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coral reef with tropical fish
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catamaran on Playa del Carmen
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palm fronds are used for shade and roofing.





Cancún and Cozumel are places that deserve—and defy—the myriad descriptions given them. The name Cancún evokes images of white-sand beaches, turquoise seas, and raucous nightclubs. Isla Cozumel is no less mythic, at least among divers, with its pristine coral reef and abundant sealife. And the secret is out on the Riviera Maya, the long coastline south of Cancún, with resorts of all sizes and getaways like Tulum and Playa del Carmen. But farther south, the Costa Maya remains relatively undeveloped, while the inland archaeological sites, which range from packed to practically empty, never fail to impress.


Some people dismiss Cancún and Cozumel for being overcommercialized and “Americanized.” True, there are places saturated with American stores and chain restaurants (and actual Americans), where you hear as much English as Spanish. But you may be surprised to learn how culturally rich those cities, and the whole region, really are. Just minutes from Cancún’s hotel zone is a lively downtown where you can sip pinot grigio at a wine bar, listen to live music, or eat tacos in a park without another tourist in sight. Likewise, just a couple of blocks from Cozumel’s touristy main drag is a friendly island community where kids play soccer in the street. Large parts of Cozumel have no roads or power lines, just miles of deserted beach where you hear nothing but the birds and the surf.
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Cancún beaches and hotels
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handmade tortillas










[image: image]


bikes can be a great way to get around Tulum





Equally unexpected are the area’s natural and ecological attractions. You can dive and snorkel in the longest underground river system in the world, kayak through mangrove forests and freshwater lagoons, and even go snorkeling with whale sharks. At Cobá, you can climb the second-highest Maya pyramid, and see parrots and toucans, and bike from temple to temple on wide forest paths, all in the same visit.


So what sort of trip will it be? Sunbathing by the pool, diving the coral reefs, snorkeling with whale sharks, or exploring the Maya ruins? With luck, you’ll do a little of each, and more. In the process, you may discover that Cancún, Cozumel, and the Riviera Maya are much more than they seem.
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Isla de la Pasión
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a fountain light show in Cozumel.
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Tulum ruins









10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Beaches: Bask in the sun on some of Cancún and Cozumel’s most beautiful stretches of sand (click here).
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2 Yucatecan Cuisine: Enjoy some of the region’s most delicious dishes featuring traditional Maya ingredients with dashes of Caribbean and Middle Eastern flavor (click here).
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3 Cenotes: The freshwater pools of shimmering water can be found all over region, with some of the best in the Rivera Maya (click here) and Tulum (click here and click here).
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4 Maya Ruins: Mexico’s Caribbean coast includes some of the most important ancient sites in North America. Chichén Itzá (click here), Cobá (click here), and San Gervasio (click here) are a few of the best.
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5 Wildlife: Get acquainted with some of the region’s magnificent critters. Tour a spider monkey preserve, admire toothy crocodiles, and watch baby sea turtles hatch (click here).
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6 Diving and snorkeling: Get up close and personal with underwater treasures (click here, click here, and click here).
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7 Cancún Nightlife: You don’t have to be on spring break to join in on the fun (click here).
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8 Romance in Tulum: Get away from it all in a cabana right on the beach or enjoy a couples massage at a beautiful wellness spa (click here).
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9 Sportfishing: World-class fishing attracts ambitious anglers from all over (click here).
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10 Ecoparks: These endlessly entertaining parks teem with wildlife and outdoor activities (click here and click here).






Planning Your Trip



Where to Go


Cancún


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


Isla Cozumel


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





The Riviera Maya


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


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


Chichén Itzá


Several fascinating Maya ruins are within easy reach of Cancún and the Riviera Maya. Chichén Itzá is one of the most impressive and recognizable of all Maya ruins, and just two hours from Cancún. Even closer, Ek’ Balam is small but has a spectacular stucco frieze and relatively few visitors. Visit both with an overnight stay in Valladolid, a charming colonial town with several cenotes nearby.



Know Before You Go



When to Go


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


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


While most activities are accessible year round, some are better or more reliable in certain seasons. For example, the Riviera Maya is a superb diving destination, but it’s especially great from March to June, when tropical storms are rare and visibility is at its best. Similarly, kiteboarding is ideal from September to March, when the wind is strong and most consistent. Sportfishing and bird-watching also have their optimal seasons, especially if you are targeting particular species: If you’re interested in catching sailfish, a top target species, January to September is the best time to visit; visitors hoping to spot flamingos—up to 40,000 of them—should visit Isla Holbox from May to September.


Other popular attractions are only available during specific times of the year. Snorkeling with whale sharks, for instance, can only be done from June to September, when the sharks have migrated into the region. Same goes for visiting some of the most impressive Maya ruins—like the main pyramid at Chichén Itzá, which, if visited around the spring and fall equinoxes (respectively March 21 and September 22), displays an eerie illusion of a snake slithering down the side of the pyramid.
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landing in Cancun
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Isla Holbox has no cars, so golf carts are used as taxis.










If You’re Looking For…


• Diving and Snorkeling: Go to Isla Cozumel, Puerto Morelos, Banco Chinchorro, or Tulum


• Cenotes: Go to Ruta de los Cenotes, Xpu-Há, Tulum, Cobá, Valladolid, or Ek’ Balam


• Nightlife: Go to Cancún or Playa del Carmen


• Mayan Ruins: Go to Chichén Itzá, Cobá, Tulum, Ek’ Balam, or Kohunlich


• Romance: Go to Tulum or Isla Holbox


• Beaches: Go to Tulum, Cancún, Isla Mujeres, or Playa X’Cacel
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Tulum’s beaches are truly picture perfect.





• Beach Clubs: Go to Tulum, Playa del Carmen, or Isla Cozumel


• Wildlife: Consider Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, whale shark tours in Isla Holbox, snorkeling with turtles in Akumal, releasing baby turtles in Isla Cozumel, Punta Laguna Spider Monkey Reserve, and Isla Contoy


Day Trips:


• From Cancún: Head to Isla Mujeres, Chichén Itzá, Valladolid, and Ek’ Balam


• From Isla Mujeres: Head to Isla Contoy


• From Playa del Carmen: Head to Isla Cozumel, Tulum, or Cobá


• From Tulum: Head to Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, Cobá, or Punta Laguna Spider Monkey Reserve


• From Mahahual: Head to Chacchoben or Laguna Bacalar


• From Chetumal: Head to Laguna Bacalar, Kohunlich, and Dzibanché or Kinichná


• Sportfishing: Try Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, Xcalak, or Isla Cozumel


• Budget Travel: Try Valladolid, Laguna Bacalar, or Chetumal


• An Escape: Try Isla Holbox or Xcalak





Passports and Visas


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


Vaccinations


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


Transportation


Cancún International Airport (CUN) is far and away the most common and convenient entry point to the region. A handful of flights go directly to Cozumel or Chetumal, and there are plans (but nothing more) for a new airport outside Tulum; there also is an airport near Chichén Itzá, though at the time of research it was not in use. An excellent network of buses, shuttles, and ferries covers the entire region, though a rental car makes a world of difference in more remote areas.
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kayaks awaiting kayakers





What to Pack


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



The Best of Cancún and the Riviera Maya



There’s a lot to do in Cancún, Cozumel, and the Riviera Maya, so this itinerary packs a lot into a little time. You’ll hit the beach, go diving and snorkeling, explore Maya ruins, take in a museum, discover out-of-the way places, nosh on local food, go to a nightclub or two, and still be back in time to catch your flight home. Ready, set, go!


Day 1


Arrive in Cancún. If you’re staying in the Zona Hotelera, head straight to the sand after you check in—the beautiful beach will be a welcome sight after hours on a plane. If you’re staying downtown, you can either hop on a bus to the beach or stroll around Parque Las Palapas. In the evening, head to dinner at one of Cancún’s fabulous open-air eateries.


Day 2


Spend the morning on the beach or by the pool. In the Zona Hotelera, you’re just steps away from either. Those staying downtown can take a bus to one of the public beaches—Playa Delfines has a bus stop right in front, and El Rey, a Maya ruin, is across the boulevard for when you need a change of scenery. In the evening, head to one of Cancún’s iconic nightclubs—CocoBongo and Grand Mambo Café are always hopping. For something mellower, join local hipsters at Amarula Con Acento Tropical for creative cocktails in a unique patio setting.
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Beautiful Playa Delfines is at the southern end of Cancún’s Zona Hotelera.





Day 3


Spend a day exploring the Riviera Maya. A rental car makes life easier, but it’s certainly doable by bus or taxi. Playa del Carmen’s Quinta Avenida is good for window-shopping and people-watching, while Xpu-Há and X’cacel’s strands make for excellent beach days. If you like snorkeling, consider going to Puerto Morelos or Laguna Yal-Ku.




Maya Ruins Within Reach


Besides its incredible beaches and world-class resorts, Mexico’s Caribbean coast is also home to (or within easy reach of) numerous ancient Maya ruins, including some of the most important archaeological sites in the country and the continent. A visit to one or more is well worth a day off the sand, even for committed beach hounds. (And at least one site—Tulum—has historical value and a pretty little beach. Sweet!)


• Chichén Itzá, with its iconic pyramid and massive ball court, is one of the New Seven Wonders of the World. Scores of tours head there from Cancún, but getting to the site early—by bus or rental car—lets you beat the crowds and enjoy this fascinating site at your own pace.


• Ek’ Balam boasts one of the best-preserved stucco friezes in the Maya world and an all-embracing view from atop its main pyramid. A nearby cenote is great for cooling off.


• Cobá has an even better view from its main pyramid—at 42 meters (138 feet) high, it’s the second tallest in the Yucatán Peninsula. Nestled in a forest near several small lakes, it’s also a good place to spot birds and butterflies.
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one of the impressive stone pyramids in Cobá





• Tulum is the subject of innumerable postcards, perched on a bluff overlooking the turquoise Caribbean Sea. Like Chichén Itzá, it’s far more rewarding to skip the tour and make your way to Tulum early to enjoy the site before the throngs arrive.


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


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


• El Rey, San Miguelito, and Yamil Lu’um are small ruins right in Cancún’s Zona Hotelera. El Rey is the largest and best preserved of the group and is also home to hundreds of iguanas—a sure hit with the kids.






Day 4



Leave bright and early to get to the Maya ruins of Chichén Itzá before the crowds do. Spend the morning there, followed by lunch in the colonial city of Valladolid. From there, go swimming in nearby cenotes, or visit Ek’ Balam, a much smaller ruin. Both Valladolid and Ek’ Balam have good lodging options if you want to overnight.


Day 5


Spend this day on either Isla Mujeres or Isla Cozumel, both easy to reach by ferry. Divers can enjoy a tank or two, especially at Cozumel. If you prefer snorkeling, trips can be booked at dive shops or on the ferry pier of either island. Or just chill out on the beach—Playa Norte in Isla Mujeres is a sure bet, and the windswept eastern side of Cozumel is a great option for beachcombing. Either way, definitely think about renting a car or golf cart, which allow you time and flexibility to explore either island beyond their central areas.


Day 6


Back in Cancún, this is your last full day. If you’re up for it, book a snorkeling tour or visit the Museo Maya de Cancún, an excellent archaeological museum at the southern end of the Zona Hotelera. Otherwise, sit back, relax, and enjoy the pool and beach—it’s been a busy week!


The Best of Isla Cozumel


Isla Cozumel is Mexico’s third-largest island, with much to offer the curious traveler, from Maya ruins to deserted beaches. Cozumel’s claim to fame is its diving and snorkeling, and this tour allots plenty of bubble time. If you prefer to stay on dry land, there’s still plenty to do and see in Cozumel, although you also could just take the ferry to Playa del Carmen to explore the mainland for a day or two.


Day 1


Fly straight to Cozumel. There are numerous daily flights, including a few nonstops from the United States. (This saves you the time and expense of taking a bus or taxi to Playa del Carmen, then a ferry across to Cozumel.) Your first order of business is to book a day or two of diving or snorkeling. If you don’t have your own snorkeling equipment, arrange an extended rental at any of the dive shops in town. Spend the balance of your day on the beach, whether at your hotel or at one of the beach clubs on the west side of the island.


Day 2


Revel in Isla Cozumel’s richest resource: its marine park and pristine coral reef. Palancar Reef is a good warm-up site, with a shallow profile and mild current. In the evening, enjoy dinner and a stroll around the central plaza.


Day 3


Rent a car and spend a day exploring the island. San Gervasio archaeological zone, in the middle of the island, is a good place to start. Continue on to Cozumel’s barely developed east side for lunch on a deserted beach while watching the waves crash ashore. Plan on returning to town in time for a night dive—an incredible experience.


Day 4


Spend the day at one of Cozumel’s ecoparks, either Parque Punta Sur or Chankanaab, if you feel like more creature comforts. Take your snorkeling gear and a towel—both are great places to get in the water.




Family Fun


Cancún and the Riviera Maya are excellent family destinations, with plenty to see and do for kids and parents, and good hotels and restaurants to help take the stress out of traveling en masse. Here are some recommended spots:
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fun at the beach





CANCÚN


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


Isla Holbox: Snorkel with whale sharks, beautiful and gentle giants of the sea, which congregate here between June and September.


Isla Holbox: On dark spring and summer nights, visit the island’s Punta Cocos where bioluminescent plankton create an otherworldly glow as you walk or paddle through them.


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


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


ISLA COZUMEL


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


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


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


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


THE RIVIERA MAYA


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


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


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


TULUM AND THE COSTA MAYA


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


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


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


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


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


Laguna Bacalar: Explore lovely Laguna Bacalar by kayak, with its remote beaches, mangrove forests, and great birdwatching.


CHICHÉN ITZÁ


Chichén Itzá: Impressive ruins with several family-friendly hotels nearby. The Ik Kil cenote just east of town is a sure hit.


Valladolid: A charming midsize city with several impressive cenotes nearby for swimming.






Best Beaches



TOP EXPERIENCE


If you love beaches, you’ve come to the right place. Remember that beaches in Mexico are public; hotels can “claim” an area by setting out guest-only lounge chairs, but you are free to lay out your towel and umbrella wherever there’s space.


Cancún


Cancún’s beaches are in the Zona Hotelera and are famous for their deep, powdery white sand. Along the Zona Hotelera are numerous public access points, so people staying elsewhere don’t have to pass through hotels to get to the beach. Be aware that the surf can be quite heavy at times.


• Playa Gaviota Azul is centrally located and has parasailing and other beach activities. The high-rise hotels behind it cast cooling shadows over the beach in the afternoon.
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Playa Gaviota Azul in Cancún
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Isla Cozumel’s Playa Palancar








• Playa Delfines is at the southern end of the strip and the only beach not backed by hotels. It has the largest waves of Cancún’s beaches—you may even see a few surfers—and there’s a Maya archaeological site just across the road.


• Playa Marlín is near Plaza Kukulcán mall, which has numerous restaurants and shops if you need a break from the sun (or each other).


Isla Mujeres


Isla Mujeres’s best beaches are located at the northern tip of the island. Unlike Cancún, the beaches here have virtually no surf, making them ideal for families traveling with small children.


• Playa Norte has soft white sand and water so shallow and calm you have to wade out nearly 100 meters (328 feet) before it’s deep enough to swim. Beach gear can be rented, and there are a handful of oceanfront restaurants.


• Playa Centro is around the corner from Playa Norte and is also quite beautiful. Larger and nearer to the ferry pier than Playa Norte, it can get crowded with day-trippers from Cancún.




Cenote Hopping


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


THE RIVIERA MAYA


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


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


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


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





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


NEAR TULUM


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


Gran Cenote: East of Tulum on the road to Cobá, this lovely cavern boasts natural arches and stalactite formations.


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


INLAND AREAS


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


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


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


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





Isla Cozumel


Cozumel is better known for its diving than its beaches, but there are a few spots where you can catch some rays. The island’s west side has calm seas and several beach clubs, while the east side has scenic windswept beaches and heavy surf.


• Playa Palancar is the most low-key of the west-side beaches, with a well-maintained beach area and a restaurant serving tasty meals.


• Playa San Francisco is another fine west-side beach, with a string of large beach clubs. It’s good if you want a bit more action than the scene at Playa Palancar.


• Playa Chen Río is one of several beaches on the east side, but is the only one protected from the waves so you can swim. It can get crowded on weekends, but it’s wide, so a quiet spot always can be found. A lone restaurant serves pricey meals—do like the locals do and bring your own eats.


• Isla de la Pasión is a private island off Cozumel’s north coast, and the only practical way to get there is by package tour. But the beach is gorgeous—Corona filmed one of its commercials there—and the open bar and open buffet make it a worthwhile splurge.


Isla Holbox


Isla Holbox’s scenic main beach, Playa Norte, extends several miles and is backed by a low coastal forest that is dotted with small hotels and bungalows.


• The sand and water at Playa Norte aren’t as classically idyllic as, say, Tulum, but are still lovely and striking in a Robinson Crusoe-type way. Plus, a long sandbar often emerges just offshore; covered in an inch or two of water, it’s perfect for wading and cooling off.
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Playa Norte





The Riviera Maya


If you’re staying at a resort in the Riviera Maya, there’s likely a great patch of sand just steps away. But there are plenty of excellent ones accessible to all travelers.


• In Playa del Carmen, Playa Tukán is a long swath of blond sand with medium surf. Two beach clubs here rent chairs and umbrellas and offer meal service and swimming pools. There’s also plenty of open sand, if you’d rather just lay out a towel.


• South of Playa del Carmen, Xpu-Há is easy to miss but rewards those who find it with a broad white-sand beach and mellow surf. There are fewer services here than elsewhere—and fewer people, too—but a couple of beach clubs make Xpu-Há a great place to spend the day.


• Farther south, Half Moon Bay in the town of Akumal is a long, curving public beach with great snorkeling. Hotel guests can use beach chairs; others should bring a towel and stake out a spot under a palm tree for shade.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Wildlife


Cancún and the Caribbean coast may be best known for white-sand beaches and deluxe resorts, but they also have many excellent areas and opportunities to spot wildlife, especially birds. When you need a break from the sun and surf, here are some places to get back in touch with nature:
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Whale sharks are often spotted near the ocean’s surface, where they skim the warm water for plankton.





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


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


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


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


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





• For maximum isolation, Playa X’cacel has a small parking lot, simple restroom area, and over a mile of gorgeous white sand. (There’s a small freshwater cenote, too.) Located between Xel-Há ecopark and Chemuyil community, X’cacel is a sea turtle nesting ground, so it’s off-limits to construction. Good for turtles—and beach lovers, too!


Tulum and the Costa Maya


Many people consider Tulum’s beaches to be the best of Mexico’s Caribbean coast. It’s hard to disagree with deep white sand, gentle azure surf, and a backing of palm trees and bungalow-style hotels. Costa Maya beaches are slightly less jaw-dropping (though Mahahual gets close) but make up for it with stellar fishing, kayaking, snorkeling, and diving.


• Tulum’s northern beaches are easier to reach if you’re not staying at one of the beach hotels, with several public access points, restaurants, and beach clubs.


• Tulum’s southern beaches are truly stunning, plucked from a postcard. Hotel guests have easy access, though nonguests can park just south of Punta Piedra and walk down the shore. Bring your own supplies or plan to eat at one of the small hotel restaurants to reach the beach.


• Mahahual has a lovely stretch of beach right in town, with warm white sand and calm turquoise water. A pedestrian-only walkway hugs the shore, and there’s great diving, snorkeling, paddleboarding, and kayaking.
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Mahahual’s main beach






Best Diving and Snorkeling



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


Isla Holbox and Isla Mujeres


From June to September, large numbers of whale sharks congregate between Isla Holbox and Isla Mujeres, gorging themselves on krill. Guided whale shark trips from either island allow you to snorkel beside these gentle giants.


Isla Cozumel


Isla Cozumel’s crystal-clear water, vibrant coral reef, and myriad first-rate dive operators make the island a premier underwater destination. It’s especially suited for expert divers, with challenging wall, deep, wreck, and drift dives—too many to name. Snorkelers should check out Parque Punta Sur and Chankanaab, which also have nice beaches.


The Riviera Maya and Tulum


The Riviera Maya is dotted with hundreds of eerily beautiful cenotes (freshwater caverns and sinkholes) offering out-of-this-world snorkeling and diving for novices and experts alike. Tulum’s dive shops specialize in cenote dives and cave diving courses, while snorkelers can grab their gear and spend the day cenote hopping. Try Siete Bocas and Verde Lucero on the Ruta de los Cenotes, just south of Puerto Morelos; Jardín del Edén and Cenote Cristalino, both on Highway 307 across from Xpu-Há; and the string of cenotes west of Tulum including Car Wash and Gran Cenote. Dos Ojos, near Tulum, also offers full-service guided tours for snorkelers and divers, visiting a gorgeous stalagmite-filled cavern.


Puerto Morelos is a low-key town between Cancún and Playa del Carmen that’s famous for the exceptionally rich and well-preserved coral reef just offshore. A local cooperative takes travelers on rewarding snorkeling tours, while local dive shops offer excellent reef dives.


The appealing beach town of Akumal has two great snorkeling options. Laguna Yal-Ku is an estuary zone where fresh cenote water pours into the ocean and is brimming with fish and sea plants. Unique sculptures adorn the water’s edge. Akumal Bay, meanwhile, has shallow protected water and is a known feeding ground for sea turtles.


The Costa Maya


Banco Chinchorro is the largest coral atoll on this side of the planet, and has spectacular diving and snorkeling. Getting there can be a bear—2-3 hours by boat each way—but the massive and pristine atoll is worth the time and expense. Dive shops in Mahahual or Xcalak, two small towns near the Belize border, offer Chinchorro trips. There’s also fantastic snorkeling and diving right from the shore, including at night.
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a whole other world awaits you just beneath the surface
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MUSA’s statues were specially designed to become habitats for plants and sealife
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spotted eagle rays swim in open ocean near Cozumel.






Side Trip: Chichén Itzá



Day 1


Get an early start in order to beat the crowds and tour groups. Visit the amazing Chichén Itzá ruins. The site is huge and impressive, so plan on being there for a few hours. Have lunch at Los Faisanes Bistro in the historic Hacienda Chichén, adjacent to the ruins. Check into your hotel; the Zona Hotelera hotels are a nice option, budget permitting, with their leafy grounds and refreshing pools, just steps from the ruins. If you’ve got time and energy, make an afternoon visit to Cenote Sagrado Azul or Balankanché Caves. Have dinner in Pisté—try La Gran Chaya for some local flavor—and, that night, attend the Sound and Light Show, which uses projections on the structures to tell Chichén Itzá’s history and lore. (Remember you need to buy tickets online in advance.) Hit the sack—you’ve earned it!
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El Castillo, as seen from the Group of a Thousand Columns





Day 2


Make your way to Valladolid, a charming colonial town just east of Chichén Itzá. Spend the day poking around—there’s terrific folk art in Casa de los Venados, fascinating history at the Iglesia and Ex-Convento San Bernardino de Siena, and several impressive cenotes in town and just beyond. When you need a lunch break, try Yerbabuena del Sisal for its tasty Mexican food and bright garden patio. That evening, learn more about Valladolid at the gorgeous and hi-tech Sound and Light Show at Iglesia San Bernardino, followed by drinks and Yucatecan food at Casa Conato.
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Valladolid’s central plaza





Day 3


Start the day with a hearty breakfast at Squimz, where it’s never too early for a milk shake, and then head to the Maya ruins of Ek’ Balam. The site is small but spectacular, with an intricate stone frieze atop a soaring pyramid. From there, spend time cenote hopping—Cenote X’Canché is a short walk from the ruins, while Cenote Sak’ Awa and Cenotes Agua Dulce are easily reached by car. Plan on having lunch at the restaurant at Cenotes Aqua Dulce. Afterward, head back to the coast.


Romantic Tulum Getaway


TOP EXPERIENCE


Although a number of places in and around Cancún have the makings of a romantic getaway—picturesque beaches, elegant restaurants, relaxing spas, and cozy accommodations—we picked our favorite for this itinerary: Tulum. The beaches are spectacular, and the cabaña-style hotels exude a quiet charm like nowhere else.


Day 1


Fly into Cancún, and head by bus or taxi to Tulum. Settle into your beachside bungalow, complete with a hanging bed, mosquito net, and candles. If you want something a little more upscale, consider a suite at one of the chic high-end hotels. Spend the rest of the day on the beach. In the evening, head to Kitchen Table for dinner, followed by drinks and live jazz at El Batey.


Day 2


Visit the Tulum ruins in the morning before the crowds arrive. Bring your swimsuits to enjoy the small beach there. Afterward, walk to gorgeous Playa Mar Caribe, just south of the ruins. Enjoy lunch at Mezzanine. If you’re up for it, head down the road for a drop-in yoga class at Yoga Shala Tulum in the late afternoon.


Day 3


Choose between an organized ecotour in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve and do-it-yourself cenote hopping (four cenotes on the road to Cobá are just minutes away). If you’re at a high-end hotel, book a beachside dinner for two before starting your day. Consider reserving a couples massage at the Yaan Wellness Energy Spa for your final day.




TOP EXPERIENCE


Yucatecan Cuisine


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


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


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


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


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


• Papadzules: hard-boiled eggs chopped and rolled into a corn tortilla, smothered in a creamy pumpkinseed sauce.


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





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


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


You can find Yucatecan dishes just about anywhere, from hole-in-the-wall taco joints to gourmet restaurants—discovering them is half the fun! For a sure bet, check out La Habichuela (Downtown Cancún), Quesadillas Tierra del Sol (Downtown Cancún), Mercado Municipal (Isla Mujeres), La Candela (Isla Cozumel), La Gran Chaya (Pisté), and Taberna de los Frailes (Valladolid).





Day 4


Have breakfast brought to your room. Spend your last full day beachcombing on Tulum’s southern beaches. Take a private paddleboarding lesson together with Pro Kite Tulum. Afterward, relax on the beach—and don’t forget to go to your massages!
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Playa Delfines
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American flamingos on Isla Holbox.







Highlights


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


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


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


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


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


S Whale Shark Feeding Grounds: Get goggles-to-gills with the world’s biggest fish (click here).





Cancún is a big, beautiful contradiction. For many people, it has all the makings of the ultimate vacation destination: five-star hotels, thick white sand, impossibly blue waters, and a nightlife that never stops.


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


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


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


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


PLANNING YOUR TIME


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


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


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


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


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


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


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








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


ORIENTATION


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


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


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



Sights



ARCHAEOLOGICAL ZONES


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


El Rey Archaeological Zone


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


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


El Meco Archaeological Zone


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


San Miguelito Archaeological Zone


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


MUSEUMS


Museo Maya de Cancún


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


PARQUE LAS PALAPAS


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




Beach Access


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









Beaches



ZONA HOTELERA


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


Playa Caracol


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


Playa Gaviota Azul


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


Playa Marlín


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


Playa Ballenas


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



S Playa Delfines



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





ISLA BLANCA BEACHES


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


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


Entertainment and Events


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




Authentic Cancún


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


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





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


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


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


• Movies are a favorite outing for many Mexicans, including midweek. Treat yourself to a cushy reclining chair, waiter service, even a glass of wine at one of Cancún’s Cinépolis VIP theater (by the way, popcorn in Spanish is palomitas.) (click here).


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





TOP EXPERIENCE



S NIGHTLIFE



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


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


Nightclubs


ZONA HOTELERA


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





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


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


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


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


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



DOWNTOWN



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


Bars and Live Music


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


ZONA HOTELERA


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


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


DOWNTOWN


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


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


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


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


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



THE ARTS



Theater


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


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


Cinema


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


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


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


FESTIVALS AND EVENTS


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





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


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


Shopping


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


OPEN-AIR MARKETS


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





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


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


MALLS


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




Black Coral: A Disappearing Treasure


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





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


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


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


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


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



Sports and Recreation



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


BEACH ACTIVITIES


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





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


SNORKELING AND SCUBA DIVING


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


Snorkeling


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


TOP EXPERIENCE



S MUSEO SUBACUÁTICO DE ARTE (MUSA)



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


Scuba Diving


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


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


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


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


KITEBOARDING


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


WATERSKIING, WAKEBOARDING, SURFING, AND SUP


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


360 Surf School (Blvd. Kukulcán Km 9.8, cell tel. 998/241-6443, www.360surfschoolcancun.com, by appointment only) offers popular surfboarding classes on Playa Chac-Mool. Classes are geared toward beginners but can be tailored to any level. One-on-one classes run US$140 for 90 minutes; group lessons cost US$100 per person for 120 minutes (3 people maximum). Family packages and multiday packages also are offered. Surfing classes include surf equipment, Lycra tops, drinking water, and use of surfboard after the lesson. Private stand-up paddleboard (SUP) classes also are offered for US$140 or US$75-100 per person (2-8 students); each class is about two hours. Equipment rentals—bodyboards, short boards, longboards, fun boards, and paddleboards—also are available (US$15-65 per 24 hours). Look for the informational kiosk on the main drag, next to the Surfin’ Burrito.


FISHING


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


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


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



SWIMMING WITH DOLPHINS



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


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


ECOPARKS AND WATER PARKS


Ecoparks


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


Water Parks


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


GOLF


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


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


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



SPECTATOR SPORTS



Bullfights


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


Baseball


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