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How to use this ebook:

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

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

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

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

•  All entries in the Index and Map Index are linked to specific content for quick navigation.
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sunset on Playa Norte



WELCOME TO THE Yucatán Peninsula

10 TOP EXPERIENCES

Planning Your Trip

IF YOU HAVE . . .

BEST OF The Yucatán Peninsula

A FAMILY AFFAIR

CLASSICS OF YUCATECAN CUISINE

Ecoadventures

PYRAMIDS AND PALACES

Diving and Snorkeling

INTO THE WILD

CENOTE-HOPPING

On the northern coast of the Yucatán Peninsula is a place called Uaymitún, where just a thin strip of land separates the ocean from a swampy coastal lagoon. But the swamp is not just a swamp—climbing a roadside tower, you discover it’s also home to thousands of flamingos, their bright pink feathers a stark contrast to the gray-green surroundings. Behind you are the emerald waters of the Gulf of Mexico, a favorite spot for windsurfers and kiteboarders. To the east is a small Maya ruin. To the south is the great colonial city of Mérida, and just down the road is the spot where scientists believe a meteorite smashed into the earth 65 million years ago, wiping out the dinosaurs and ushering in the age of humankind. Uaymitún is not a major tourist destination—except for the flamingos, it hardly rates a mention. But that’s just it: The Yucatán has so much history, culture, and natural wonder, even a dusty roadside town is rich with stories and possibilities.

It’s hard to exaggerate the number and variety of attractions here: stunning Maya ruins, vibrant colonial cities, wildlife-watching, a web of caves and underground rivers, and ideal conditions for kiteboarding and sportfishing. For divers, there are world-famous reefs at Isla Cozumel and eerie inland cenotes. And if you’re looking for a beach vacation . . . well, you know you’ve come to the right place.

The Yucatán is also a place of many stories. Maya hieroglyphics tell complicated tales of gods, kings, and conquest. The exploits of its pirates and buccaneers are still the subject of fairy tales and feature films. The colonial era was rife with the boom and bust of products like henequen and chicle. The Maya have suffered unspeakable exploitation, but not passively—in the Caste War, they nearly drove European settlers off the peninsula for good. More recent is the remarkable story of Cancún, which in a matter of decades was transformed from a mosquito-infested sandbar into one of the world’s top resort destinations.

The Yucatán Peninsula is all this, and even more—a place of endless mystery and beauty, fun and fascination. Enjoy!
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Isla Mujeres



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Relaxing on powdery white sand before a vibrant turquoise sea at Playa Delfines in Cancún.
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2 Exploring the ancient Maya world, whether the sprawling stone city of Uxmal or the magnificent temples of Palenque.
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3 Diving the sea-life-packed depths of Cozumel’s iconic Santa Rosa Wall.




[image: image]

4 Keeping your eyes (and ears!) open for howler monkeys, tropical birds, and even jaguars.
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5 Taking a dip in one of the peninsula’s hundreds of cenotes—stunning limestone pools filled with crystalline water.
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6 Exploring the massive walls and bulwarks—cleverly repurposed as museums and raised walkways—that surround Campeche City.
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7 Admiring the bright colors and curious habits of American flamingos on a boat tour from Río Lagartos.
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8 Enjoying free music and dance performances in Mérida.
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9 Snorkeling with gentle whale sharks on a guided tour from Isla Holbox.
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10 Savoring the rich and colorful amalgam of Maya, Middle Eastern, and traditional Mexican flavors in classic Yucatecan dishes.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Cancún

Cancún has two parts: The Zona Hotelera (Hotel Zone) has the city’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.
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Isla Holbox bicycle rentals



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, and even 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.

The Riviera Maya

Stretching 130 km (81 mi) from Cancún to Tulum, the Riviera Maya has megaresorts and boutique bed-and-breakfasts, busy cities and quiet towns, great reef diving and jaw-dropping 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, which has 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 an equally pleasant 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

Chichén Itzá is one of the most impressive and recognizable of all Maya ruins, especially its iconic main pyramid. There also is a nighttime sound and light show, and interesting villages and cenotes are nearby. The adjacent town of Pisté is unmemorable—better to base yourself in Valladolid, a charming and convenient colonial city. Ek' Balam is a small but remarkable archaeological site with an impressive stucco frieze. On the coast, Río Lagartos has tours into a neighboring biosphere reserve to see huge colonies of flamingos.
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Arrive early to beat the crowds at Chichén Itzá.



Mérida, the Puuc Route, and Campeche

Mérida, the Yucatán state capital, is a beautiful colonial city with excellent museums and daily music and dance performances. Doable day trips from Mérida include the flamingo reserve at Celestún, the mellow beach town of Progreso, and the lovely colonial town of Izamal. South of Mérida, the Puuc Route includes must-see Maya ruins such as Uxmal and myriad smaller sites, plus caves, cenotes, and colonial villages. Farther south, Campeche City, the capital of Campeche state, boasts a gorgeous colonial center and impressive walls and forts that once warded off pirate attacks. Southern Campeche state is home to numerous Maya sites, including Calakmul, a massive city now buried deep in a forest reserve that’s home to parrots, monkeys, and even jaguars.


If You Have . . .

• ONE WEEK: Visit Cancún, Isla Cozumel, or Isla Holbox; take a side trip to Valladolid and the ruins of Chichén Itzá.

• TEN DAYS: Add Mérida and the Puuc Route; go to Campeche City for a couple of days.

• TWO WEEKS: Add Tulum, the Riviera Maya, and the Cobá ruins; join a one-day excursion in the Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve.

• THREE WEEKS: Add the Costa Maya, the Río Bec region, and Palenque.



Palenque

Chiapas isn’t technically part of the Yucatán Peninsula, but no tour of the Maya world is complete without seeing the intriguing temples and superb inscriptions at Palenque. From there, a series of lovely waterfalls makes a terrific day trip, as do the ruins of Yaxchilán and Bonampak in the Río Usumacinta valley. Palenque is also a jumping-off point for trips into the Lacandón rain forest, with its rich ecology and reclusive Indigenous communities.


[image: image]

One of many Maya carvings featured at Palenque’s on-site museum.



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 caveats within 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.

Be aware that certain attractions are only available (or recommendable) during specific months, whether snorkeling with whale sharks (June-September) or visiting Chichén Itzá on the spring or fall equinoxes. Even many year-round activities like sportfishing, kiteboarding, and bird-watching are better or worse according to the season. Ocean diving, for instance, is optimal in the spring and early summer when tropical storms are rare and visibility is best.

BEFORE YOU GO

Passports and Visas

American and Canadian travelers are required to have a valid passport to travel to and from Mexico. Tourist cards or passport stamps 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. Otherwise, visit the immigration office in Cancún, Chetumal, or Mérida.

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; airports at Mérida, Cozumel, Chetumal, and Campeche are secondary options. 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 like the Costa Maya and the Río Bec region. At the time of research, the Tren Maya, a 1,525-km-long (948-mi) railway traversing the Yucatán Peninsula, Tabasco, and Chiapas, was being built.

What to Pack

Bring to the Yucatán Peninsula what you would to any beach or tropical 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. A light sweater and a rain jacket also come in handy during the winter and rainy seasons. To do like locals do, be sure to bring a pair of pants or a skirt for nights out on the town (and if you’ll be entering churches or government offices). 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.
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BEST OF The Yucatán Peninsula

See and do a little of everything in the Yucatán Peninsula in just two weeks with this itinerary. With beaches to enjoy, ruins to explore, museums to visit, cenotes to snorkel in, and cities to discover, this is a trip for travelers with plenty of energy and a hankering to see it all. Renting a car for the entire trip will give you added speed and flexibility and ensure you have time to enjoy every stop. If a rental car is out of your budget, most of the route can be done easily enough by bus. A good compromise is to rent a car for a few key days.

Day 1

Arrive in Cancún but head south to Playa del Carmen, which is a better base for exploring the Riviera Maya. (Puerto Morelos, Akumal, Tankah Tres, and Soliman Bay also are good choices if you prefer something smaller.) If you plan to get in some serious diving, consider heading directly to Isla Cozumel to save yourself the ferry ride the next day. That, or just fly straight there!

Day 2

Spend your first full day underwater in the Riviera Maya. Just about every town along the coast has a dive shop (usually several) offering snorkeling and diving tours on the ocean reef. The waters in front of Puerto Morelos and Akumal have less boat traffic than Playa del Carmen. Or take the plunge in one of the Riviera Maya’s myriad cenotes, either at a park like Parque Dos Ojos or on your own at a site like Jardín del Edén or Cenote Azul.

Day 3

Head inland. Get an early start and go straight to Chichén Itzá, getting there as close to opening time as possible. That way you’ll have a jump on the big tour buses and can enjoy these magnificent ruins with fewer people to weave around. Budget at least 3 hours here. Check into a nearby hotel, have lunch, and spend the afternoon cooling off at Cenote Ik Kil. In the evening, head back to Chichén Itzá for its high-tech sound and light show.


A Family Affair

The Yucatán Peninsula is an excellent family destination, with plenty to see and do for kids and parents, and good hotels and restaurants help take the stress out of traveling en masse. Here are a few recommended stops:

CANCÚN

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

• Isla Holbox: Snorkel with whale sharks, gentle giants that congregate here June-September. Visit Punta Cocos on a dark spring or summer night, when bioluminescent plankton create an otherworldly glow as you wade or paddle through them.

• Parque Las Palapas: Downtown Cancún’s main plaza is a place 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. (Tip: 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: This scenic natural reserve has a nice beach and fantastic snorkeling, plus a maritime museum and a lighthouse you can climb.

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

• Mayan Bee Sanctuary: Learn about Yucatecan bees (no stingers!) and their role in Maya culture on a fascinating tour of this forest sanctuary. And don’t forget to try the honey.

THE RIVIERA MAYA

• Ruta de los Cenotes: From the main highway, this 20-km (12-mi) 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.

• Akumal: Take a guided snorkeling tour for a chance to see sea turtles foraging in the calm waters of this beautiful and popular bay.

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

TULUM AND THE COSTA MAYA

• Parque Dos Ojos: This place offers great cenote snorkeling for all ages, either with a guide or on your own.

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

• Cobá: Renting bikes or hiring bike 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: This is a great family outing where you’ll spot not only spider and howler monkeys, but a slew of birds, tropical vegetation, and more. Canoeing and zip-lining are also offered.

• Laguna Bacalar: Explore this beautiful lagoon by kayak or paddleboard to enjoy its remote beaches, mangrove forests, and great bird-watching. A fort-turned-museum has pirate exhibits and cannons to clamber on.

CHICHÉN ITZÁ

• Chichén Itzá: The impressive ruins have several family-friendly hotels nearby. The manicured Cenote Ik Kil, just east of town, is a sure hit with little ones; for a bit more action, head west to Cenote Yokdzonot for zip-lining and rappelling.

• Valladolid: Visit this charming colonial city, which has several impressive cenotes nearby for swimming.

• Río Lagartos: This fishing village is the jumping-off point for fun boat tours of the neighboring biosphere reserve, home to thousands of pink flamingos—and there are nice beaches too.

MÉRIDA, THE PUUC ROUTE, AND CAMPECHE

• Mérida: A city tour on an open-air double-decker bus is fun and easy, while older kids may appreciate the museums and outdoor performances, including reenactments of the ancient Maya ball game.

• Grutas Aktun Usil: Take a guided tour of this sacred cave, with huge stalagmites and stalactites, hieroglyphs and cave paintings, and even ancient handprints on the walls.

• Celestún: Observe flamingos, ospreys, and countless other bird species on a boat ride through the waterways and mangrove forests of this massive biosphere reserve.

• Izamal: Calesas, horse-pulled buggies, are a fun way to see the sights in this charming colonial town, painted in mustard yellow.

• Campeche City: The city’s colorful colonial center is enclosed by massive stone walls and forts that not only have interesting museums but also make for great exploring.

PALENQUE

• Aluxes Ecoparque: Families and school groups are the target audience at this conservation park and animal rehab center, with leafy pathways and a chance for close-up glimpses of rescued animals such as jaguars and alligators.



Day 4

Get up early and head straight to Mérida, one of Mexico’s great colonial cities. Go to the anthropology museum or the modern art museum, the market, or just visit the church, the murals in the government buildings, and the plaza. See what’s happening that evening—there’s a free cultural performance every night of the year.

Day 5

You can spend this day in a couple of different ways. There are a number of great day trips from Mérida, including a flamingo tour in the town of Celestún, or visiting the colonial town of Izamal and swimming in cenotes near Cuzamá. Then again, if you especially love the Maya ruins, you won’t want to miss those along the Puuc Route. For this option, get an early start and visit Uxmal first—it is the biggest and the best of the region’s sites, and you don’t want to shortchange your time there. Afterward, cross the road to the Choco Story Uxmal, an engaging museum about the history of chocolate, which dates to the ancient Maya. Time permitting, visit one or two of the smaller Puuc ruins. Check into a hotel in Santa Elena and wind down with a relaxed evening in the town’s central plaza.

Day 6

Drive to the beautiful colonial town of Campeche City this morning. Check into a hotel and pick a few sights to take in. The museums along the city walls and at Museo El Palacio or Fuerte de San Miguel are especially good. On weekends in the central plaza, there’s also a spectacular sound and light show, a multimedia celebration of Campeche’s history.
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downtown Campeche City



Day 7

Start early for the long drive to Palenque. Check into your hotel and have dinner at Don Mucho in the jungle neighborhood of El Panchán. If you’re up for it, stay late for live music and performances.

Day 8

Spend the day visiting the Palenque archaeological zone. Be sure to leave time for the terrific on-site museum.

Day 9

Stay another day in Palenque to see some of the nearby attractions. If you still haven’t gotten enough of the Maya ruins, consider booking an all-day tour to Yaxchilán and Bonampak. Or visit the impressive waterfalls at Misol-Há and Agua Azul for a bit of outdoorsy fun.

Day 10

Get an early start for the long drive to the Río Bec region in southern Campeche, home to impressive Maya ruins and a rich biosphere reserve. Arrive in time to visit the striking frieze at Balamkú ruins. At dusk, check out the Volcán de Murcielagos, a rushing cloud of three million bats that emerge from a huge sinkhole every evening. Stay overnight near the entrance to the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve.

Day 11

Wake up early and spend the morning exploring Calakmul ruins, the crown jewel of southern Campeche’s Maya sites, located deep in the same-named biosphere reserve. Afterward, head toward the town of Xpujil. Depending on your time and energy, visit one of the many small Maya ruins clustered along Highway 186, such as Becán or Chicanná. Check into a hotel in Xpujil, or if your budget permits, at one near the highway.

Day 12

Drive to Tulum, where you can treat yourself to a beachside bungalow on one of Tulum’s glorious beaches. Along the way, stop for lunch on Laguna Bacalar to enjoy the view of its brilliant turquoise waters.
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hammocks in Laguna Bacalar



Day 13

Spend a beach day on Tulum’s quiet and dreamy southern beaches. If you get restless, get some snorkeling in at the great nearby cenotes of Gran Cenote or Car Wash. If you’re tired of the car, walk to Tulum ruins, dramatically overlooking the turquoise Caribbean Sea. Be sure to take your bathing suit so you can take a dip in the ocean from the site’s small beach.

Day 14

Take a tour of the Sian Ka'an Biosphere Reserve, an ideal place for fishing, bird-watching, and snorkeling—a perfect way to end your vacation.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Classics of Yucatecan Cuisine

Like many regions of Mexico, the Yucatán Peninsula has a cuisine all its own. The base is recognizably Mexican, but the dishes 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: tamale 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 with a creamy pumpkin-seed 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.

• 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.

WHERE TO TRY/WHERE TO GO

You can find Yucatecan dishes just about anywhere, from hole-in-the-wall taco joints to gourmet restaurants—discovering them is half the fun!

• La Habichuela (downtown Cancún)

• Quesadillas Tierra del Sol (downtown Cancún)

• La Candela (Isla Cozumel)

• Restaurante Las Mestizas (Pisté)

• La Palapita de los Tamales (Valladolid)

• El Atrio del Mayab (Valladolid)

• La Chaya Maya (Mérida)

• Museo de la Gastronomia Yucateca (Mérida)

• Wayan’e (Mérida)

• Restaurante Kinich (Izamal)

• Restaurante El Príncipe Tutul-Xiu (Maní)

• La María Cocina Peninsular (Campeche City)
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Ecoadventures

Lazing on a beach or contemplating museum displays is all right, but some travelers crave a little more action. The Yucatán has plenty to offer active travelers, including kiteboarding, fly-fishing, kayaking, and mountain biking. This tour is a workout for the eyes too, taking you to some of the peninsula's most stunning (and little-visited) natural areas, from tangled mangrove forests to limestone caverns filled with the clearest, bluest water you've ever seen. The only thing this tour doesn't include is snorkeling or diving on the coast, which are covered in a list of their own.

Day 1

Ease into things by spending a day stand-up paddling (SUPing). It’s challenging but fairly easy to master, and especially rewarding in the Riviera Maya’s warm, clear water. Playa del Carmen, Isla Mujeres, and Cozumel are all great places to start. Farther afield, Tulum, Bacalar, and Mahahual are fine alternatives.

Day 2

Kayaking is another low-key, easy-to-learn activity that’s perfect for exploring the region’s rich mangrove forests. The Sian Ka’an Biosphere Reserve, Laguna Bacalar, Xcalak, and Isla Holbox all have fascinating kayak tours that include paddling through mangrove canals, spotting birds, and locating hidden beaches and lost Maya ruins.
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sunset on Isla Holbox



Day 3

Today’s the day for pushing yourself. Why not try kiteboarding? Isla Blanca and Cozumel are good sites for trying the sport, with perfect wind, forgiving surf for beginners, and some surprisingly challenging spots for the more advanced. If you want to head inland, Isla Holbox and Progreso also have first-rate kiting opportunities.
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Kiteboarding is a popular sport in many beach towns.



Day 4

You may want to spend a second day kiteboarding—few people master it in a day! Otherwise, dig out your sneakers and rent a mountain bike. Both Tulum and Bacalar have fun and moderately challenging rides, pedaling through the jungle to little-visited Maya ruins and remote beaches.

Day 5

You must be getting tired by now. Spend the day fishing, either trolling in the ocean or fly-fishing in the region’s vast coastal flats. Cozumel is ideal for the former, as well as for the latest craze: spearfishing. Sian Ka'an and Xcalak are world-class fly-fishing spots, brimming with tarpon, permit, bonefish, and snook.

Day 6

Get up bright and early to be at Cobá archaeological zone at opening. Of all the Maya ruins, this one is the best for bird-watching. It’s not uncommon to spot toucans and parrots. Cobá also is an impressive ruin, with the second-highest pyramid in the Yucatán Peninsula. You can rent bikes near the entrance and explore the ruins on wheels. A short distance away is the Punta Laguna Spider Monkey Reserve, a perfect place to visit after a late lunch.

Day 7

Drive to Mérida. If you get an early start, you’ll have time to visit the ochre-painted colonial town of Izamal or the Ruta Anillo de los Cenotes, a collection of 16 strikingly beautiful cenotes that sit side by side, making for an easy and fun afternoon of cenote-hopping.


Pyramids and Palaces

For many people, the Maya ruins are the Yucatán Peninsula’s greatest attraction, with their massive pyramids and palaces and remarkable artistic and astronomical features. Few visitors have time to visit every site in a single trip; here is a description of each chapter’s best Maya ruins to help you decide which ones to add to your itinerary—and which to save for next time. To dig a little deeper, pair ruin-hopping with a visit to one of the excellent Maya museums in Cancún, Chetumal, Mérida, or Campeche City.

CANCÚN AND ISLA COZUMEL

• El Rey, San Miguelito, and Yamil Lu'um: These small ruins are found right in Cancún’s Zona Hotelera. El Rey is the largest and best preserved of the group, and is home to hundreds of iguanas—almost as interesting to see as the structures themselves.

• San Gervasio: Isla Cozumel’s main archaeological site has 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.

TULUM AND THE COSTA MAYA

• Tulum: Perched on a bluff overlooking the turquoise Caribbean Sea, Tulum’s ruins are the subject of innumerable postcards. Come early, as the site is often mobbed by day-trippers from nearby resorts.

• Cobá: With the second-tallest pyramid on the peninsula (42 m/138 ft), Cobá rises impressively from the forest floor. Surrounded by a tropical forest and several small lakes, it’s also good place to spot birds and butterflies.

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

CHICHÉN ITZÁ

• Chichén Itzá: Named one of the New Seven Wonders of the World, this site has the largest ball court of any Maya ruin and a pyramid recognizable the world over. Scores of tours head there from Cancún, but getting to the site early lets you enjoy this fascinating locale without the crowds. Don’t miss the sound and light show in the evening.

• Ek' Balam: Near the city of Valladolid, Ek’ Balam boasts one of the best-preserved stucco friezes in the Maya world and an all-embracing view from atop its main pyramid. Nearby cenotes provide a great place to cool off afterward.

MÉRIDA, THE PUUC ROUTE, AND CAMPECHE

• Uxmal: This may be the region’s most beautiful site, with intricate palaces and a massive pyramid with rounded corners—a must-see.

• The Puuc Route: The Ruta Puuc is a series of four smaller ruins near Uxmal. Kabah and Labná are especially memorable, with beautiful archways and facades decorated with scores of identical rain-god masks.

• Near the Puuc Route, other remarkable sites include the neatly organized Mayapán; the little-visited Oxkintok, with two impressive caves nearby; and Dzibilchaltún, with its first-rate museum and intriguing main temple.

• Edzná: A peaceful site, Edzná’s Temple of Five Stories looks over a small acropolis and broad main plaza. It’s located in the Chenes region, less than an hour’s drive from Campeche City, but you still may be the only one there.

• Calakmul: Located in Campeche’s Río Bec region, Calakmul was one of the most powerful Maya cities in its time and contains arguably the largest known Maya pyramid. What’s more, the site is ensconced in a biosphere reserve where you can spot monkeys and tropical birds.

• Becán and Chicanná: Also in the Río Bec region, Becán’s many structures include two huge pyramids and an impressive multiroom palace, while Chicanná has gorgeously decorated temples and residential buildings.

• Other excellent sites in southern Campeche include Balamkú, El Hormiguero, and Río Bec; the last can be difficult to reach, however.

PALENQUE

• Palenque: This is the all-time favorite ruin of many travelers, thanks to its elegant design, intricate carvings, and superlative museum. Much of what archaeologists know about the Maya calendar, hieroglyphics, and astronomy emerged from studies conducted here.

• Bonampak and Yaxchilán: Sister cities located along the Guatemalan border, Bonampak and Yaxchilán are commonly reached on tours from Palenque. The former contains brilliantly colored murals, while the latter has beautifully carved stone panels and monoliths.



Day 8

Take a day trip to Celestún and join a flamingo tour. You can get there on your own or book a tour with one of Mérida’s many tour operators. Head back to Mérida and check out a museum and one of the free nightly cultural performances.

Day 9

Spend the next day visiting some of the caves (grutas) along the Puuc Route south of Mérida. Calcehtok is the most adventuresome, with local guides offering 1-to-5-hour tours of this huge cave system. The longest tours go about 4 km (2.5 mi) and reach a tiny chamber where human bones were left from ancient Maya ceremonies. Nearby, Aktun Usil offers a look in a sacred Maya cave, with hieroglyphics, cave paintings, rock carvings, and even handprints in silhouette on the ceiling high above. Not far away, Loltún caves are much tamer, with paths and lighting, but are fascinating, nonetheless. Then make your way back to Cancún, Cozumel, or the Riviera Maya for your final night in the region.

Day 10

Spend your last day enjoying the Yucatán’s other great natural wonder: the beach. The beaches in Cancún, Cozumel, Isla Mujeres, and Playa del Carmen all have plenty to keep you active—swimming, SUPing, kayaking, parasailing, volleyball, and more.
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anchoring off Playa Norte in Isla Mujeres



[image: image]

Diving and Snorkeling

The Yucatán Peninsula’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 top spots to get underwater.

Cancún, Isla Holbox, and Isla Mujeres

• Snorkel with whale sharks in the waters between Isla Holbox and Isla Mujeres. The gentle giants congregate there between June and September. Guided tours are available from either island.

• Dive or snorkel among hundreds of lifelike statues at Museo Subacuático de Arte (MUSA), a remarkable underwater museum located between Cancún and Isla Mujeres. The “galleries” range 4-8 m deep, all teeming with fish and slow-growing coral.

Isla Cozumel

• Isla Cozumel’s crystal-clear water, vibrant coral reef, and first-rate dive operators make it a premier underwater destination. It’s especially suited for expert divers, with challenging wall, deep, wreck, and drift dives, including Palancar, Santa Rosa Wall, and Paraíso.

• Snorkelers should check out Parque Punta Sur and Chankanaab, which also have nice beach areas.

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. Favorites include:


TOP EXPERIENCE

Into the Wild

The Yucatán Peninsula is best known for its Maya ruins and beautiful beaches, but it also has some terrific places and opportunities to spot wildlife, including several biosphere reserves and extensive wetlands.

• 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.

• Calakmul Biosphere Reserve: This reserve is home to a massive Maya ruin as well as to howler and spider monkeys that hang out in the treetops. If you’re lucky, you might spot a puma or jaguar as well.

• Ría Lagartos Biosphere Reserve and Celestún Biosphere Reserve: These huge estuaries are the best places to observe American flamingos, which nest and feed here by the tens of thousands, plus ibis, herons, and myriad other species.

• 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 arranges monthlong volunteer opportunities to help with sea turtle and reef monitoring.

• Xcalak Reef National Park: Xcalak sees far fewer visitors than elsewhere, and its reef is accordingly pristine, with rich, colorful coral structures and large schools of fish, including silvery tarpon.



• Jardín del Edén and Cenote Cristalino are lovely open-air cenotes, with cool, clear water, dramatic rock faces, and lush vegetation.

• Siete Bocas and Verde Lucero are two especially memorable spots on the Ruta de los Cenotes (Cenotes Route), a dirt roadway that extends several miles into the jungle and winds past various cenotes.

• Parque Dos Ojos, north of Tulum, is a network of stunning stalagmite-filled caverns, with a well-run operation offering full-service underwater tours.

• Car Wash and Gran Cenote are two lovely cenotes, among several others, located west of Tulum. Each has stairs leading to the water’s edge, and platforms for accessing the water.

For an ocean experience, Puerto Morelos is famous for its well-preserved coral reef. A local cooperative takes travelers on rewarding snorkeling tours, while local dive shops offer excellent reef dives.

The Costa Maya

• Mahahual and Xcalak, two small towns near the Belize border, have dive shops offering snorkeling and diving on the nearby coral reef. There’s also fantastic snorkeling and diving right from the shore, including at night.

• Banco Chinchorro is the largest coral atoll on this side of the planet, and it boasts spectacular underwater life. Getting there can be a bear—2-3 hours each way—but the massive and pristine coral structures are worth the effort. Dive shops in Mahahual and Xcalak offer tours.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Cenote-Hopping

The Yucatán Peninsula is dotted with hundreds of cenotes—pools of shimmering blue water fed by a vast underground freshwater river system. Some look like large ponds, others are deep sinkholes, and still 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, such as Siete Bocas, a huge, eerie cavern filled with shimmering water, and Verde Lucero, a gorgeous open-air pool teeming with freshwater turtles and fish.

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

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

• Cenote Azul: This set of three cenotes near Playa Xpu-Há has impossibly clear waters and a small cliff for jumping into one of them.

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

NEAR TULUM

• Parque Dos Ojos: This cenote park has rentals, guides, and spectacular caverns.

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

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

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

CHICHÉN ITZÁ

• Cenote Yokdzonot: This little-known gem near Chichén Itzá is all the more rewarding for being operated by a cooperative of enterprising local women.

• Hacienda Cenote Oxmán: A beautiful and accessible cenote, with stairs, a rope swing, and even a restaurant and pool at the top.

• Cenote X'Canché: A pretty 12-m-deep (39-ft) cenote, 1.5 km (0.9 mi) down a forest path from the Ek’ Balam ruins.

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

• Cenote Sak’ Aua: Like a sunken doughnut, this remote cenote has a flat, rocky center encircled by teal-blue water and high overhanging cliffs.

MÉRIDA, THE PUUC ROUTE, AND CAMPECHE

• Cenotes de Cuzamá: Getting to these three cenotes via horse-drawn cart is half the fun. Two have slippery ladders leading down to their cool azure waters.

• Ruta Anillo de los Cenotes: A set of 16 gorgeous cenotes dot the landscape near Homún. Follow the signs to DIY or hire a mototaxi to guide you to each.

• Cenote Kankirixché: North of Uxmal, this is considered one of the peninsula’s prettiest cenotes. It’s easy to see why, with its cool turquoise water, dangling tree roots, and a roof bristling with stalactites.

• Cenote Chihuan: This cenote is truly a journey to the underworld, with its low ceiling covered in thick stalactites and no openings to let in natural light.
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