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      THE  — Family Guides —

      Dear Reader,

      Thanks for picking up this copy of The Everything® Family Guide to Mexico. I've written this book in order to help you and your family get the most out of your trip to Mexico, whether it's your first or one of many. As one of the only family guides to Mexico on the market, it's an important tool in helping your family experience Mexico's culture together and bring back memories to cherish forever.

      This book is a culmination of twenty-one years of traveling to Mexico. Throughout all my trips, I've gathered a knowledge about the country that shows you, in as much detail as a book allows, how much I enjoy it. Keeping your family in mind, I discuss some of the most popular places, as well as some off-the-beaten-track destinations if you're more adventurous.

      It's hard to keep information current about Mexico. Phone numbers and Internet addresses change constantly. I've tried to make sure that the information in this book was up to date when I wrote it.

      In order for you to keep up with the latest information on Mexico, please visit my Mexico Web site, www.therealmexico.com. If you'd like to share your Mexico experiences with me, drop me a line at bobbrooke@bobbrooke.com. To learn more about me, visit my main Web site at www.bobbrooke.com. My goal has been to provide a comprehensive and informative book on Mexico. Only after you've returned with suitcases full of happy memories will I be able to know if I've succeeded.

      Adiós, and buen viaje!

      
        
      

    

  
    
      

      Dedication

      I'd like to dedicate this book to my good friend Michael, who has been with me every step of the way, encouraging me to do the best that I could.

    

  
    
      

      Welcome to THE [image: illustration] — Family Guides —

      THESE HANDY, PORTABLE BOOKS are designed to be the perfect traveling companions. Whether you're traveling within a tight family budget or feeling the urge to splurge, you will find all you need to create a memorable family vacation.

      Use these books to plan your trips, and then take them along with you for easy reference. Does Jimmy want to go sailing? Or maybe Jane wants to go to the local hobby shop. The Everything ® Family Guides offer many ways to entertain kids of all ages while also ensuring you get the most out of your time away from home.

      Review this book cover to cover to give you great ideas before you travel, and stick it in your backpack or diaper bag to use as a quick reference guide for activities, attractions, and excursions you want to experience. Let The Everything ® Family Guides help you travel the world, and you'll discover that vacationing with the whole family can be filled with fun and exciting adventures.
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      Quick, handy tips
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      Plan ahead for fun without sun

      [image: illustration] FAST FACT

      Details to make your trip more enjoyable
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      Appealing Information for moms and dads
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      Top Ten Family-friendly Activities to Experience in Mexco

      
        	Beaches: Talcum-soft sands beckon you to soak up the Mexican sun.

        	Climbing the pyramids: Ancient Mexico comes to life.

        	Exploring the deep: Another world exists below the surface of Mexico's seas.

        	Shopping the markets: Wandering through a Mexican market is a great way to find treasures.

        	Taking part in a callejonada: Nothing compares to following a group of musicians down a narrow street.

        	Mariachi serenade: The sound of mariachis will give you an exhilarating feeling that makes you want to sing along.

        	Folkloric dancing: Your feet will tap to the Mexican rhythms of traditional dances.

        	Watching fireworks: A Mexican fiesta isn't a fiesta without pyrotechnics.

        	Visiting museums: No longer dark and boring places.

        	Eating, eating, eating: Tasting real Mexican food may surprise and delight you.

      

    

  
    
      

      
      Introduction

      It used to be that when you traveled to Mexico, everything was different than at home. And although families did travel together, it was only the wealthy that took long trips. Today, jet planes and package travel have put Mexico within the reach of many families. But with travel geared more toward individuals, whether alone or together, it's hard to know just where to go, where to stay, and, most importantly, what to do as a family. This book will help with all those things.

      Unlike the glitzy new beach resorts found along Mexico's coasts, the culture found in its cities and towns is family based. Sure, you'll see American discount stores and fast-food restaurants, but even though they may look like the ones at home, they're different. That's because most of the people who patronize them do so as families.

      Mexico is a complex culture. Not only is it different, for the most part, from what you're used to at home, it's different from other cultures in that it goes down many levels into history. Today's Mexicans, no matter whether they're talking on a cell phone or tapping on a laptop computer, carry on traditions of their ancient past — even if it's only in the food they eat. They've created a special culture, a blend of European Spanish and Mesoamerican Indian, that celebrates its past in so many ways. You'll find a little piece of it just about anywhere.

      Go to the main square of any Mexican town, and you'll experience Mexico. It's there that everyone comes to wait, to meet, to do business, and to relax. You'll see children running around the fountains while their proud parents discuss the latest news with friends. Or stroll through any Mexican market — with aisle after aisle filled with sweet-smelling baskets of breads, golden deep-fried pork rinds, herbs of all kinds, tropical fruits by the truckload, and an endless selection of handicrafts — and you'll experience Mexico.

      Even though the title of this book is The Everything ® Family Guide to Mexico, it's impossible to tell you everything about this fascinating country — to do so would take volumes. But these pages will tell what you need to know to plan your family's vacation to Mexico, and in such a way that you'll begin to experience Mexican culture as you read.

      If you're going to travel to Mexico, you should look beyond the luxurious beach resorts and search for the real Mexico — the Mexico that, in many instances, has been hidden by a veneer of modern innovations. You'll find it in the faces of the Indians of the countryside, the mestizos of the cities, and families just like yours.
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      Welcome to Mexico

      HISTORY, TRADITION, AND SUPERB scenery combine to make Mexico a unique vacation destination for your family. This is a culture that is neither Indian nor Spanish. The Mexicans have modified Castilian Spanish to their own softer tongue. They've created their own piquant cuisine, based on maize, the corn of the Indians. And they've combined church celebration and market into their own fiesta. The culture is drenched with Aztec, Toltec, and Olmec survivals mixed with Spanish importations. Whether exploring Mayan ruins, penetrating tropical jungles while exploring placid lagoons, or getting to know Mexico's history by exploring its colonial towns, you'll get to experience Mexican hospitality and the friendliness of its people.

      
What Does Mexico Have to Offer Your Family?

      Until a few years ago, Mexico attracted mostly adults looking for fun in the sun and a different type of cultural experience. With the opening of special children's attractions and resorts with special children's programs, the adults who used to come to Mexico alone are now taking their kids along. Besides the warm climate, beautiful beaches, and cultural activities that everyone can enjoy, you and your children can explore special children's museums, zoos, theme parks, underwater caves, and archaeological sites — you can even swim with the dolphins. These attractions weren't built for just tourists, so as an added bonus, you'll be mixing with the Mexicans and their families.

      
        
[image: illustration] TRAVEL TIP

        If you're traveling with a baby or toddler, you'll find just about anything you may need, including disposable diapers and baby food. Just keep in mind that few hotels offer baby cribs. Since Mexicans travel with their families, you'll find family accommodations in Mexico's major cities and resorts.

      

      Ecotourism

      Ecotourism has become a popular alternative to traditional tours in Mexico. With diverse terrain and an abundance of natural resources, you'll find Mexico an ideal destination for experiencing nature firsthand. Until recently, only traditional camping and hiking tours were available. Now, however, integrated tours encompassing not only nature but the cultures of Mexico's many indigenous peoples make it possible for you and your family to experience unique adventures.

      Beginning as a grassroots movement, ecotourism now includes many small tour operators who have the support of the Mexican government. Generally, you'll find ecotours are less expensive in Mexico than elsewhere; they also offer a true cultural immersion. Ecotours allow you to experience another ethnic culture, integrating local traditions and festivals. Tour operators conduct their tours with small groups of eight or ten people. Each includes the local foods of the region, along with explanations about how they're prepared.

      
        
[image: illustration] FAST FACT

        An ecotour offers a true Mexican experience while making you more aware of the local plants and animals by having experts on hand to explain them. They also promote the real traditional folk art designs, as tours help provide a market for almost-extinct handicrafts.

      

      Sporting Activities

      Mexico offers numerous sporting opportunities for your family, both as a spectator and a participant, including some of the best snorkeling and diving, fishing, and golf in the Western hemisphere, as well as horseback riding, sailing, and parasailing.

      For Those Who Just Like to Watch

      If you're planning a short vacation in Mexico or you're not much for jumping in and joining in the fun, then perhaps your family might enjoy attending a game of soccer, Mexico's national sport. Most large cities have a soccer stadium with regular matches throughout the year.

      If you're in the mind for more traditional Mexican sport, you might attend a charreada, or Mexican rodeo. Held on Sunday mornings, these events feature charros, or gentlemen riders dressed in traditional outfits complete with large sombrero, competing in exhibitions of skilled riding.

      And if the charreada is too tame for you, attend a corrida, or bullfight. But bullfights aren't for the faint of heart. They're usually gory spectacles full of pomp and circumstance in which up to six bulls are slain as the crowd yells, “Ole!”

      Snorkeling and Diving

      You'll discover some of the best snorkeling, skin-, and scuba-diving spots in the world off Mexico's 6,000 miles of coastline. Prime under-water sites in Mexico fall into three main categories: the west coast/Sea of Cortés, the Caribbean, and the unique cenotes of the Yucatan Peninsula. On the Caribbean, the clear, warm lagoons of Cozumel, Cancún, and Isla Mujeres teem with tropical fish and incredible coral deposits of intricate formation and colorful hues. Those resorts on the west coast also offer ideal conditions.

      Fishing

      Anglers from the world over have fallen in love with Mexico. Its coasts offer some of the best deep-sea fishing in the world, and fishermen travel the Baja and Pacific Coasts as well as the eastern Gulf and Caribbean coasts looking for snook, sea bass, dorado, striped marlin, sailfish, red snapper, billfish, and shark. Some experts believe that the southern tip of the Baja Peninsula at Los Cabos offers some of the best game fishing in the world.

      Golf

      Mexico has become a golfer's paradise. With ideal weather and scenery in both the Pacific Coastal area and the temperate central highlands, golf is a year-round sport, with many exciting and challenging courses laid out by top-name designers.

      With more professionally designed courses completed and dozens in development, visitors can putt from Mexico City to Los Cabos and Cancún. The degree of difficulty on Mexico's greens also varies dramatically. From the short, fun courses of Club de Golf Acapulco to Baja's Cabo del Sol Golf Club, there's a golf game for everyone.

      Horseback Riding

      If you like to ride horses, Mexico offers your family a long tradition dating back to the conquest by the Spaniards. Mexicans are enthusiastic riders — in some cases, a bit too enthusiastic. Unlike gentle group rides that you may have taken on vacations in the United States, you'll find a horseback ride in Mexico to be a more independent affair. Though you may be part of a group, you'll find that your Mexican leaders aren't as watchful as those in the States since accident lawsuits are nonexistent under Mexican law. If you or any of your family members doesn't know how to ride or ride very little, then maybe you should save this activity for another vacation. But if you have riding experience, then there's nothing like a family ride along the beach.

      Sailing and Parasailing

      The major Mexican beach resorts all offer water-sports activities, including sailing and parasailing. Again, Mexico generally isn't the place to learn these sports. Many Pacific beaches have dangerous lateral currents and undertows, and few have lifeguards. The beaches at Acapulco, Mazatlán, and Puerto Vallarta on the Pacific, as well as Cancún on the Caribbean offer parasailing, in which you participate at your own risk.

      
What Are Your Family Vacation Options?

      Every major all-inclusive company has one or more resorts in Mexico, many offering facilities and programs for children. Though this type of vacation isn't for everyone, it's often the most economical for families and will give you the best value for your travel dollar.

      
        
[image: illustration] JUST FOR PARENTS

        The legal drinking age in Mexico is eighteen.

      

      Of course, you can also rent condos or efficiency suites in all-suite style resorts, where you have to pay separately for food and activities.

      
When Should You Visit?

      Mexico has two distinct tourist seasons, so when you go depends on where you go. If you live in the cold, snowy north, then you'll want to visit Mexico's beaches in the winter. But if you're looking for colonial charm, then summer is the best time to visit. However, that coincides with the rainy season, which runs from May to October. No, it doesn't rain constantly, just in the late afternoons, leaving you plenty of time to explore.

      
        
[image: illustration] TRAVEL TIP

        Seaside resorts can be downright steamy during the summer, especially those along the Pacific Coast. And Cancún and Cozumel on the Caribbean side can get hit with severe tropical storms and hurricanes, though not often.

      

      But more than the weather, you may want to take advantage of the peak and off-peak tourist seasons. At the beach resorts, the peak of winter season begins on December 15 and ends at the end of April or after Easter, whichever comes first. At both times, many Mexicans take a two-week vacation, usually visiting or traveling with family. This can be a problem, as hotels in some areas fill up with Mexican families. Off-peak season begins around April 15 and lasts until December 14. During this time, you can save as much as 25 to 50 percent on resort hotels. Of course, sometimes you can save just as much with family packages during the rest of the year. Unfortunately, you won't find any seasonal rates at any hotels in Mexico's interior.

      
The Climate of Mexico

      Most people associate Mexico with winter suntans and beautiful sea-side resorts. While the Pacific and Caribbean coasts are just about the all-time favorite escape for those trapped by winter's blows, they're only part of the story. With agreeable temperatures most of the year throughout its regions, Mexico offers a climatic variety that's unsurpassed.

      The country's nearly perfect weather is as welcoming and diverse as its colorful geography. There are two seasons: rainy and dry. Generally, rains fall and temperatures rise from June through October, leaving November through May as the more temperate, drier season. Annual average high temperatures range in the 80s and 90s, while average lows range between 40 and 60ºF.

      Most of the country lies south of the Tropic of Cancer, and the influence of the mountains, seas, and ocean plays a great role in the varying conditions.

      Much of the country is dry and balmy, particularly the northern and Baja California regions. Southern Mexico and the Yucatan Peninsula experience significant rainfall from June to September, but the rest of the year this region is pleasantly dry and temperate. On the Pacific Coast, from Puerto Vallarta south, the sun shines for at least part of every day, even during most of the rainy season.

      Average Temperature Ranges

      Beginning in Baja California, with its desert landscape, you'll find average winter temperatures of 68ºF. The Sea of Cortés side of Baja tends to be warmer than the Pacific side. Rainfall of less than ten inches occurs between December and April. Farther south, you can bask in the sun 350 days a year. The desert brings cool winter evenings. Low humidity and refreshing sea breezes make even the highest summer temperatures, often near 100ºF, comfortable. In the spring and fall, temperatures cool off to 77ºF.

      What's known as “The Mexican Riviera” begins at Mazatlán and continues south along the Pacific Coast. Here, the months from November to May are a sure bet for warm, dry days and balmy evenings. The rainy season runs from June through October, with daily rain showers and warm temperatures. The average winter temperature ranges from 70 to 80ºF, but in summer it climbs to 85 to 95ºF with high humidity.

      
        
[image: illustration] TRAVEL TIP

        Allow yourself a day to acclimate to the high altitude of Mexico City. Plan a bus tour of the city, eat light, and go to bed early.

      

      From Mexico City to Guadalajara, the higher elevations of the central plateau yield springlike conditions much of the year, though evenings can be quite cool in the winter. Afternoon showers aren't uncommon during the May-to-September rainy season. December and January are the coolest months, with an average annual high of 81ºF and a low of 41ºF. Guadalajara and Cuernavaca, at a mere 5,000 feet, offer balmy daytime temperatures in the 70s year round.

      Winter is the most popular time to visit the Yucatan, but the climate is mild year-round with an average temperature of 80ºF. In the summer, trade winds keep the Gulf Coast and Caribbean areas somewhat cooler, while interior jungles can be hot and humid, with higher temperatures. Rainfall is frequent in April and May and from September to January.

      Mexico's Gulf Coast is somewhat humid, with warmer temperatures averaging around 72ºF. Rainfall increases the farther south you travel. Cool, northerly winds blow from September through February.

      
Mountains, Desert, or Coast?

      Spanning 2,000 miles — from the western Pacific Coast to the Gulf of Mexico in the east — Mexico's extremely diverse geography encompasses nearly every geological form found in the Western Hemisphere: low plains, rolling hills, rugged mountains and deserts to the north; 6,000 miles of seacoast; tropical lowland jungles; snowcapped mountains; and awe-inspiring gorges.

      The Sierra Madre Oriental and Sierra Madre Occidental mountain ranges on the east and west and a row of towering, widely spaced volcanoes enclose the central highlands, comprising 60 percent of the country's land mass.

      Mexico's terrain touches four distinct bodies of water, which accounts for the country's unmatched array of sunny seaside destinations. The Sea of Cortés (also called the Gulf of California) to the northwest, and the Caribbean to the southeast, contain some of the world's richest marine life. The Gulf of Mexico borders Mexico's northeastern coast, and the Pacific Ocean meets the western shore. Nearly half the country is more than 5,000 feet above sea level.
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      Mexico: An Overview

      LIKE THE UNITED STATES, Mexico encompasses a variety of cultures and peoples, and the country has been described as the world's most successful melting pot of peoples, races, and cultures. Like their country, the Mexican people are complex and often mysterious.

      
The Mexicans

      Of its more than 96 million inhabitants, between 75 and 83 percent are mestizos, or people of mixed Indian and Spanish blood. Ten percent of the people are criollos, or creoles, of old Spanish descent, and 10 to 15 percent are Indian.

      While the great majority of Mexicans speak Spanish, 25 percent of the Indians speak only their native languages — Nahuatl, the tongue of the Aztecs, and Mayan are the two most prevalent. Before the Spanish conquest, there were at least 120 different Indian languages, and fifty-six still survive.

      
Mexican Architecture

      When the first Spaniards arrived in Mexico, they couldn't believe the magnificence of the Aztec cities such as Tenochtitlán, the capital, which showed a thorough understanding of city planning, design, and well-coordinated land use and waterworks. You'll discover much of this architectural legacy preserved in Mexico's numerous pre-Columbian archaeological sites, museums, and parks.

      The wide variety of colonial architecture in Mexico reflects the overwhelming influence of religious-inspired Spanish design. Many of these first churches and convents occupy former sites of indigenous buildings. In many cases they used materials and even the walls of the former structures. Strong Romanesque and Gothic features characterize the thick walls and massive buttresses of these early structures. You'll find atriums and capillas fosas — small processional chapels at the four corners of the courtyards — only in Mexico.

      The sixteenth century also witnessed the arrival from Spain of the plateresque style, which features intricately carved stone doorways and decorative patterns of flowers and arabesques. You'll see the Indian plateresque style, combining a local interpretation with pre-Columbian building techniques, in some parish churches.

      The seventeenth century brought baroque styles of architecture to Mexico. You can see restrained forms of this in the great cathedrals of Mexico City, Puebla, Morelia, Guadalajara, and Oaxaca. These magnificent buildings reflect not only the growing patronage of the Spanish crown, but the development of a more elaborate Mexican high baroque style called churrigueresque, reflecting the growing power of Mexican-born criollos.
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        Estilo churrigueresco, named after the Spanish architect Jose Benito Churiguera, is eighteenth-century Mexican high baroque, featuring gold-encrusted altars covered with heavenly beings. The Mexico City cathedral shows some of the finest examples.

      

      Some of the churches in Puebla and Oaxaca show a uniquely Mexican variation of this style, called the Poblano style, which combines stucco ornamentation with colored tiles and red brick. The Casa de los Azulejos, or House of Tiles, in Mexico City features this style of ornamentation.

      After the 1910 revolution, the functional style of the Bauhaus school began to take shape. It wasn't until the 1950s and 1960s that Mexican architecture showed the influence of Le Corbusier and his International School. Today, Mexican architects are striving to create their own unique style of contemporary architecture, examples of which you can see in the southern suburbs of Mexico City and in Monterrey.

      
Arts and Crafts

      Leaving a place as fascinating as Mexico is hard to do, but you'll find that you can take a little bit of it home in the form of arts and crafts that personify the country's warmth, imagination, and varied culture.

      Though distinctive handicrafts flourish in every region, central and southern Mexico are especially noted for the variety and sheer number of their artisans. The black pottery of Oaxaca, the Talavera pottery of Puebla, the woven pine baskets of the Copper Canyon, and carved ironwood animals of the Pacific Coast are but a few examples.
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        If you're short on shopping time, look for FONART stores, run by the Mexican government and found in most major tourist areas. Each offers a sampling of folk art from different regions at reasonable fixed prices.

      

      Many towns and cities in craft-producing regions have shops sponsored by local and state governments as well, often under the name of Casa de Las Artesanias. Since such stores seek to display the variety and quality of their region's works, they make excellent places to study the types of crafts available and their prices.

      
Mexican Music

      Music, like eating, is an integral part of Mexican life. You won't go far without hearing someone singing or music blaring from a boom box in a corner tienda (store). But for many North Americans, the blaring trumpets, mellow guitars, and soft violins of mariachi music symbolize Mexico. This type of music originated during the French occupation of Mexico during the nineteenth century, when weddings called for large musical ensembles. Originally performed by campesinos or field hands playing guitars, the 1920s brought fancier charro outfits and the addition of other stringed instruments and trumpets. And while mariachi music has become known all over the world, it is, in fact, only played at weddings, fiestas, and other special occasions. The word mariachi comes from the French word mariage, meaning marriage. The players, dressed in tight pants and dark jackets with silver buttons and wearing large sombreros decorated in a similar manner, perform in groups of eight to ten. Today, mariachi music is especially popular in the state of Jalisco. The annual Mariachi Festival, held in Guadalajara at the beginning of September, is known far and wide.
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        If you're in Veracruz over a Saturday night, you can join the locals as they dance to Cuban danzon ryhthms played by an orchestra in the main square.

      

      In the states of Chiapas, Tabasco, Oaxaca, and Veracruz, you'll also hear the lilting sounds of the marimba, a xylophone-type instrument with large wooden keys played by four people using rubber-tipped batons. One carries the melody, while the others play a secondary melody in counterpoint.

      
Mexican Dance

      The Aztecs believed that dance kept the world in motion. It was an integral part of their religious rituals. They danced to win the favor of their gods so that they would find good fortune in war, harvest, and marriage. Though most Mexican dances began as religious rites, today they're performed at fiestas and at folkloric shows throughout the country. Specific styles have developed in each region. One of the most well known is the baile venado, or deer dance, of the Yaqui Indians of Sonora. Originally performed for good fortune in hunting, it's a part of every folkloric dance troupe's repetoire. A male dancer pantomimes a deer being chased and eventually killed. Another popular folkloric dance is the jarabe tapatio, or Mexican hat dance from Guadalajara. You'll recognize this national folk dance, with its heel-to-toe movement, as one you may have learned in elementary school.
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        While folkloric groups perform dance shows all over Mexico, especially at the resort destinations on “Mexican Nights,” the granddaddy of them all is the Ballet Folklórico de Mexico, performed at the Belles Artes in Mexico City on Sundays and Wednesdays. It's an experience your family shouldn't miss.

      

      Other folkloric dances include the languorous huapango and sassy la bamba of Veracruz, the comical baile viejito, or the dance of the old men, from Michoacán, and the sedate jarana of Yucatán, in which male dancers perform while balancing beer bottles on their heads. All of Mexico's regional dances have their own special costumes and music.

      
A Tradition of Good Eating

      Ever since the arrival of the Spaniards in Mexico, travelers have been astonished to find that Mexican food isn't what they thought it was. Far beyond the simple tacos and burritos of fast-food Tex-Mex eateries, it's a cornucopia of delights with a 3,000-year-old legacy and rich cultural traditions.

      The origins of Mexican food began with ancient Indian civilizations. They cultivated maize, commonly referred to as corn, which became the raw material for tortillas, the flat unleavened dough baked in a pan that functions like bread. They ate a red fruit called a tomatl (tomato), which the Spaniards thought poisonous. And they drank a muddy brew called chocoatl (chocolate), that the Dutch later refined with milk and sugar.

      
        
[image: illustration] FAST FACT

        The Spanish conquistadors first came into contact with chocolate in sixteenth-century Mexico, where Moctezuma and his followers mixed hot water with ground beans and a variety of spices to produce a favorite drink.

      

      Mexican cuisine is extremely varied. Though menus throughout the country often show the same dishes, these are mere variations on a theme. Each is changed slightly by the ingredients of the region where it is made. There are the traditional dishes made from tortillas — tacos, enchiladas, tostadas. In addition, there are rich sauces like mole poblano, a concoction of sixty-one herbs and spices (one of which is often unsweetened chocolate) served over boiled chicken.

      One of the main ingredients found everywhere in Mexico is chiles (peppers). Often confused with Tex-Mex chili (a meat-and-bean stew), over 100 different kinds of chiles in Mexico are served in a variety of ways, from stuffed to chopped in salsa verde (green sauce).

      Eating As a Social Event

      Mexico's unique gastronomy doesn't begin and end in the kitchen. Colorful, noisy, and hospitable, the Mexican meal is just as important to Mexican cuisine as is preparation of the food. Food is just the excuse for sharing and exchanging companionship and news. Restaurants, which tend to get crowded between 2 and 5 P.M., during the Mexican's main meal, are as diverse as the food they serve.

      
Getting Around in Mexico

      You'll find getting around Mexico relatively easy if you know a little Spanish. Doing so will definitely give you an edge in negotiations for taxi fares and making reservations for buses and ferries. If you speak no Spanish, stick to English-speaking deluxe buses and taxis for hire.

      By Bus

      Traveling by bus in Mexico can be an adventure, but it can also be extremely pleasant. It all depends on the class of travel you choose. While bus travel is probably the least expensive way to get around the country — buses connect nearly every town and village — it's a good idea to buy your tickets in advance, especially if you're planning to ride around the major holidays.
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        When calling Mexico from the United States, dial 011 before the area code.

      

      You can purchase your tickets for cash on a first-come, first-serve basis at bus stations, which resemble airport terminals. Classes available include first, second, and deluxe, and can be labeled in Spanish with a variety of names, such as primera plus, ejecutivo, plus, or de lujo. Often there's little difference between these classes, though first class usually means you'll ride in air-conditioned comfort. It also means a toilet on board and comfortable, less-crowded seating. The new deluxe buses are air-conditioned, usually seat only twenty-six or so passengers, show movies en route, have onboard stewards serving snacks, clean restrooms, and make few stops or may run express from city of origin to their final destination. There's little difference in the price from first class to deluxe, so the extra cost is worth it.
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        You should begin your informational search for buses in Mexico at [image: illustration] www.ticketbus.com.mx.  It lists your choices of lines, cost of your ticket, how long your trip will take, and departure times.

      

      Though you can depend on deluxe and first-class bus schedules, their routes and times can change. You can get current information from local bus stations since there is no national bus directory.

      By Taxi

      Mexico has a variety of taxis. Before getting into one, however, you should tell the driver your destination and ask the fare — just say “¿Cuánto cuesta ?” To get an idea of what local fares may be, ask the desk clerk or concierge at your hotel. If the fare quoted you isn't what you had been told, or if negotiations aren't going well, just say “No, gracias,” and try another.

      Mexico City has had problems with its taxis in recent years, mostly kidnaps and robberies. Even though the situation has improved, it's a good idea to avoid flagging down a taxi. Instead, take those either lined up at a taxi stand (called sitio taxis) or parked in front of a hotel. While the hotel taxis can cost as much as those in the United States, it's better to be safe than sorry.
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        Make sure the taxi you choose has a meter and a driver's ID hanging in plain sight from the dashboard or visor. The ID indicates the driver has been licensed by the city government.

      

      You can also hire a taxi for a guided tour at an hourly rate. Just make sure the driver speaks English clearly enough for you to understand.

      By Rental Car

      Renting a car in Mexico is rarely as simple as signing on the dotted line and roaring off into the sunset. The process can go off without a hitch, or it can be an adventure.

      You'll probably rent your car from an international car rental firm, either directly or through your travel agent as part of a package. Or you may rent on-site, thinking you'll get a better deal. No matter what your choice is, renting a car in Mexico can be expensive if you don't shop around.

      Rates vary greatly from city to city and even from location to location within the same city. Lower prices are generally found with smaller local companies, where the ability to speak Spanish is a definite asset. Discounts are available for smaller cars rented for longer periods and sometimes if you reserve a certain number of days before your arrival — usually seven to fourteen days. You'll also get a break by paying at the time of booking, renting by the week, and returning the car to the same location.

      The actual rental procedure is the same as anywhere else in the world. However, the implied meaning may be slightly different. You must have a valid driver's license and be able to convince the rental agency of two things: that you are personally creditworthy (a valid credit card in your name usually will do), and that you will return the car on time.

      In addition, the minimum renter age, ranging from twenty-one to twenty-five years, differs from one company to another, even though the minimum driving age in Mexico is eighteen. There may also be an upper age limit of sixty-nine to seventy-five years.

      By Ferry

      If you're planning to drive down the Baja Peninsula and then continue driving on the mainland, you'll have to take one of the ferries that sail between Baja California and the mainland through the Sea of Cortés. The trip usually takes about twenty-four hours, so you'll need to make advance reservations for your car and your onboard accommodations at the ferry offices. You'll have a choice of three different classes of accommodations: cabina, private cabin with bath; turista, shared bunk beds; and salón, the least expensive, with unreserved reclining seats. Some ferries offer an classe especial, with larger deluxe cabins.

      Ferries base their vehicle fares on the length of your vehicle. Passenger fares are separate, with children sailing for half the adult fare. Though salón fares are sold on a first-come, first-serve basis, turista fares can be reserved three or more days in advance and cabina fares a month or more in advance.

      The ferry between La Paz in Baja California Sur and Mazatlán in the state of Sinaloa offers the most service. The three ferries that sail this route offer all classes of service, including especial, plus a cafeteria, restaurant with bar, video lounge, and disco. They sail daily in the late afternoon from Mazatlán, except Sunday.

      Passenger-only ferries also run between the island of Cozumel and Playa del Carmen on the mainland below Cancún and between the island of Isla Mujeres and Cancún.

      
Dollar or Peso?

      Within the last few years, the value of the Mexican peso to the dollar has remained fairly stable, around 10 pesos to the dollar, which makes it easy to figure out prices. The official currency of Mexico is the nuevo peso (new peso), designated by a N$. Notes come in 10-, 20-, 50-, 100-, 500-, and 1,000-peso denominations while coins come in 1-, 2-, 5-, 10-, and 20-peso amounts. Be sure to check the amount on any coin or bill before handing it over. They can be confusing.
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        It's wise to exchange your money in increments of $20 U.S. — perhaps up to $100 at a time. Keep your pesos in your wallet or purse and your dollars in a safe place, so if you're robbed or lose your wallet, you won't lose everything.

      

      Many merchants and restaurant owners in border towns and beach resorts like Cancún and Los Cabos often will take U.S. dollars, but they'll give you pesos as change. Pemex stations take only pesos.

      Understanding Exchange Rates

      You can exchange U.S. or Canadian dollars at any Mexican bank or at an independent exchange kiosk called a casa de cambio. Surprisingly, these places give very good rates, sometimes even better than the banks. You'll need your passport as identification, whether you're exchanging cash or cashing traveler's checks. You can usually obtain the best rates at the casas de cambios at the Mexico City airport. For small amounts (around $20 or so), it's best to just exchange your money at the hotel desk. The difference in the exchange rate will be marginal. Remember, you cannot exchange Mexican peso coins back into U.S. currency.
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        It's a good idea to exchange a small amount of money at your home airport before you depart for Mexico. This way you'll have some Mexican currency on hand in case you don't have time or can't find a place to exchange money on arrival.

      

      Using Credit Cards, Debit Cards, Traveler's Checks

      While the ads tell you to protect your money by carrying traveler's checks, you may find that some places in Mexico won't cash them. The best known brands, Bank of America and American Express, are the easiest to cash and the fastest to be replaced if lost or stolen. Many Mexican banks won't cash Canadian traveler's checks.

      Credit cards are probably the safest way to spend. Visa and MasterCard are widely accepted throughout Mexico. Many merchants shy away from American Express cards because of their high fees. Be aware, however, that many hotels, restaurants, and merchants will add a 3- to 6-percent surcharge to credit card purchases. Many Mexican banks, as well as the airports, have ATM machines from which you can get pesos with your card. In addition, you'll pay a 15-percent value added tax on all goods and services, including all hotel and restaurants bills and international telephone calls.

      Bargaining Tips

      Bargaining anywhere is fun. But the Mexicans have made it an art. You'll find that bargaining usually applies only to markets. Retail stores have set prices. While you may find it tempting to bargain for every item you purchase, it's better to bargain only for higher-priced items. Here are some tips:

      • To begin bargaining, offer half the price of the item.

      • If the seller says no, offer a bit more. Keep this up until you reach a price you can both agree upon.

      • Never successfully bargain for an item and not buy it.

      • If you don't like the offered price, walk away. Often the seller will follow and give you a lower price.

      • Offer to buy two or more items and ask for the best price for all.

      • Be sure to express your gratitude for the excellent price you received.

      • When bargaining in Mexico, do it in Spanish if possible, no matter how bad.

      Tipping

      Major resorts in Mexico often add service charges to your bill, so there's no need to tip. However, you should tip everywhere else. For waiters, leave at least 15 percent. Give porters and bellboys between 5 to 10 pesos (50 cents to $1) per bag, depending on the size of the bags. If you have large, heavy bags, it's worth a few dollars to have someone put them on a cart, especially in the Mexico City airport. Leave 3 to 4 pesos a day for chambermaids. Normally, taxi drivers don't expect tips.
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The Land of Mexico

MEXICO IS A COMPLEX country, a land of surprises, a land of beauty, a land of mystery. The variety of landscapes and cultures will astound you. Mexico is timeless, a land where time can go forward to the future and backward to the past at the same moment. It's no wonder her people cry, “Que Viva Mexico!” (Long live Mexico!)


The States of Mexico

Mexico has thirty-one states and a federal district — Mexico City — much like Washington, D.C. The states and their capitals can be grouped by geographic regions as follows:

Table 3-1
THE STATES OF MEXICO AND THEIR CAPITAL CITIES






	Region
	State
	Capital City




	North
	Chihuahua
	Chihuahua



	
	Coahuila
	Saltillo



	
	Durango
	Durango



	
	Sonora
	Hermosillo



	Central Highlands
	Aguascalientes
	Aguascalientes



	
	Guanajuato
	Guanajuato



	
	Hidalgo
	Pachua



	
	Morelos
	Cuernavaca



	
	Nuevo León
	Monterrey



	
	Puebla
	Puebla



	
	Querétaro
	Querétaro



	
	San Luis Potosí
	San Luis Potosí



	
	State of Mexico
	Toluca



	
	Tlaxcala
	Tlaxcala



	
	Zacatecas
	Zacatecas



	Pacific Coast
	Colima
	Colima



	
	Guerrero
	Chilpancingo



	
	Jalisco
	Guadalajara



	
	Michoacán
	Morelia



	
	Nayarit
	Tepic



	
	Sinaloa
	Culiacán



	Gulf Coast
	Tabasco
	Villahermosa



	
	Tamaulipas
	Ciudad Victoria



	
	Veracruz
	Jalapa



	Yucatán Peninsula
	Campeche
	Campeche



	
	Quintana Roo
	Chetumal



	
	State of Yucatán
	Mérida



	Southern Mexico
	Chiapas
	Tuxtla Gutiérrez



	
	Oaxaca
	Oaxaca



	Baja California
	Baja California Norte
	Mexicali



	
	Baja California Sur
	La Paz



	Distrito Federal (abbreviated D.F.)
	Mexico City
	






The Regions of Mexico

From the pastel-colored caves, striking desert landscapes, and reddish-orange mountains of Baja California to the lush green jungles and turquoise waters of the Yucatán Peninsula, from the magnificent series of gorges of Copper Canyon to miles of sun-drenched white sandy beaches and clear azure waters of the Pacific Coast, nature has created Mexico from her rich palette of colors. It's unfortunate that most other North Americans don't know much about the country's geographic diversity and what it has to offer.

Essentially, Mexico can be divided into eight regions:


	Northern Mexico

	Baja California

	Pacific Coast

	Valley of Mexico

	Colonial Mexico

	Southern Mexico

	Gulf Coast

	Yucatán Peninsula



You'll find countless ways to experience Mexico. Whether you choose to explore small villages or sophisticated cities, or lounge by a sparkling pool in one of the country's hundreds of resort hotels, or rough it on a jungle safari, you'll make new friends and cherish your time in this colorful land.

Northern Mexico

Mexico's geographically northern region, comprising the states of Sonora, Sinaloa, Durango, Chihuahua, Coahuila, Nuevo Leon, and most of Tamaulipas, offers you a chance to experience some of the country's most spectacular landscapes, set in an area of semidesert and pine-forested highlands known as El Norte.

The most spectacular natural wonder here is the Barranca de Cobre, or Copper Canyon. The Canyon itself — actually a maze of more than twenty smaller canyons that form a series of five interconnecting canyons or barrancas covering 900 square miles — offers you an outdoor experience so pure and majestic that you'll feel as if you've entered an undiscovered civilization. Located in the state of Chihuahua, the Copper Canyon is four times larger and 280 feet deeper than the Grand Canyon.
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If natural wonders aren't your thing, you might want to follow in the steps of one of Mexico's most famous revolutionaries, Pancho Villa. His haunts are clustered around the city of Chihuahua and the nearby town of Parral.



The next biggest attraction in the North is Monterrey, often called “The Pittsburgh of Mexico.” Here, mighty steel mills, now silent, forged the steel that built many of Mexico's buildings. Today, Monterrey offers a modern city with some of the best museums in the country.

The state of Sinaloa is home to Mazatlán, Mexico's northernmost beach resort on the Pacific. Originally game fishing brought visitors here, but the leisurely sport of sun-worshipping has taken hold. A young, lively resort, Mazatlán boasts the least expensive section of beach in Mexico with the most variety.

If you like to “hang ten,” then you'll love Mazatlán, Mexico's surfing capital. But you'll enjoy parasailing — being towed high in a parachute behind a motorboat — from its wide beaches just as much. You can also try Jet-skiing and boogie-boarding or play tennis at one of eighty courts or golf on three eighteen-hole courses. And shopping is a pastime only exceeded by partying.

The states of Sonora, Durango, Coahuila, and Tamaulipas, catering more to sportsmen, don't offer much for family vacationers.

Baja California

Running 876 miles from Mexico's border with Southern California to its tip at Los Cabos, the Baja Peninsula presents a land of desert and semidesert separating the Pacific Ocean from the Sea of Cortés. Until 1973, only the most adventurous risked the severity of its terrain for the pleasure of hunting, fishing, rock hunting, fossil collecting, bird watching, and surfing in an almost pure natural environment. In 1973, the 1,050-mile Transpeninsular Highway, officially called the Benito Juárez Highway, opened.

With an 800-plus-mile coast on the Pacific and the Sea of Cortés, Baja, as it's affectionately known, offers a paradise for anglers, swimmers, and surfers. Huge clams and oysters wash up on its miles of beaches, and the emerald-green waters of the gulf and the deep-blue waters of the Pacific support an incredible variety of big-game fish. As the highway traverses Baja, the dry landscape breaks into sudden oases, while fishing villages dot the coast.
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Whale watching has become a favorite activity as California gray whales mate and calve every winter along Baja's west coast.



Despite the land's wild nature and seeming remoteness, Baja California has experienced a tremendous surge in tourism growth, especially in Los Cabos. In the 1980s, Los Cabos became a government-sponsored and planned resort. Here, you'll find luxurious resorts catering to golfers, but most visitors come for the pleasant dry, desert climate and the sparkling blue sea.

If you like to dive, Los Cabos features dives on its North and South Walls and the Shipwreck. There's good snorkeling among the tidal pools and reefs just offshore, in Cabo San Lucas. If you're lucky, you may get to enjoy an exhilarating encounter with a forty-ton whale. Divers tell how these gentle giants lift their heads to look in curiosity at them and their tanks and then swim away.

PACIFIC COAST

All of Mexico's Pacific beach resorts offer a variety of sun and fun pleasures, including a smorgasbord of sports, from golf and tennis to fishing and sailing. Perhaps you'd like the exhilarating feeling of parasailing, an activity not for the faint of heart. At the beaches in Acapulco and Puerto Vallarta, all you need do is wait your turn and pay the man.

In Manzanillo, Puerto Vallarta, and San Jose del Cabo, you can feel the thrill of excitement as you ride side by side on horseback through the surf, horses' manes flying in the wind. Stop for a cool drink and some tasty grilled shrimp at an oceanside restaurant, and then jump into the surf for a refreshing dip.

If you're a deep-sea fishing enthusiast, you'll find all you can handle at Mexico's Pacific Coast resorts. Sailfish are quite prevalent, as are marlin, wahoo, yellowtail, dorado, mackerel, and bonito. Manzanillo claims to be the sailfish capital of the world, but Mazatlán offers a similar claim. January through April is marlin season.

In Los Cabos, fishing is numero uno. For years, the Sea of Cortés has held a special place in the hearts of fishermen. With more than 650 varieties of game fish in its teeming waters, it's a veritable paradise if you're a deep-sea fishing enthusiast.

The Valley of Mexico

The majority of visitors who come to Mexico never get to see its greatest wonder, Mexico City. Unfortunately, most of the hype goes to the country's beach resorts, leaving many to miss the superb museums, history, culture, and excitement of one of the world's largest cities. Here, you can stroll the broad Avenida de Reforma leading down to the city's Centro Historico, or historic district, filled with newly restored seventeenth-and eighteenth-century buildings.

Mexico City sits on the foundations of the Aztec capital of Tenochtitlán. It's the cultural center of the country, offering a bountiful number of sites to explore. The city's three most popular attractions are the Ballet Folklorico, the bullfights, and the floating gardens of Xochimilco.

You might also want to visit Coyoacan, the former suburb that is now a district of the capital, where artist Frida Kahlo lived and painted. Casa Azul, or Blue House, now houses the Frida Kahlo Museum, established in the artist's home and studio. Nearby, you'll find the Leon Trotsky Museum, where Leon Trotsky lived after fleeing to Mexico from the Soviet Union.

Teotihuacán, easily seen in half a day, lies twenty-five miles northeast of Mexico City. This archaeological site is so majestic that the Aztecs named it the City of the Gods. Covering nine square miles, this magnificent ceremonial center and some of the outlying palaces and priestly dwellings have been restored.

Known for its year-round spring-like temperatures, Cuernavaca has also become one of Mexico's prime commercial cities. Long a favorite getaway for residents of Mexico City, including Cortés and Maxmilian and Carlotta, Cuernavaca also offers interesting sites in and around town, including the Museum of Cauhnahuac in the former Palace of Cortés on the zócalo, the town's main square.

Colonial Mexico

Mexico's colonial cities are virtual living museums to a vanished way of life. The charm of secluded courtyards, white walls accented by wrought iron balconies, red tile roofs gleaming in the sun, and recessed windows guarded by ornate metal filigrees make visits to Mexico's colonial cities a must. These cities, built during the vicere-gal period, are monuments to a gracious yet unsettling age––an age when greed drove men to search out riches, not for themselves but for the glory of Spain.

Guanajuato, a city built on the riches from silver mines, is made for walking. Its narrow, cobbled streets, lined with balconied houses and winding up the hillsides, will draw you in. Like Venice, you'll find yourself diverted into unexpected squares that seem almost like stage settings in an opera. In fact, the entire city becomes a great outdoor stage during the International Cervantino Festival held in October and November.

Much of Querétaro's charm lies in its history. Part of the Aztec empire and later overcome by the Spaniards, it became a hotbed of revolutionary sentiment for independence from Spain. Colonial Querétaro offers some intriguing buildings surrounded by colorful parks and plazas. At the heart of town is the Plaza Obregon, dominated by the Church of San Francisco and convent of the same name, housing the state regional museum.
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For a taste of the real Mexico, visit Tequisquiapan, a spa town located two hours north of Mexico City in the dairy region of Mexico. Be sure to visit the local market and taste the varieties of cheese and nuts that are available.



About an hour northwest of Querétaro lies San Miguel de Allende, the consummate Mexican colonial town. The city's narrow cobblestone streets climb the slopes in gradual stages. Plaques mounted on the walls of fine old colonial houses tell what famous figure lived inside or what important event took place there. The centerpiece of San Miguel is its el jardin, or zócalo, with its unusual parish church built to look like a French Gothic cathedral. Other buildings provide a potpourri of photogenic domes, steeples, niches, and scalloped roofs. Here, your family can sign up for art or language classes at the Instituto Allende, housed in the former estate of the Counts of Canal. Now a division of the University of Guadalajara, it's the perfect place to learn or improve your Spanish.

The heart of Guadalajara, Mexico's second-largest city, boasts grand pedestrian malls ideal for strolling and shopping. Plaza Tapatia, the largest, is a good place to begin exploring the old city. A visit to the cathedral and the Government Palace, to see the dramatic murals, is a must.

There's also plenty to see nearby. Guadalajara has sprawled east to merge with San Pedro Tlaquepaque. Though the town is best known for its ceramics and glassblowing, more than 300 shops now sell everything from fine silver jewelry to antiques and leather. A former colonial villa now houses the Ceramic Museum, displaying works from around the state of Jalisco.

Southern Mexico

The Sierra Madre del Sur encircles the state of Oaxaca and, together with its neighboring state of Chiapas, contains the largest diversity of indigenous cultures and peoples in Mexico. This explains Oaxaca's richness and variety in handicrafts, folklore, culture, and cuisine. With its mix of indigenous cultures, plus its colonial grandeur and numerous archaeological sites, Oaxaca is a unique educational family destination.

The southernmost state of Mexico, Chiapas, is probably its most complex. Since thick rainforests cover a large part of its highlands, the state and its people, descendants of the Maya and other tribes, remained fairly isolated until recent years. Indigenous uprisings in the mid-1990s caused much concern, but even though peace has returned, there are many other places in Mexico with more to interest families.

The Gulf Coast

An attractive state capital little known by tourists, Villahermosa in the state of Tabasco is noted for its La Venta Museum, a vast outdoor archaeological display located east of the city. This unique tropical park reproduces the original site of La Venta using massive stone Olmec Indian heads, stone altars, and sculpted animals. There's even a zoo for children, featuring local animals.

But most visitors head southeast to the ruins of Palenque in the Chiapas jungle. Considered by many to be the most beautiful pre-Hispanic site in Mexico, Palenque was a Mayan center, inhabited from A.D. 100 to 900. The mummy of Lord Pacal, who died in A.D. 683, still lies in its original resting place.

The state of Veracruz, with more ecotourism companies than any other region, has become the adventure capital of Mexico. You can go river rafting, mountain climbing, hiking, and camping in the tropical forests throughout the state. You'll enjoy the joie de vivre (or joy of life) of Veracruz, Mexico's hot and sultry principal port city and the nation's oldest. The atmosphere here is relaxed and unhurried. Perhaps you'll want to stroll the malecón to watch the activity of the harbor, then take a harbor cruise, after which you can step into one of Veracruz's many cafés. At night, the main square comes alive with marimba bands playing to the crowds who come to listen and eat freshly caught seafood.

The Yucatán Peninsula

The Yucatán Peninsula, comprising the states of Yucatán, Campeche, and Quintana Roo, offers ancient history, as well as coral-lined shores, sparkling powdery sands, and azure-blue seas.

If you're into history, then you'll want to explore the Mayan sites of Uxmal, Chichén Itzá, Coba, and Tulum. But if you like to explore underwater, the Mexico's Caribbean offers world-class conditions for both scuba-diving and snorkeling. Like a bejeweled necklace, the world's second-longest reef system, with visibility ranging up to 200 feet, stretches about 250 miles south from Cancún to Belize.

Diving is the sport on the island of Cozumel, just offshore in the turquoise-blue Caribbean, and diving experts agree that there's nowhere else like it for submarine scenery. If you're not into diving, then perhaps snorkeling at Chankanaab Reef, where giant lobsters dwell under rocky ledges, will be more to your liking.

If you like to sun, swim, and party, then Cancún should be your choice. The most popular of Mexico's Caribbean resorts, it's a family resort where water sports from windsurfing to boogie-boarding to snorkeling top the list. You can also tee off at several fine golf courses or play tennis at smooth courts at all the larger hotels.

If you get weary of the sun and sand, you can take an excursion to one of the ancient Mayan ruins on the mainland. Tulum — a time-softened ceremonial center towering above the Caribbean — is the most beautiful. Nearby, the ancient city of Coba rises from the tropical jungle to look more like something out of Indiana Jones, while the most spectacular site, Chichén Itzá, a two-hour drive overland, is the most famous.

Or maybe you'd prefer to boat over to the sleepy island of Isla Mujeres, where you can eat lunch at a small seaside restaurant then snorkel off the south end of the island.

Mérida, capital of Yucatán state, makes an excellent base for exploring the Mayan ruins of Uxmal. Mérida, itself, a charming blend of large, white colonial buildings downtown and modern homes on the outskirts, developed a more European atmosphere. Before going out to explore the Mayan ruins, you'll want to visit the Museum of Archaeology and History housed in a former mansion.


Appreciating Local Culture

Too many people go to Mexico and never experience the local culture. Some eat only in chain or fast-food restaurants and don't experience Mexican food or culture. If you go to Mexico, you'll want to experience the local culture whenever you can.

To Market, to Market

One of the best places to soak up local culture is in el mercado or the Mexican market. Every town and many villages have one, sometimes held in a special building or held informally in the zócalo. Some occur daily, while others are held weekly on a particular day. You'll wander through a maze of stalls overflowing with exotic fruits, fragrant flowers, aromatic cheeses, colorful clothing, plucked chickens, and hanging meat.



[image: illustration] TRAVEL TIP

Many indoor markets have a food section called a comedor. While the food may look and smell delicious, and while most cubicles are clean, it's wise not to eat here. This type of service is similar to street vendors, who may not follow the best food-service health practices.
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