on the tradition. A server prepares the salad at your table, and the key ingredient is coddled eggs instead of raw.

The Sanborns department store chain has several of its popular cafeterías around town (Revolución at Calle 8, Revolución btw Calles 3/4, Revolución 737, and Plaza Río, tel. 664/668-1462, breakfast, lunch, and dinner daily, mains US$10–15). The food is good enough (think Denny’s) and so are the prices.

In business since 1947 under a couple of different names, Tia Juana Tilly’s (Calle 7 at Revolución, tel. 664/685-6024, reservations tel. 664/685-1213, www.tiajuanatillys.com.mx, noon–midnight daily, until 3 A.M. Fri. and Sat., mains US$15 and up) is popular with locals and San Diego folks for Mexican dinners as well as steaks and seafood. The friendly staff makes visitors feel welcome.




Zona Río

If you only have time for one “nice” meal in Tijuana, call [image: e9781598808896_i0066.jpg] La Diferencia (Sánchez Taboada 10521, Río Tijuana, tel. 664/634-3346, www.ladiferencia.com.mx, 8 A.M.–10 P.M. Mon.–Sat., 8 A.M.–6 P.M. Sun., US$10–20) for a reservation. The seasonally available chile en nogada or the duck with jamaica (hibiscus flower) sauce are standouts on an all-around excellent menu. Attentive service and a contemporary setting make the meal.

For truly authentic Mexican cuisine, [image: e9781598808896_i0067.jpg] La Casa de Mole Poblano (Paseo de los Héroes 1501, tel. 664/634-6920, 10 A.M.–11 P.M. daily, mains under US$10) matches its chili-chocolate, chili-almond, and sesame-seed sauces with a variety of meat and poultry. The high ceilings, ivy, and mariachi bands create an upbeat and family-friendly environment popular with locals.

A highlight on the menu at Mariscos Los Arcos (Salinas 1000, tel. 664/686-4757, 8 A.M.–10 P.M. Sun.–Wed., 8 A.M.–midnight Thurs.–Sat.) is Mazatlán-style pescado zarandeado —a whole fish rubbed in herbs and spices and then seared and broiled. This restaurant is part of a well-regarded chain with several locations in Mexico.

Vips Restaurant Cafetería (Sánchez Taboada 10750, tel. 664/634-6196, 7 A.M.–10 P.M. daily, mains under US$10) is part of a large coffee-shop chain, and it offers a long list of breakfast and lunch fare, including Mexican plates. The locals like it, and it’s affordable.

Casa de la 9 blends coffee with independent films, art, and concerts (Calle 9 btw Quintana Roo/Pío Pico, tel. 664/688-0113, http://lacasadelanueve.blogspot.com). Chilaquiles are a popular breakfast order at La Espadaña (Sánchez Taboada 10813, tel. 664/634-1489).

Also in the Zona Río, Villa Saverios (Sánchez Taboada at Escuadron 201, tel. 664/686-6442, ext. 104, www.villasaverios.com, mains US$20) is a Mediterranean/Baja fusion restaurant with a 20-year history of serving creative cuisine. Start with a plate of local cheeses or yellow fin tostadas and then move on to heartier fare such as the twice-cooked pork belly served with huitlacoche polenta and sautéed kale. Internationally celebrated chef Javier Plascencia is a member of Slow Food International and the mastermind behind seven Tijuana restaurants, including the famous Caesar’s. He recently opened another trend-setting eatery, Misión 19 (Misión de San Javier 10643, tel. 664/634-2493, www.mision19.com, mains US$20).


[image: e9781598808896_i0068.jpg]

in the kitchen at Villa Saverios







Agua Caliente

Check the specials menu on the blackboard on your way in at La Querencia (Escuadron 201 No. 3110, Sánchez Taboada at Salinas, tel. 664/972-9940, www.laquerenciatj.com, mains US$10–25). It’s easy to get distracted by the strange combination of safari decor and industrial chic. The lamb chops are well prepared and not oversauced. Just make sure your cab driver doesn’t mistake it for the well-known La Diferencia.

Carnitas Uruapán (Díaz Ordaz 12650, opposite Plaza Patria, tel. 664/681-6087, 7 A.M.–5 A.M. daily, mains US$10–15, cash only) sells house-made carnitas by the kilo for family-style dining. Sides include rice, beans, salsa, and guacamole.

Food becomes art at Restaurant Uno (Av. de las Ferias 5202, tel. 664/681-3203), and Baja California wines play a central role in the performance.




Groceries

Calimax has dozens of grocery stores around the city, including one at 791 Avenida Constitución (tel. 664/688-0737) in the Zona Centro and another at Boulevard Agua Caliente 11988 (tel. 664/681-2511).






INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Tourist Assistance

The Tourist Information Booth (Revolución at Calle 1, tel. 664/688-0555, 8 A.M.–8 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–3 P.M. Sat.–Sun.) has a bilingual staff and the usual collection of maps and brochures covering Northern Baja. Additional booths are at the border crossing and the airport. The Tijuana Convention and Visitors Bureau (COTUCO, main office Paseo de los Héroes 9365-201, Zona Río, tel. 664/684-0537 or 664/684-0538, www.tijuanaonline.org, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. daily) has Visitor Information Centers set up at the pedestrian border crossing, the airport, and on Avenida Revolución between Calles 3/4. The privately run Tijuana Tourism Board (Agua Caliente 4558-1108, tel. 664/686-1103, toll-free U.S./Canada tel. 888/775-2417, www.seetijuana.com) represents a group of local businesses.

 


See TIJUANA PHONE NUMBERS

 



The Cámara Nacional de Comercio, Servicios y Turismo de Tijuana (CANACO, Revolución at Calle 1, tel. 664/684-0537, www.canacotijuana.com, 9 A.M.–7 P.M. Mon.–Fri.) has tourist information, mailing supplies, restrooms, and a public telephone.

For any questions that these organizations cannot answer or for legal assistance, contact the State Secretary of Tourism (SECTUR, Plaza Patria, 3rd floor, Díaz Ordaz, tel. 664/688-0555).




Money

You can use U.S. dollars just about everywhere in Tijuana, except for bus fare. The city has numerous ATMs, including a Banamex southeast of Plaza Fiesta and Plaza Zapato on Paseo de los Héroes.




Post and Telephone

Tijuana’s main post office (Calle 11 at Negrete) is open 8 A.M.–7 P.M. Monday–Friday.




Internet Access

Most hotels and coffee shops now have wireless Internet service for their patrons. Look along the northern end of Avenida Revolución if you need an Internet café.




Immigration and Customs

The Tijuana-San Ysidro border crossing processes all immigration and customs paperwork (daily 24/7).




Foreign Consulates

Visit the U.S. Consulate (Tapachula 96, Col. Hipódromo, tel. 664/622-7400, 8 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Fri., closed U.S. and Mexican holidays) for help with lost or expired U.S. passports or visa issues. Other consulates in town include Canada (Germán Gedovius 10411-101, Condominio del Parque, Zona Río, tel. 664/684-0461, 9 A.M.–1 P.M. Mon.–Fri.); France (Revolución 1651, 3rd floor, tel. 664/681-3133, btdmex@telnor.net); Germany (Cantera 400, Building 304, tel. 664/680-2512); and United Kingdom (Salinas 1500, Col. Aviación, La Mesa, tel. 664/686-5320, fax 664/681-8402).




Green Angels

Mexico’s Green Angels automotive emergency assistance service maintains headquarters at the Otay Mesa border crossing (Edificio Federal Garita, tel. 664/624-3479).






GETTING THERE


By Air

Tijuana has an international airport in Mesa de Otay, about 10 kilometers northeast of downtown: Abelardo L. Rodríguez International Airport (TIJ, tel. 664/607-8200, http://tijuana.aeropuertosgap.com.mx). Several international and discount airlines offer service to and from Tijuana, including:



	
Aeroméxico (Plaza Río Tijuana 12-A1, Paseo de los Héroes, tel. 664/638-8444 or 800/021-4010, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/237-6639, www.aeromexico.com)

	
Mexicana (Edificio Fontana, Diego Rivera 1511 at Paseo de los Héroes, tel. 664/634-6566, airport tel. 664/682-4184 or 800/509-8960, toll-free U.S./Canada tel. 800/531-7921)

	
Aero California (Plaza Río Tijuana C-20, Paseo de los Héroes, tel. 664/684-2876, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/237-6225)

	
Aviacsa (Sánchez Taboada 4499, Plaza Guadalupe 6, tel. 664/622-5024, airport tel. 664/683-8202 or 800/711-6733, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/528-4227, www.aviacsa.com), based out of Monterrey

	
Volaris (www.volaris.com.mx) is one of a handful of low-cost carriers that fly in and out of Tijuana—an increasingly appealing way to mitigate the rising cost of airfare from LAX. It opened for business in 2006, and the best part about flying with this airline is that it runs a shuttle from the San Diego train station to the Tijuana airport (US$15), so travelers don’t have to deal with driving themselves through the busy streets of Tijuana. From the shuttle pickup, it’s a 30-minute drive to the airport, including a short stop at the border. The planes are new, and most of your fellow passengers will be gringos in the know. This is a great way to get to La Paz and Los Cabos in Baja California Sur.



 


See UNITED STATES-MEXICO BORDER CROSSINGS

 


The airport has food, books, and gift shops, plus an ATM and parking garage. TIJ is an official port of entry for foreign pilots. Check with Bush Pilots International (www.bajabushpilots.com) for current information.

Airport Transportation: Taxi service between the airport and any destination within the city limits costs US$12 for up to five passengers and slightly less to the Central de Autobuses. Public buses signed “Centro” offer frequent connections to the downtown area (US$0.60 pp).




By Bus

Tijuana’s Central de Autobuses de Tijuana is located five kilometers east of the city on Lázaro Cárdenas at Boulevard Arroyo Alamar (tel. 664/621-2982). It has a restaurant, lonchería, telephone service, immigration office, and currency exchange. Transportes Norte de Sonora (TNS) and Autotransportes de Baja California (ABC, tel. 664/621-2668, www.abc.com.mx) offer connections east to Mexicali (US$9–12, nine buses/day) and the Mexican mainland. Transportes de Pacífico and Chihuahuenses offer more frequent connections to destinations on the mainland.

ABC’s ejecutivo buses depart for Ensenada every half hour 6 A.M.–midnight from the second Central de Autobuses (Madero and Calle 1). Regular buses (no air-conditioning) leave for Ensenada from Plaza Viva at the border. ABC offers both ejecutivo and regular bus service to San Felipe as well.

Autotransportes Aguila offers intercity service to points south, including El Rosario, Santa Rosalía, and La Paz.

Greyhound (toll-free U.S. tel. 800/231-2222) buses from San Diego and Los Angeles arrive at the Tres Estrellas de Oro terminal (México and Madero, tel. 664/688-0082), which also has frequent ABC buses to Tecate.

Mexicoach out of San Ysidro has its own station at the Terminal Turística Tijuana (Revolución btw Calles 6/7).




By Taxi

Taxi service from the border to downtown is about US$5 (flat rate); to Rosarito US$35 (one-way); and to Ensenada US$100.




By Car

Most visitors heading to Tijuana by car cross at San Ysidro. You don’t need a permit for your vehicle unless you plan to continue on to the mainland. You do need a validated tourist permit if you plan to go south of Maneadero or stay longer than 72 hours anywhere on the peninsula. A Mexican auto insurance policy is essential.




On Foot

A popular way to get to Tijuana from Southern California is to park at San Ysidro and walk across the border. The route is well marked and it takes about 15–20 minutes to get to Avenida Revolución this way. If you don’t want to drive to the border, you can take the Tijuana Trolley (www.sdmts.com, 5 A.M.–12:40 A.M. daily, US$2.50) from San Diego instead.






GETTING AROUND


By Bus

Tijuana has a complex bus system that can be useful for budget travelers or anyone who’d rather not have to negotiate with a taxi driver. As with other cities in Baja, the end destination of the bus is displayed in the windshield. You need pesos for the fare (around US$0.50). Walk along Avenida Constitución to find buses arriving and departing from the downtown area.




By Taxi

Taxi rides within the downtown area should cost less than US$5, and under US$15 to the airport or Central de Autobuses. You can pay in U.S. dollars. The yellow taxis that shuttle pedestrians from the border to downtown are a special breed. Drivers often ask more than the going rate of US$8, and they often get kickbacks from certain businesses downtown, so they may try to discourage you from going to the place you request. To avoid this hassle, consider taking a shuttle bus from the Blue Line Trolley terminal in San Ysidro to Avenida Revolución (US$1 pp).

Route taxis (taxis de ruta) are similar to buses, except the vehicles are station wagons that can hold up to 12 passengers and they stop wherever someone flags them down, which makes for more flexible transportation. Rates are slightly higher than the going bus fare.




By Car


RENTAL CARS

You can rent from any of several international chains, including Avis, Budget, Central, Dollar, Hertz, and National. Rates are lower here than in neighboring Ensenada or Mexicali. Reserve ahead, since fleets are small. When you arrive at the counter, you’ll need to give a major credit card (not a debit card) as a deposit on the rental.




DRIVING

Traffic in Tijuana is heavy, though not insurmountable. Parking is another challenge. If you’re used to navigating urban environments in the United States, you can probably figure it out here. Street parking is difficult along Avenida Revolución, but there are several pay lots open 24/7 for US$5 per day.








LEAVING TIJUANA


To the United States

To return to San Ysidro and Southern California, head north on Avenida Revolución and follow signs to San Diego. Avenida Padre Kino, north of the downtown area, is an alternative when traffic is heaviest. It connects you to the east lanes of the border crossing, which tend to be less crowded.




South to Rosarito and Ensenada

The 100-kilometer route from Tijuana to Ensenada is easy to follow. Most travelers these days take the four-lane toll road (Cuota), Mexico 1-D, south, but you can also choose the two-lane Libre (free road), which is the original Mexico 1. The toll road hugs the coast more closely but offers fewer opportunities for stops.

To get on the toll road from downtown Tijuana, get on Calle 3 heading west and look for signs to Ensenada; traffic may crawl until the toll-road entrance near Playas de Tijuana. There are three tolls (casetas de cobro, US$2–3 each for regular passenger vehicles) along the way. You can pay in dollars or pesos, and your change may come in either currency depending on what the toll collector has on hand.

If you can manage to find it from downtown Tijuana, the Libre follows an inland route at first and meets the coast at Rosarito. It then parallels the shore until La Misíon, where it heads into the mountains again. Access to the free road is not well marked downtown. Drive south along Avenida Revolución until it joins Boulevard Agua Caliente and watch for a sign that says A Rosarito (To Rosarito) and points right. Pass the Calimax store on the right and take the next right turn onto Boulevard Cuauhtémoc, which leads eventually to Mexico 1.




East to Tecate and Mexicali

If you want to travel east on the Libre, take Boulevard Agua Caliente southeast. It will turn into Boulevard Díaz Ordaz and then Mexico 2. If you want to take the toll road to Tecate, follow the signs for the airport, not the signs for Tecate, which direct you toward the free road.






ISLAS LOS CORONADOS

A group of islands called Los Coronados lie within sight of shore 11 kilometers west of San Antonio de Mar, which is 12 kilometers south of Tijuana. The islands have a colorful past that includes pirates, rum-running, and a Prohibition-era casino known as the Coronado Islands Yacht Club. Steep terrain makes the islands impractical for habitation, but the Mexican navy maintains an outpost on one of them.

The islands are the peaks of a submerged mountain range. The southernmost island is the largest at three kilometers long and 204 meters high. The northern island, Coronado del Norte, is one kilometer long and 142 meters high. The two islands in the middle are little more than rocky outcroppings. Since no one is allowed to land on the islands, they are popular nesting sites for brown pelicans and more 160 other species of birds. There is a large sea lion colony on the west side of Coronado del Norte.


Fishing and Diving

From April–October, yellowtail fishing is excellent around the islands. There are rock cod, bonito, calicos, and halibut.

Los Coronados offers good visibility for diving and playful sea lions. There aren’t many large fish, but there are plentiful moray eels and schooling small fish. The main sites are the Lobster Shack, off the northeastern coast of Coronado del Norte, and the Keyhole archway at the south end of the same island. No regular dive boats frequent the islands, but San Diegobased Horizon Charters (U.S. tel. 858/277-7823, www.horizoncharters.com) will run a charter trip.








Rosarito and Vicinity

Once a quiet ranching community, Rosarito (pop. 130,000) became something of a mini Las Vegas, only without the casinos, but fell on hard times in the wake of drug wars and an ongoing global recession. Development began in the 1920s with the opening of El Rosario Resort and Country Club and reached a feverish pitch in the 1990s, when Fox Studios came to town. Located just 30 miles south of San Diego, Rosarito’s fate as a party town was sealed when the Hotel Festival Plaza built a huge entertainment complex right on the waterfront. The town’s greatest appeal today—as then—is its long, sandy beach, which the high-rise hotels and luxury condos are slowly crowding out.

Until 1995 Rosarito belonged to the municipio (county) of Tijuana, and played a major role in funding the larger city’s annual budget. Rosarito residents lobbied for 15 years to create their own municipio, so they could use the city’s relatively high income to develop its own infrastructure and services rather than supporting Tijuana’s.


ROSARITO


[image: e9781598808896_i0069.jpg]



Tourism drives Rosarito’s economy today, but like Tijuana and Tecate, the town has been severely affected by the wave of drug-related violence sweeping through Northwestern Baja. To their credit, local authorities have taken steps to improve security, and they have results to show for it. Crime in the town declined 21 percent in 2009 to a five-year low, thanks to the efforts of former mayor Hugo Torres, who served his second three-year term 2007–2010. By replacing corrupt officers and training a dedicated tourist police force, Mr. Torres has begun to win back the confidence of expats and travelers; however, hotels and beaches remain almost empty.

Many first-time visitors to Rosarito return home disappointed in the overall scene and the quality of their accommodations. This is a party town; on weekends and any day in the summer, the clubs rock until dawn. Chances are you will hear the music from your room, especially if you stay anywhere close to the main strip. March and April bring groups of college kids on spring break, while an older crowd from Mexico and the United States visits during the peak summer months. If you know what you’re in for, it can be a fun time, but if you’re looking for a quiet escape in a boutique hotel, this isn’t the place.

Between Rosarito and Ensenada are a few beaches, coves, surf spots, and residential communities, collectively dubbed the Gold Coast by marketing-minded real estate developers.


SIGHTS


[image: e9781598808896_i0070.jpg] Rosarito Beach

The action in Rosarito centers around the beach—an eight-kilometer-long stretch of sand. You can swim, snorkel, or surf here, but most people just come to relax on the beach and party at the clubs. North of the pier are several mega-clubs that provide beach chairs and drinks by day and DJ music at night. During the annual spring break holiday, college students from the United States invade the town and take full advantage of the 18-year-old drinking age. You can rent ATVs, fish from the pier, or just people-watch as you sunbathe.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Rosarito Beach Hotel

There are a few truly iconic hotels in Baja, and the Rosarito Beach Hotel (south end of Juárez, tel. 661/612-1111, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/343-8582, www.rosaritobeachhotel.com) is one of them. It started as the only place to stay in Rosarito in the 1920s. During the 1940s and ’50s, it became popular with the Hollywood crowd, counting Mickey Rooney, Lana Turner, and Orson Welles among its regulars. In 2010 the hotel celebrated its 85th anniversary with a series of promotions and events that featured local art and music.

The founder’s nephew, Hugo Torres, was a recent mayor of the town, and he became the owner of the hotel in 1974. It has grown from 12 to 280 rooms, and its dramatic ocean pier anchors the Rosarito Beach vista. The 500-meter Rosarito Pier (daily 10 A.M.–6 P.M.) is popular for sportfishing, but the height makes landing fish from the surface far below a challenge and the activity can be sporadic. Admission to the pier is US$1 for adults, free for children under 12. Fishing from the pier costs US$5 for the public.






SPORTS AND RECREATION


Surfing

There are at least 25 named surf breaks between Rosarito and Ensenada—far too many to cover in detail here. Some are overhyped and packed with boards; others are consistent yet never crowded. Whether you are a beginner or an advanced surfer, you can probably find a spot that works for your skill level. For info break by break, pick up a copy of The Surfer’s Guide to Baja.




Spas

Spas are a relatively new addition to the Rosarito activity list. In part of the original mansion of the Rosarito Beach Hotel, Casa Playa Spa (south end of Juárez, tel. 661/614-4410, U.S. tel. 619/946-2987, ext. 1364, spa@ rosaritobeachhotel.com, 8 A.M.–6 P.M. Sun.–Fri.) offers massage, facials, body wraps, and scrubs. Treatments range US$40–100.


[image: e9781598808896_i0071.jpg]

A surfer catches a wave near the Rosarito Pier.









ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS


Bars and Nightclubs

The best-known mega-club in town is Papas and Beer (Eucalipto 400 at Coronado, tel. 661/612-0444, www.papasandbeer.com), a huge entertainment center and nightclub covering about 4,600 square meters of sand with multiple bars, dance areas, and beach volleyball; the low cover charge keeps it packed on warm summer nights, but it’s empty in winter. Papas and Beer celebrated its 27th anniversary in 2010. It has satellite locations in Ensenada and La Paz.

The open-bar policy at Iggy’s, next to the Rosarito Beach Hotel, for the price of the cover (negotiable), can seem like a deal, but the drinks are often watered down. You can overcome that problem by working with the same bartender and tipping well. The crowds seem to pass by Señor Frog’s located on Boulevard Juárez and head straight for the beachside clubs.

Rene’s Sports Bar (Km. 28, Mexico 1, tel. 661/612-1061), next to Paraíso Ortiz at the south end of town, has pool tables and TVs for watching the game.




Festivals and Events

Aside from spring break, the best-known event in Rosarito is the Rosarito–Ensenada 50-Mile Bicycle Ride, which takes places twice a year, in April and September, and attracts thousands of cyclists. For more information, contact Bicycling West in San Diego (U.S. tel. 619/424-6084, www.rosaritoensenada.com). Even if you can’t beat the course record of 2 hours and 13 minutes, you’ll still have a great time.






SHOPPING

Rosarito offers much of the same shopping you’ll find in Tijuana, just on a smaller scale. There are handicrafts, furniture stores, leather shops, and art galleries.

For souvenirs, head to the Mercado de Artesanías (9 A.M.–6 P.M. daily), on the west side of Boulevard Juárez, about midway between the Quinta del Mar and Rosarito Beach Hotel. This crafts market has hundreds of vendors selling all kinds of Mexican-made arts and crafts. Shop around and bargain to get a fair price for any items you buy. For beachwear and boutique shops, browse the many shopping plazas around town.




ACCOMMODATIONS

Most of Rosarito’s hotels line busy Boulevard Juárez, which runs parallel to the beach. Condos and vacation homes are another option for travelers who want to cook some of their own meals. Contact the tourist office at the north end of town (Juárez, tel./fax 661/612-0200, www.sectur.gob.mx, 9 A.M.–7 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–4 P.M. weekends).


US$50–100

Originally built by the same family that established the Rosarito Beach Hotel and Rene’s Sports Bar, Motel Paraíso Ortiz (Km. 28, Carr. Libre a Ensenada, tel. 661/612-1020, US$45–65) consists of simple beach cottages close to but not on the beach, behind the Rosarito Beach Hotel. Comfortably removed from the noise of the main strip (and therefore hard for some first-time visitors to find), Hotel Los Pelicanos (Ebano 113, tel. 661/612-0445, US$60–85) has 39 large rooms, all with heat and TV. Call ahead for directions.

On the north side of town, Hotel Quinta Terranova (Juárez 25500, tel./fax 661/612-1650, www.hotelquintaterranova.iwarp.com, US$65–109) is pet friendly, as long as your pooch is well-behaved and you bring proof of current vaccinations. Midweek rates drop to US$34 for standard rooms.




US$100–150

The best part about a stay at the Rosarito Beach Hotel (south end of Juárez, tel. 661/612-1111, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/343-8582, www.rosaritobeachhotel.com, US$90–150) is the beachfront location. This property has evolved into an enormous complex over the years. Given the piecemeal construction of the hotel, the rooms can vary in age and decor. The newly opened Pacifico Tower has the most up-to-date rooms. Visitors continue to report their disappointment with the basic nature of the accommodations. At any given time, some rooms will need a fresh coat of paint, and hot water may or may not work. Some rooms have kitchenettes, a great way to save on restaurant tabs.

North of the Rosarito Beach Hotel, the Hotel Festival Plaza (Juárez 1207, tel. 661/612-2950, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/295-9669, www.festivalplazahotel.com, US$100–160) is still the party epicenter in Rosarito for summer and spring break. Its proximity to the beach clubs keeps drawing the crowds, but in recent years readers have reported thefts, incidences of bedbugs, and general disrepair at the hotel. The valet parking system is of particular concern, since you have to leave your keys with the staff. The hotel/entertainment complex includes a Ferris wheel and tequila bar, plus restaurants, clubs, and a heated swimming pool. The 114-room hotel section has basic rooms that have been frat-partied nearly to death. Suites, condos, and casitas are better, though pricier, options. Service tends to be a little better in the off-season. Wristbands are required to enter the hotel, so you won’t be able to invite guests back to your room unless they are staying at the hotel already.






FOOD

Most of Rosarito’s many dining options are crowded along Boulevard Juárez. You can find everything from tacos to steak and seafood. Much of the food is adapted to gringo tastes. The larger hotels have their own restaurants as well.

[image: e9781598808896_i0072.jpg] El Nido (Juárez 67, tel. 661/612-1430, http://elnidorosarito.net, 8 A.M.–midnight daily, US$6–23), has great atmosphere and the food to back it up. The beef is grilled over an open fire. For breakfast, try the quail eggs and venison machaca. The restaurant’s owner raises his own quail and red deer.

La Cazuela del Mole (Juárez at Calle René Ortiz, tel. 661/612-2910, noon–8 P.M. Wed.–Mon., mains US$5), specializes in authentic sauces called moles as well as house-made tamales.

La Flor de Michoacán (Juárez 291, tel. 661/612-1858, 8 A.M.–10 P.M. daily, mains US$5–10) still makes outstanding carnitas, and you can order them by the kilo (US$20 includes the usual sides of beans, guacamole, salsa, and tortillas).

Ortega’s Place (Juárez 200, tel. 661/612-0022, breakfast, lunch, and dinner daily, mains US$15) is one of the original Puerto Nuevo lobster places, now with a restaurant in Rosarito. It still offers the lobster, but the buffet is more popular. Champagne brunch is a Sunday tradition.

Tacquería Los Poblanos (11 A.M.–1 A.M. daily), on Boulevard Juárez, across from the Festival Plaza, serves up spicy but good tacos al pastor for US$1. Restaurant La Tia (8 A.M.–3:30 P.M. daily) sits across from the Pemex on the southwest side of Calle Ciprés, packed with locals and not a tourist in sight. It serves birria, chicken, or beef in chipotle sauce. Plates start at US$5.

For espresso drinks, Café Spazio (Paseo de los Héroes 10958, tel. 664/631-3131, 7 A.M.–10 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–10 P.M. Sat., noon–10 P.M. Sun., US$4–6), in the Zona Río is a good option.




INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Tourist Assistance

The national Secretaría de Turismo (Secretary of Tourism or SECTUR, Calle Juan Ruiz de Alarcón 1572, Zona Río, tel. 664/682-3367, www.discoverbajacalifornia.com, 9 A.M.–7 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–4 P.M. weekends) distributes information about local sights, accommodations, and restaurants.




Money

Rosarito has plenty of ATMs these days. For example, Banamex and Serfín have branches on Boulevard Juárez, near the Hotel Festival Plaza.






GETTING THERE AND AROUND

Taxis de ruta make the 40-minute trip between Tijuana and Rosarito for about US$35 per person. You can hail one on Boulevard Juárez. These taxis can also provide service to the coastal towns south of Rosarito. The white-and-red taxis you see around town offer local service only.

Mexicoach (tel. 664/685-1470, U.S. tel. 619/428-9517, www.mexicoach.com) also runs shuttles between Tijuana and Rosarito (US$15 pp).

You can take the toll road (Mexico 1-D) or the free road (Mexico 1) from Tijuana to Rosarito. The distance is about the same, but the toll road is faster and easier to find.

If you’re driving north out of Rosarito, follow the sign toward San Diego; the one for Tijuana puts you on the highway heading south to Ensenada.

Small shuttles called calafias are another way to get around locally on Boulevard Juárez. The fare is only a few pesos.




POPOTLA

Fifteen minutes south of Rosarito (6.5 km), around Km. 33, a concrete arch in need of a paint job marks the entrance to Popotla, known for its collection of seafood vendors and other food stands. Menus are based on the catch of the day, which lands right there at the beach. It doesn’t get much fresher than this, and prices are a little lower than what you’ll pay in Rosarito or Puerto Nuevo. The stands begin serving around 11 A.M. daily.


Accommodations

Near Popotla, Las Rocas Resort and Spa (Km. 37.5, Mexico 1, tel. 661/614-0354, toll-free U.S./Canada tel. 888/527-7622, www.lasrocas.com, US$70–110) has a rustic feel with views of a popular surf break, fireplaces, and kitchenettes in its rooms. The rooms can be hit or miss, so ask to see one before you commit. Amenities include secured parking, cable TV, a restaurant, swimming pool, and hot tub. The hotel’s on-site spa provides a full menu of treatments, such as massage and facials, and a steam room.






PUERTO NUEVO

Foodie alert: Baja’s self-proclaimed lobster capital awaits in Puerto Nuevo at Km. 44 at the north end of Bahía Descanso. Harvests have dwindled since the first in-home restaurants opened in the 1940s and ’50s, and the scene is too touristy for some (mediocre food), but the village’s lobster tradition is still going strong. Choose from dozens of seafood restaurants steps from the ocean (most listed at www.puertonuevolobster.com), which feature the signature lobster platter, with rice, beans, and tortillas on the side. There are a few different styles of presentation, including deep fried and grilled, ranchera style with tomatoes and chili, or just plain boiled.

If you happen to be traveling in mid-October, stop by for the Festival del Vino y la Langosta (Festival of Wine and Lobster, US$25 pp), which takes place in Puerto Nuevo’s restaurant zone. Call the local restaurant association, Cámara Nacional de la Industria Restaurantera (CANIRAC, tel. 661/612-0700), for information.

It’s easy to find your way around the village, as it consists of only three blocks. Four streets run parallel to the ocean, and they are bound by the Avenida Rentaria (one-way toward the beach) to the north and Calle Barracuda (one-way toward the highway) to the south.


Misión El Descanso

Misión El Descanso (1817–1834) is one of the least-visited mission sites on the peninsula. It was founded by Dominican padre Tomás de Ahumada in 1817, after the flood that washed away the crops at Misión San Miguel, just 13 kilometers to the south. The two missions were closely linked for the short time that El Descanso was in operation. A modern church is built on top of the original mission foundation.




Accommodations

The Grand Baja Resort (Km. 44.5, Mexico 1, tel. 61/614-1493, toll-free U.S. tel. 877/315-1002, www.grandbaja.com, US$75–150), just south of Puerto Nuevo, overlooks the Pacific Ocean. The views are great; the rest is not. Most units are in need of repairs, and the beds and linens are old. This is not the place for neat freaks.

A better bet is a rental home or condo in the [image: e9781598808896_i0073.jpg] Las Gaviotas (one-bedroom US$100–175) gated community, located eight miles south of Rosarito. Several property managers offer rentals in this development. Visit www.las-gaviotas.com or www.golasgaviotas.com for current listings.




Food

Prices are the same at most of the lobster houses, ranging US$15–30 for main dishes, and you’ll need to pay in cash. Hours are generally 10 A.M.–8 P.M. weekdays, with later hours on Friday and Saturday nights. Puerto Nuevo I (s/n Rentaria, no tel.) is the original Puerto Nuevo restaurant and still a perennial favorite. Next door, Puerto Nuevo II (Rentaria 2, tel. 661/614-1454) is more upscale. These family-run places have been serving lobster for many years: Chela’s (Arpon 15, tel. 661/614-1058), La Escondida (Anzuelo/Paseo del Mar, no tel.), El Galeón (Anzuelo, no tel.), and La Perlita (Barracuda, just west of the highway, tel. 661/614-1276).






LA FONDA AND LA MISIÓN

Mexico 1 (Libre) and Mexico 1-D (toll road) diverge between La Fonda (a.k.a. K-58 or La Salina), on the coast at the southern end of Bahía Descanso, and La Misión, to the southeast (and not to be confused with Playa La Misión, which is a little south of La Fonda on Bahía Descanso). La Fonda offers the best beaches in the area, several of which have surfable waves. Take the exit for La Misión–Alisitos from the toll road at Km. 59.


Misión San Miguel Arcángel de la Frontera

East of the highway, historic Misión San Miguel Arcángel de la Frontera (1788–1833) is part of the Spanish mission trail in Baja. Dominican Padre Luis Salles came here from Misión Santo Tomás to the south in search of a strategic point of connection between the Baja California missions and the newer Alta California missions that were under construction. Relatively little is known about the mission today, but it did grow corn and wheat and had around 400 indigenous people at its peak. A flood in 1816 destroyed much of the mission, and it was abandoned in 1833, at which point the population had declined to only 25. The scant remains of its adobe compound—just two walls in a present-day schoolyard—are now protected by the Instituto Nacional de Antropología e Historia (INAH).




Accommodations and Food

La Fonda Hotel (Km. 59.5, Mexico 1-D Rosarito–Ensenada Toll Road, tel. 646/155-0307, www.lafondamexico.com, US$55–85) is a quirky area classic. There are standard rooms as well as multiroom apartments with fireplaces and kitchenettes (US$100–150). Movement around the cliff-side hotel involves numerous steep staircases, so if mobility is an issue, make sure to ask the front desk for an accessible room. The restaurant serves reliably tasty seafood and steaks (mains US$12–25). Make sure to get a good seat on the terrace for the sunset, and if it gets chilly, the waiters bring small blankets and turn on the patio heaters.

Alisitos K-58 Surf Camp (Km. 58, Mexico 1-D Rosarito–Ensenada Toll Road, tel. 646/155-0120, U.S. tel. 949/313-7059, www.alisitosk58.com, US$16) is a board shop and campground that can accommodate RVs. Amenities are few (flush toilets and cold showers), but the beach is a good one, and you can’t complain about the price.

The Poco Cielo Bed and Breakfast (Km. 59, Mexico 1-D, tel. 646/155-0606, U.S. tel. 760/670-3336, www.pococielo.com, US$65–150) has four well-appointed rooms that are true to their themes down to the construction of the walls, murals, sinks, and sculpted entry rooms. A private stairwell leads down to the beach, and a new restaurant serves margaritas for US$7. It’s a little Disneyland, but the good service and friendly owner make it a fine choice for those looking to escape the bustle of Ensenada and Rosarito.

Baja Seasons (Mexico 1-D, Km. 72, tel. 646/155-4015, toll-free U.S. tel. 800/754-4190, www.baja-seasons.com) is a full-service resort with villas (US$140–320), motel rooms (US$90), and campsites suitable for tents or RVs (US$80 oceanfront or US$55 interior). You can only get to the park from the southbound toll road. Make a U-turn if you’re driving north from the Ensenada area.






SAN MIGUEL AND EL SAUZAL

San Miguel and El Sauzal are neighboring communities on the Pacific coast, known primarily these days for good surf. In fact, San Miguel might be Baja’s most consistent point break. It’s located just south of the third toll booth on Mexico 1. Parking is US$5, and the crowds will be on it if the surf is good. Get there early to catch it before the onshores start up in the late morning.


Accommodations

[image: e9781598808896_i0074.jpg] Hostel Sauzal (Av. L 344, tel. 646/174-6381, http://hostelsauzal.tripod.com, US$15 pp) has been the starting point for many a Baja backpacking trip. It offers rare oceanview hostel accommodations in dorm room bunks. Rates include bed linens, storage lockers, hot showers, continental breakfast, and bike/surfboard storage. The hostel’s four rooms have desks for writing letters and updating travel journals; plus there is a small library containing books, maps, and magazines. To find the hostel from the toll road southbound, go through the tollbooth at San Miguel and continue on the highway for about three more kilometers, passing under the footbridge. Next, turn left at a stoplight after the Pemex. Go two blocks and turn right; then go one block more and turn left up a dirt road. The hostel is the third house on the right.

Several of the beaches along this stretch allow tent and RV camping for less than US$15 per night.








Tecate and Vicinity

Mountainous Tecate (pop. 120,000) sits at an elevation of 514 meters (1,690 ft.) in the Sierra de Juárez, which makes for a pleasant climate year-round. The highest peak nearby is Mount Cuchumá, which straddles the U.S.-Mexico border. Protected by its geography from its industrial neighbors of Tijuana and Mexicali—and from the extreme climates of the Pacific coast and San Felipe Desert—Tecate is an oasis of sorts along the international border zone. Fresh air and clean spring water led to the establishment of Tecate’s two most famous enterprises: the Tecate Brewery and Rancho La Puerta health spa. High literacy and employment rates allow many people to live in relative comfort here; however, a mass migration from states in southern mainland Mexico toward the maquiladoras in the border region poses serious growth challenges. The population of the town has risen from 77,000 in 2000 to more than 120,000 today and is on track to reach 153,000 by 2020. By some estimates, 70 percent of the current Tecate residents were not born in the town. It is difficult to provide adequate infrastructure and public services for so many new people and even more difficult to build a sense of community and togetherness that will prevent crime. The river that flows through town is badly polluted.

Beyond the city limits, around 100 rancho resorts and numerous aquatic recreation parks offer accommodations and entertainment.

Mexican American writer Daniel Reveles (www.danielreveles.com) has written several books of short stories that take place in Tecate and poke fun at cultural differences between the Mexican and American ways of thinking. They can be an enjoyable way to get acquainted with the town.


TECATE


[image: e9781598808896_i0075.jpg]




HISTORY

In its earliest history, the fertile valley and abundant water supply here supported a group of Yuma, who called the area Zacate (the most likely origin of the name Tecate). They believed the 1,520-meter Cerro Cuchumá (also spelled Kuchumaa) had important spiritual significance.

In the early 19th century, Mexicans began cultivating the land, and in the 1830s, a Peruvian named Juan Bandini founded the town with a land grant from the Mexican government. Later in the century, the government built a railroad to connect the three emerging border towns of Tijuana, Tecate, and Mexicali, and Tecate became the capital of its own Mexican municipality in 1892.

In 1914 the San Diego-Arizona Railroad reached Tecate. Construction of the original plaza began in 1919.

The most significant development in the city’s history took place in 1943, when the Tecate Brewery opened for business. As the border zone industrialized later in the century, Tecate gained a number of maquiladoras east of the city on Mexico 2. The economy today is mainly driven by manufacturing, with farming and tourism playing smaller roles.




SIGHTS


[image: e9781598808896_i0076.jpg] Parque Hidalgo

Tecate has five main parks within its limits, and the most popular is shady Parque Hidalgo ( Juárez and Calle Lázaro Cárdenas, Zona Centro). Built in 1952, this small park and plaza are the center of town life and give the visitor a good sense of the place. A pretty gazebo and wrought-iron benches invite quiet contemplation. A small cactus garden has labels so you can learn to tell a yucca from a cholla. Eat ice cream, get a shoe shine, and watch the locals play a game of dominoes. Note the statue of Miguel Hidalgo, the Dolores priest who issued the call for Mexican independence in 1810, in the southeast corner of the park. There is a large map of the area on a sign near the cactus garden and free Wi-Fi. Surrounding the park are local government offices, restaurants, taco stands, and a few shops selling artesania. One block away, on Hidalgo, stands the 1941 Iglesia de Nuestra Señora de Guadalupe.


[image: e9781598808896_i0077.jpg]

gazebo in Tecate’s Parque Hidalgo




 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




[image: e9781598808896_i0078.jpg] Tecate Brewery

Entrepreneur Alberto Aldrete came up with the idea for a brewery to complement his malt-making business. He ran out of money 10 years after creating Tecate beer, but a Monterrey businessman, Eugenio Garza Sada, bought the label and added it to the lineup offered by Cervecería Cuauhtémoc.

Canned Tecate is brewed in Monterrey, but bottles and kegs are made only in its namesake Tecate. If you’ve tried Tecate beer only in the United States, chances are you haven’t experienced the real thing. Exported Tecate does not use the pure spring water of Tecate, and has a lower alcohol content than domestically consumed Tecate (3.2 percent compared to 3.6 percent).

The brewery today (Dr. Arturo Guerra 70, tel. 665/654-9478, www.tecate.com.mx, 10 A.M.–noon and 3–4:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9–10:30 A.M. Sat.) occupies the same site as the original keg brewery, right in the middle of town. High-tech German equipment is used to produce 40 million liters per month and ship to 100 countries around the world. Group tours are available by appointment. Your first beer is included after the tour.

 


Return to HIGHLIGHTS




Old Tecate Railroad Station

Built in 1915, the Old Tecate Railroad Station was part of a line that connected San Diego to Yuma, Arizona, and played an important role in the industrial development of the area. In its time, the station held a waiting room, office, and small warehouse on its ground floor, and a residence for the station master above. The station is now part of a small historic district, which includes the Tecate Brewery and is protected by the city.

The Pacific Southwest Railway Museum (State Hwy. 94 and Forest Gate Rd., Campo, U.S. weekday tel. 619/465-7776, U.S. weekend tel. 619/478-9937, www.sdrm.org, US$43) offers occasional Saturday rail trips from its Campo depot (80 minutes by car from downtown San Diego) to Tecate—a 75-minute ride. Trains leave Campo at 10:30 A.M. and return at 4:30 P.M. In summer, twilight trips depart Campo at 3 P.M. and return at 9 P.M. At press time, this route was temporarily closed due to the need for repairs in one of the tunnels following a fire. Reservations are required. Credit cards and PayPal are accepted. An alternative is the Turistic Train that rides from Tijuana to Tecate.




Tecate Cultural Center

For travelers interested in Baja California history and culture as well as sustainable tourism, the new Tecate Cultural Center (CECUTEC, Calle Tláloc 400, tel. 665/655-6419, hours vary) will delight. The center is a joint effort led by a nonprofit civil association called CAREM with collaboration from many organizations, including San Diego State University, the Secretaría de Turismo del Estado de Baja California, Fundación La Puerta, Rancho La Puerta, and the Municipio de Tecate. Walk through the Museo Kumiai (scheduled to open in 2011) to learn the history of native peoples in the valley—from living descendants of the tribe. Its gift shop sells handicrafts that have been sourced according to fair-trade principles. A well-known sustainable design architect from San Diego, James Hubble, helped design the museum building.

Next door, browse the collection of 2,000 Baja books in the Cuchuma Library (tel. 665/521-3970, 9 A.M.–1 P.M. and 2:30–6:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri.). A community auditorium hosts workshops, seminars, concerts, author readings, and other programs. An oral history project seeks to capture the voices of Tecate residents for the Cuchuma Library archives. In addition to these programs, CAREM is involved in the restoration of Baja California missions and other historical sites and offers multiday guided tours to them.




Parque del Profesor

This 24-acre park set against a hillside on the outskirts of the town center is a memorial to Profesor Edmond Szekely, the founder of Rancho La Puerta. Designed by his daughter, an architect, and set in the midst of a 2,000-acre conservation easement, the park contains a soccer stadium that’s used by local teams every day of the week, and above it, a beautiful plaza with views of the mountains. A small environmental education center runs programs for school-age children.


[image: e9781598808896_i0079.jpg]

environmental education center at the Parque del Profesor







Rancho La Puerta

Aside from its beer, Tecate is known the world over for its pioneering fitness resort and spa, Rancho La Puerta (U.S. tel. 760/744-4222 or toll-free U.S. tel. 800/443-7565, www.rancholapuerta.com), which sits on 3,000 acres at the base of Mt. Cuchumá (or Kuchumaa). Something of a summer camp for grown-ups, this resort has a sense of history and place that is rarely experienced in modern times. In the 1940s, founders Deborah and Edmond Szekely advocated a simple and health-oriented retreat in a beautiful natural setting as an antidote to the busy modern lifestyle. Their first visitors paid US$17 for a week and brought their own tents. A small museum on the property contains memorabilia from the early days of the ranch and historic photos of the founders at work in Tecate and on the road meeting with a long list of foreign leaders. The ranch library has a large collection of books on Baja California, including many of the “Profesor’s” own works. Today Rancho La Puerta employs hundreds of local residents, many of whom begin their tour in entry-level jobs and ascend the ranks to management positions. At age 89, founder Deborah Szekeley remains actively involved in the operations of the business and an inspiration to loyal guests. The only way to visit is to sign up as a guest for a week or book a one-day trip out of San Diego.






SPORTS AND RECREATION

Outdoor recreation in the Tecate area centers around dozens of family-oriented rancho resorts located east of Tecate on the way to Mexicali. Activities include hiking, swimming, hot springs, water slides, bird-watching, and rock climbing.


Hiking

Guests of Rancho La Puerta (U.S. tel. 760/744-4222 or toll-free U.S. tel. 800/443-7565, www.rancholapuerta.com) enjoy daily hikes along 25 miles of trails at the base of Mt. Cuchumá, but locals advise against independent exploration here because of the proximity to the international border and possibility of encountering illegal immigration activity.




Organized Tours

The addition of the popular Saturdays at the Ranch (tel. 665/654-9155, toll-free U.S. tel. 877/440-7778, 8 A.M.–8 P.M., US$215 pp, spa treatments cost extra) has opened Rancho La Puerta up to a wider audience. These one-day visits include fitness, spa, and culinary components, all packed into a single 12-hour day that begins and ends in San Diego.

CAREM, the nonprofit civil association behind the Tecate Cultural Center (CECUTEC, Calle Tláloc 400, tel. 665/655-6419, www.carem.org) offers multiday guided tours of Baja California’s mission sites and other historic buildings, such as Campo Alaska.






ENTERTAINMENT AND EVENTS

The state-funded Baja California Cultural Institute (ICBC, Av. Ortiz Rubio and Callejón Libertad s/n, Zona Centro, tel. 665/654-1483, www.icbc.gob.mx/tecate, 8 A.M.–7 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–1 P.M. Sat.) holds concerts, lectures, and art exhibitions in the Galería de la Ciudad. The Tecate Cultural Center also hosts performances, workshops, classes, and other cultural activities.

A tour of the Tecate Brewery (Dr. Arturo Guerra 70, tel. 665/654-9478, www.tecate.com.mx, 10 A.M.–noon and 3–4:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9–10:30 A.M. Sat.) is a popular way to experience a bit of Tecate history. Reservations are required.

Nightlife is virtually nonexistent in Tecate, although a few of the nicer restaurants such as El Mezquíte (Juárez 1450, tel. 665/521-3066) also have bars. Guests from Rancho La Puerta in search of a real Mexico experience often head here for a margarita or two.

In the daytime, off-road races provide a popular pastime for locals and visitors alike. The Santa Veronica Offroad Park and Roadway (www.ranchosantaveronica.com), at Rancho Santa Veronica, 30 kilometers east of Tecate off Mexico 2, produces a few such events each year, including the Gran Carrera de Tecate, a three-day festival held in late May. The Gran Carrera de Caballos is more popular among locals. It takes place on the last weekend in March.

The SCORE Tecate Baja 500 occurs in June and early November (U.S. tel. 818/225-8402).

During the second week of October, the city celebrates the Fiesta de la Fundación de Tecate, which commemorates Tecate’s founding in a multiday festival of parades, live music, and (rare in Baja) fireworks.




SHOPPING

There are a few shops near the plaza, but the best place to browse for souvenirs is the Centro de Artesanias de Tecate (Calzada Universidad, near Parque Adolfo López Mateos, no tel., 8:30 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 10 A.M.–3 P.M. Sat.). Originally a workshop for glassblowing, the center sells a full range of pottery, jewelry, and other crafts.

To bring home a bottle of Baja California wine (one is the limit, per U.S. customs), go to La Bodeguita on the plaza (Juárez 346, tel. 665/101-7652, 1–9 P.M. Tues.–Sun.) and enjoy a free tasting.

The Mercado (9 A.M.–5 P.M. daily) at Rancho La Puerta stocks high quality souvenirs, ceramics, T-shirts, hats, and several beautiful cookbooks—including Cooking with the Seasons with Rancho La Puerta, by Deborah Szekely and Deborah M. Schneider. You can also buy DVDs of exercise programs developed by the resort’s fitness instructors. At press time the Museo Kumiai at the Tecate Cultural Center was planning to open a small gift shop with handicrafts from fair-trade sources.
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an artisan at work







ACCOMMODATIONS


Under US$50

A mainstay on the plaza for decades, Hotel Tecate (Cárdenas y Callejón Libertad No. 20, tel. 665/654-1116, US$35) has 12 simple rooms, some of which overlook the plaza. The hotel is above a sushi restaurant and Subway chain. Centrally located El Paraíso (Aldrete 83 at Juárez, tel. 665/654-1716, US$25 pp) has 38 clean rooms with air-conditioning and hot showers. The management also provides space heaters for chilly winter nights. There is secure parking in an underground garage.

La Hacienda (Juárez 861, tel. 665/654-1250, US$40) offers clean and safe accommodations on the outskirts of town. Rooms have air-conditioning and cable TV, and there is secure parking. It has a restaurant that’s open 8 A.M.–4 P.M. daily, except for Monday, when it closes at noon. A cab ride to the town center costs about US$5.




US$50–100

If you need modern accommodations in a central location for an overnight stop on your way through town, [image: e9781598808896_i0081.jpg] Estancia Inn ( Juárez 1450, Col. Encanto, tel. 665/521-3066, www.estanciainn.com.mx, US$60–75) will do. It caters to business travelers with an adjoining restaurant, El Mezquíte Restaurante. Its 80 rooms and 9 suites come with cable TV, phones, and air-conditioning. Other amenities include a swimming pool, gym, parking, 24-hour security, and high-speed Internet.

On the road to Ensenada, just outside of town, the Hotel Rosita Resort Inn (Km. 3.6, Carr. Tecate-Ensenada, tel. 665/103-0093, hotelrositainn@live.com.mx, US$50–100) has 52 rooms and suites with air-conditioning, phone, cable TV, and high-speed Internet. Its restaurant serves Mexican specialties (7 A.M.–10 P.M. Mon.–Sat.), and the recreation area has a swimming pool. Secure parking is another feature.




Ranch Resorts

Popular with the ATV and motorcycle crowds, Hacienda Santa Verónica (Km. 95, Carr. Tijuana-Mexicali Cuota/Mexico 2-D, tel. 665/521-0017 or -0018, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/556-6288, www.ranchosantaveronica.com, US$70) is located about 30 kilometers east of Tecate. Mission-style accommodations (52 rooms and 8 suites) have fireplaces and patios, and meal plans are an option. Activities include tennis, off-road riding (quad rentals US$40/hr), horseback riding, swimming, volleyball, and basketball, and you can come for just the day (8 A.M.–10:30 P.M.) Its campground /RV park is open to the public. To find the resort, exit at Km. 106 from the free road and follow the signs; there is no exit for the ranch from the toll road. An unusual beer bath was recently added to the menu of treatments at the on-site El Descanso Spa. Massages here are US$50 for 50 minutes.

[image: e9781598808896_i0082.jpg] Rancho Los Chabacanos (Km. 118, Carr. Mexicali-Tecate, tel. 665/655-1624, U.S. tel. 619/565-1183, www.rancholoschabacanos.com, US$80–285) has a distinct colonial feel in both its hacienda-style architecture and the surrounding eco-preserve. There are no TVs or phones in its 17 casitas, though Wi-Fi is an option. Guests enjoy black mud treatments and steam treatments at the on-site spa.

Stays at the historic [image: e9781598808896_i0083.jpg] Rancho La Puerta (U.S. tel. 760/744-4222 or toll-free U.S. tel. 800/443-7565, www.rancholapuerta.com) are a full week and include all meals. Guests stay in modern cottages or suites—most with fireplaces and each with its own private garden—and the resort can hold 150 guests at a time. All-inclusive prices range from US$3,780 per week for a studio with bath to US$4,715 for a two-bedroom villa suite. Summer rates (late June–early September) are lower.

Before making a reservation, be sure you have a good idea of what a stay here will entail. It’s quite different from the typical spa experience. The mantra here is healthy living (not just relaxation), which means taking care of mind, body, and the environment. Gray water systems, alternative energy, organic farming, conservation programs, and community involvement are some of the ways in which the resort gives back.

Upon arrival, guests receive a program of activities offered each hour of the day 6 A.M.–8 P.M. and a blank calendar on which to note the classes they want to take. The typical day begins with a sunrise hike and ends with healthy-living lectures. In between are classes in yoga, meditation, group cycling, pilates, and more. When not in an exercise class or eating a family-style meal in the dining hall, guests make appointments at the spa, walk the labyrinth, or relax in a poolside hammock.


[image: e9781598808896_i0084.jpg]

porch of a villa at Rancho La Puerta




A genuine and attentive staff tends to guests’ needs. Rancho La Puerta employees stay for decades, beginning as bellboys and eventually graduating into management positions.

There is friendly competition among repeat visitors. At the start of each week, the staff posts a list of returning guests with the number of previous visits, and it’s not uncommon to see 20, 25, or 30 visits at the top. (The record is around 100 visits—people with a lot of vacation time on their hands!) A very energetic and engaged 89-year-old Deborah Szekely continues to run the business today, along with her daughter.

Accommodations are pleasantly rustic—mostly studio casitas made of brick with some high-end touches inside, such as luxury linens, iPod players, filtered water, a hot-water dispenser for herbal tea, and nightly turndown service. If you have a fireplace, the staff will build a fire for you each night. Bathrooms are simply tiled and could use an update in some of the units, but chances are you’ll spend most of your time at the spa anyway.

If you’re used to a diet of burgers and soda, the spa cuisine may come as a shock to the system. Rice and beans play heavily in the daily menu, with some fish and seafood mixed in. There are bowls of flax and chia seeds on the condiment table and honey and agave syrup for sweeteners. Ingredients are fresh and seasonal, often picked the same day from the ranch’s own vegetable farm nearby. Portions are small to help prevent overeating, but you can always go back for seconds or request a yam or potato as a side.

A morning garden tour or evening cooking class at Rancho La Puerta’s cooking school adds another opportunity for enrichment during the week. La Cocina que Canta is set amid fields of organic vegetables, flowers, and fruit and olive trees about two miles from the ranch property. The school hosts visiting chefs who are skilled in a wide variety of cuisines.

You might find fancier accommodations and more pampering closer to home for the same amount of money, but this is a one-of-a-kind place that has found a way to stay true to its mission while embracing the trends of the time.




Camping and RV Parks

[image: e9781598808896_i0085.jpg] Rancho Ojai (Km. 112, Carr. Libre Mexicali-Tecate, tel. 665/655-3014, www.rancho-ojai.com, reservaciones@campinginbaja. com) offers tent sites, RV sites with full hookups, and cabins on a working ranch. This is a family-friendly place that is popular with upscale Tijuana and Tecate residents, who come for the immaculate cabins, pool, and miniature golf. Rancho Ojai is part of the KOA network, and has been voted one of top KOA campgrounds in the world. Cabins with shared bath are US$69–83, US$92–107 with private bath, and US$138 with private bath and kitchenette. Tent sites cost US$12 and RV sites are US$31. The ranch is 21 kilometers east of Tecate on Mexico 2. Exit the toll road at El Hongo and drive west on Mexico 2 for eight kilometers to the Rancho Ojai gates.

Rancho Santa Verónica (30 km east of Tecate at Km. 98, Mexico 2, toll-free U.S. tel. 888/556-6288, www.ranchosantaveronica.com, US$20) also has full-hookup slots and tent spaces. Guests may use any of the ranch’s recreational facilities.






FOOD

There is no better place in Baja to try your first real tacos than the stands near Tecate’s ’s Hidalgo Park. Each one does this Mexican standard a little differently; Mexicans tend to eat tacos for their evening meal, but the taquerias are usually open from late morning until late in the evening.

Taquería Los Arcos on Avenida Juárez near the famous Tecate bakery (on the opposite side of the street) is a good place to try simple carne asada or the more adventurous tacos de cabeza. Several popular stands are set up along Juárez heading west from the plaza. Look for the longest line and join the crowd.

With a history dating back to 1969, [image: e9781598808896_i0086.jpg] El Mejor Pan de Tecate (Juárez 331, btw Rodríguez/Portes Gil, tel. 665/654-0040, www.elmejorpandetecate.com, 24 hours daily) has impressed many a visitor with its handmade brick-oven breads. Tray upon tray of pan dulce, empanadas, pies, cakes, muffins, rolls, and more come out of the kitchen piping hot and get placed on racks that stretch from floor to ceiling. Grab a tray and some tongs and load up for the day. These truly are among the best sweets you’ll find anywhere on the peninsula.

La Bodeguita on the plaza (Juárez 346, tel. 665/101-7652, 1–9 P.M. Tues.–Sun.) serves wines from Baja California and local cheeses to go with them. Next door, D’Arce Restaurant (Juárez at Cárdenas, tel. 665/654-1616) makes a pleasant stop for guacamole and a limonada. It also has a full menu of Mexican staples. La Michoacana on the plaza has cold treats, including paletas.

For upscale fusion food presented with a creative flare, head to [image: e9781598808896_i0087.jpg] Asao (Lerma, north of Juárez, three blocks east of the plaza, tel. 665/654-4777, www.santuariodiegueno.com, noon–11 P.M. Thurs.–Sat., noon–8 P.M. Sun., mains US$10–25) on a hilltop overlooking the valley and international border. Plans call for development of a boutique hotel called Santuario Diegueño (tel. 665/654-4777, www.santuariodiegueno.com), but for now it’s just the restaurant.

El Mezquíte Restaurante at the Estancia Inn serves dependable Mexican fare. Closer to Rancho La Puerta, on the south side of Boulevard Juárez, [image: e9781598808896_i0088.jpg] La Misión grills juicy steaks and pours strong margaritas, and El Faro, a little farther west on Avenida Juárez, is the place for fresh seafood.


Groceries

Several tiendas on Avenida Juárez and Avenida Hidalgo stock the basics; a Calimax supermarket (Juárez/Carranza, tel. 665/654-0039), has a larger selection, and there are two additional locations around town. Big-box stores Soriana and Super Ley are located in a modern shopping center west of the town center.






INFORMATION AND SERVICES


Tourist Assistance

The Secretaría de Turismo (Secretary of Tourism, or SECTUR, tel. 665/654-1095, 8 A.M.–8 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–1 P.M. Sat., 10 A.M.–2 P.M. Sun.) is located on the south side of Parque Hidalgo, next door to the police station. Or stop by the smaller booth at the border crossing (Lázaro Cárdenas and Madero).




Money

Most places in Tecate accept U.S. currency. There’s a money exchange in Tecate, California, in the same plaza as the U.S. post office and Western Union.

The Banamex on Avenida Juárez and Serfín on Calle Cárdenas both have ATMs and currency exchange services.




Post

Tecate’s post office is on the corner of Calles Madero and Ortiz Rubio.




Immigration and Customs

The immigration and customs offices at the border crossing are open 5 A.M.–1 A.M. daily.






GETTING THERE


By Bus

Tecate’s bus depot is on Avenida Juárez at Calle Rodríguez; it has a snack bar and long-distance telephone service. Autotransportes de Baja California (ABC, tel. 664/621-2668, www.abc.com.mx) has regular connections to Mexicali, Tijuana, and Ensenada.




By Car

From San Diego, take I-805 to CA 94 and follow this highway southeast for 66 kilometers to the exit for Tecate. From Arizona, pick up CA 94 from I-8 west. Plan to arrive between 5 A.M. and 1 A.M., when the border gate is open.

Be sure to buy a Mexican auto insurance policy online or at the border before you cross into Mexico. Temporary vehicle import permits (required for driving on the mainland but not in Baja), are issued 8 A.M.–4 P.M. Monday–Saturday at the customs office.

Two Baja California (Norte) state highways pass through Tecate: Mexico 2 (to Tijuana or Mexicali) and Mexico 3 (to Ensenada). The toll road (US$10) between Tijuana and Tecate, Mexico 2-D, parallels the border.




By Rail

The Pacific Southwest Railway Museum (State Hwy. 94 and Forest Gate Rd., Campo, CA, U.S. weekend tel. 619/478-9937, U.S. weekday tel. 619/465-7776, www.sdrm.org, US$43) offers a periodic rail tour to the Old Tecate Railroad Station (one-day or twilight).




By Foot

For a day trip, you can park in any number of lots on the U.S. side of the border and walk over to Tecate. A recommended strategy is to park under a street light in the Payless parking lot right across from the U.S. immigration office. The cost is US$5 per day.






MEXICO 3 TO ENSENADA

Mexico 3 is a two-lane state highway that begins in Tecate, follows the foothills of the Sierra de Juárez to the Valle del Guadalupe Wine Country, and ends near Ensenada. This route makes a longer but pleasant alternative to the coastal road from Tijuana.




MEXICO 2 TO MEXICALI

East of Tecate, Mexico 2 heads toward the Sierra de Juárez, where several palm canyons named Tajo, El Carrizo, Guadalupe, and El Palomar offer prime hiking, off-roading, and wilderness camping. Tajo also is known among rock climbers. Spring-fed streams run year-round, but the time to go is between November and April. From May to October, the temperatures can get above 38°C. Next, you’ll reach the northern edge of Laguna Salada, a 100-kilometer-long dry salt lake. The Pemex station near Km. 24 is the only option for fuel until La Rumorosa (53 km farther west). If you take the Cuota, Mexico 2-D, between Tecate and Mexicali, you’ll pass through two toll booths, each of which costs approximately US$2.50.

After Laguna Salada, the highway ascends the northern foothills of the Sierra de los Cucapá and eventually arrives in Mexicali.


Laguna Hanson

At Km. 73, west of La Rumorosa, there is a graded dirt road that leads 63 kilometers to Laguna Hanson (elev. 5,000 feet) in the Parque Nacional Constitución de 1857. The second half of the road is for high-clearance vehicles only; four-wheel drive is recommended. The park is more easily approached via Mexico 3, southeast of Ensenada.




Cañon de Guadalupe

Of the four larger canyons in this part of the Sierra de Juárez, 400-hectare Cañon de Guadalupe is the most popular among hikers and campers because of its healing hot springs. In this high-elevation oasis, granite peaks tower over a sea of blue fan palms. Waterfalls, prehistoric rock art, and solar power all are part of the experience. Rock climbers find challenging pitches at Canon Tajo.

Campsites at Guadalupe Canyon Hot Springs and Campground (U.S. tel. 949/673-2670, www.guadalupe-canyon.com, US$50–75) are arranged to afford some privacy. Each of the eight campsites features its own private hot tub made of river rock and concrete, and you can adjust the temperature between 26–41°C. The sites can accommodate multiple vehicles, and there is a two-night minimum on weekends and a three-night minimum on holiday weekends. Pets are welcome, with proof of vaccinations.

Facilities for campers include outhouses, showers, and a market that sells the basics. Refrigeration is provided by 45-kilogram blocks of ice. The owners do not want you to collect firewood or disturb any of the natural surroundings, but firewood is for sale. The canyon is popular on the holidays and the weekends, so book early.

For tours of the Cañon de Guadalupe, contact Rupestres (cell tel. 686/158-9921, explorandobajacalifornia@hotmail.com, US$70).




La Rumorosa and Vicinity

Near Km. 44, the highway climbs the steep Juárez escarpment to the town of La Rumorosa. Named for the whispering winds that blow by the 1,275-meter pass, the village is populated with the summer homes of Mexicali and Tijuana residents. The old highway was infamous for the number of fatal accidents. After the old road was closed, it was used in the filming of a James Bond movie. La Rumorosa’s most famous resident might be El Diablito (Little Devil). He is a small red figure painted in a cave in the nearby El Vallecito. Only on December 21, the winter solstice, a ray of sunlight illuminates the figure. For tours of El Vallecito and La Rumorosa, contact Rupestres (cell tel. 686/158-9921, explorandobajacalifornia@hotmail.com, US$60).


MUSEO CAMPO ALASKA

With the completion of the paved highway between Tijuana and Mexicali in 1916, Mexicali became instantly connected to the rest of the state of Baja California. In 1923–1929 then governor Abelardo L. Rodriguez built a massive stone garrison at Campo Alaska along the highway, which served as summer offices for the state government in the town of Campo Alaska. Today the former federal quarters hold Museo Campo Alaska (tel. 686/552-8279, www.inah.gob.mx, 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Wed.–Sun.), a small museum that documents the history of the indigenous people of the area.




MUSEO DE SITIO EL VALLECITO

At Km. 72, stop at the Museo de Sitio El Vallecito (tel. 686/552-8279, 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Wed.–Sun.) to view some of the most accessible cave paintings on the peninsula. Other sites require multiple days of hiking into the backcountry with burros for a chance to glimpse the mysterious work of an ancient people; this one requires only a stop on the toll road.


WHAT’S IN A NAME?

The origin of the name Tijuana is a matter of some dispute. In pre-Hispanic times, the Yumano tribes that lived here called the valley Ti-wan (Near the Sea), a name that the Spanish later changed to Tijuan on their early maps of the peninsula. A local ranch that dates back to the early 19th century called itself Rancho Tia Juana (Aunt Jane), which sounded similar but was easier to pronounce. Americans living in California adopted this pronunciation and stuck to it, long after the city’s name was officially decided as Tijuana.




TIJUANA PHONE NUMBERS


	Tijuana Area Code: 664

	Fire Department: 068

	General Hospital: 684-0922

	Green Angels: 624-3479

	Highway Patrol: 682-5285

	Immigration: 682-3439

	Police: 060

	Red Cross: 066

	State Police: 685-4444

	State Tourism Office: 688-0555

	Tourist Assistance: 078






UNITED STATES-MEXICO BORDER CROSSINGS






	Crossing
	Hours



	Calexico (Mexicali) East
	6 A.M.–midnight



	Calexico (Mexicali) West
	24 hrs./day



	Los Algodones
	6 A.M.–10 P.M.



	Otay Mesa (Tijuana)
	24 hrs./day



	San Ysidro (Tijuana)
	24 hrs./day



	Tecate
	5 A.M.–11 P.M.





 


Visit the U.S. Customs Border Protection website at http://apps.cbp.gov/bwt/index.asp to check border wait times before you cross.
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