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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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Jalatlaco neighborhood decorated with papel picado
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Best Festivals

To visit Oaxaca is to be caught up in a melody you didn’t know your heart was yearning for. Oaxaca is filled with vibrant cultures, ancient traditions, enchanting landscapes, and world-renowned cuisine that will make you hum with delight. The whole state is bursting with rhythms waiting to be explored.

Just spend one morning in the jewel-colored capital Oaxaca City, awakening to the spirited cries of street vendors tempting your palate with warm atole and tropical fruits. As you wind through colorful markets, voices croon in friendly competition, serenading you to sample their wares. Nights are filled with laughter over clinking glasses of mezcal.

Travel outside the capital to pick up on the softer choruses of Oaxaca’s natural and human-made marvels: the gentle lapping of the turquoise waves, the mighty crescendo of the ocean’s surf, the call of flocks of green macaws gliding through the northern canyons. Soaring arches of Dominican architecture seem filled with echoes of heavenly hymns. Even the clouds imbued with the last golden and vermillion rays of the setting sun as seen from pine-filled mountain peaks seem to breathe out a lovely sigh.

Underneath it all, you’ll find the steady beat of pride. The streets are filled with colorful festivals, parades, and parties all year long celebrating its rich heritage. The people and their diverse histories and traditions are what make Oaxaca the grand symphony it is.

Oaxaca is music, and once its song enters your heart, you’ll be hard pressed to forget it. You’ll find yourself agreeing wholeheartedly with the local saying “Como Oaxaca, no hay dos”—Oaxaca, there is no one like you.
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Hierve El Agua



10 TOP EXPERIENCES
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1 Exploring the structures, learning the history, and taking in the impressive views at Monte Albán, the ancient, pre-Hispanic capital of the Zapotecs.
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2 Eating grilled meats, tlayudas, mole, and chapulines at Oaxaca City’s Mercado 20 de Noviembre (pictured), then shopping for clothing, textiles, toys, herbs, produce, mezcal, and more for great prices at neighboring Mercado Benito Juárez.
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3 Joining a mezcal tour to see how maguey plants are grown, harvested, traditionally distilled—and, best of all, how it tastes.
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4 Taking in the colorful explosion of music and dance during the Guelaguetza festival, the largest and most joyful celebration of Oaxaca’s ethnic and cultural diversity.
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5 Admiring the colonial architecture of centuries-old cathedrals among the red dusted hills on the Dominican Route.
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6 Snorkeling, yachting, fishing, or simply enjoying fresh seafood and a cerveza on the magical beaches of Bahías de Huatulco.
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7 Honoring the dearly departed on Día de Muertos in Oaxaca City as the capital is bedecked with marigold-covered ofrendas and calaveras.
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8 Hiking the Pueblos Mancomunados, a group of Zapotec villages connected by a network of trails in the beautiful Sierra Norte mountains.
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9 Catching a break in Puerto Escondido, Mexico’s surf capital, with wild waves to ride by day and oceanside party vibes at night.
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10 Refreshing your spirit at a temazcal, where you enter a small, dark hut representing the womb of the earth, are cleansed with steam, herbs, and prayers, and emerge reborn into the world.



Planning Your Trip

WHERE TO GO

Oaxaca City

The lively capital city of Oaxaca de Juárez centers around the shady arcades of the Zócalo, or central plaza, from which everything the city has to offer is within walking distance. Just to the southwest are the bustling hives of the Benito Juárez and 20 de Noviembre markets. The cobblestone streets to the north teem with art galleries, print shops, hip cafés and bars, Oaxacan and international restaurants, and much more of the green limestone colonial architecture that give this town its timeless character.

Valles Centrales

Sprawling desert vistas, ancient Zapotec ruins, and quaint artisan villages abound in this region that is often referred to as the Valley of Oaxaca. Spend a day shopping for local craftwork in San Bartolo Coyotepec, Teotitlán del Valle, or Arrazola, stuffing yourself with barbacoa along the way. Or admire handiwork dating back millennia at Monte Albán and Mitla. The otherworldly calcified stone “waterfalls” at Hierve El Agua will make you double-check what planet you’re on.

La Costa and Istmo de Tehuantepec

Oaxaca’s Pacific coast has beaches to suit all tastes, from surfing and nightlife in Puerto Escondido, to the luxury hotels and vacation homes of Bahías de Huatulco, to the quiet hippie hideaway of Mazunte. Also running along the coast are the verdant and vertiginous slopes of the Sierra Madre del Sur, home to San José del Pacífico, famous for its magic mushrooms, and Pluma Hidalgo, Oaxaca’s prize coffee-producing village, as well as the highest peaks in the state.
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Día de Muertos celebration
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The eastern terminus of the Sierra Madre del Sur is the Istmo de Tehuantepec, whose inhabitants really know how to party. No matter the time of year, there’s a good chance a trip to the Isthmus will coincide with at least one of over a hundred velas, local festivals to celebrate patron saints and social cohorts. Puerto Escondido may boast the famed “Mexican Pipeline,” but the waves off the shores of Salina Cruz are also of world-class quality, and the town boasts a number of surf camps and board shops.

La Mixteca

This lesser-visited region is the heartland of the Mixtecs, one of Oaxaca’s most prominent indigenous cultures, and home to some of the finest examples of Dominican architecture in the state, as well as more archaeological zones, such as Cerro de las Minas. Visit the bustling weekly market of Tlaxiaco or get away from it all camping beneath the soaring cliffs of Apoala.

Sierra Norte, El Papaloapan, and La Cañada

The dense cloud forests, crystal-clear natural springs, and tropical rivers of the northern regions of Oaxaca offer a hearty buffet of rich experiences for nature lovers. Hike over 100 km (62 mi) of interconnected mountain paths of the Pueblos Mancomunados, sail to La Isla del Viejo Soyaltepec, and cool off in the mists of Las Regaderas.

WHEN TO GO

Although Oaxaca is located at a tropical latitude, seasonal rains and the mountainous landscape keep the high average temperatures within comfortable ranges. The hottest months are April and May, but really, any time of year is a good time to visit Oaxaca. The rainy season runs May-September. In Oaxaca City and the Valles Centrales, you can expect dependable afternoon showers that cool everything down nicely, and on the coast the rains will be more frequent and less predictable. Up in the mountains, you might spend an entire day shrouded in eerie clouds. The tropical evergreen forests and rainforests in the north get enough rain year-round to keep their color, but the rest of the state turns a brilliant green during these rainy months.

The green of the deciduous forests on the coast and desert scrub of the Valles Centrales fades when the rains go, but Oaxaca’s rich floral biodiversity keeps a rainbow of colors in the land throughout the dry months.

Busy holiday seasons to watch out for are Day of the Dead, at the end of October and beginning of November. Do not fail to make reservations during this time, as well as at Christmas, the two-week Easter holiday called Semana Santa, and the month of July, during the Guelaguetza season. Christmas and Semana Santa are very busy times on the coast, as people from Mexico City and other parts of the country escape the daily grind on the sunny shores of Oaxaca. If you want the coast basically all to yourself, head there in September.

BEFORE YOU GO

Passports, Tourist Cards, and Visas

Make sure your passport has at least six months of validity left on it before you come to Mexico. It’s not a guarantee that you won’t be allowed in, but it’s better not to risk it. You will not need to apply for a tourist visa before traveling.

If you fly to Oaxaca, the immigration fee will be included in your plane ticket, and you’ll be given either a stamp in your passport, a receipt with a QR code, or a tourist card (known in Spanish as the FMM, Forma Migrátoria Múltiple) at the airport. While tourist cards are slowly being phased out, if given a tourist card, do not lose this, as you’ll waste precious time and money replacing it. Make copies of everything once you arrive, and take the copies around when you leave your hotel. Stow the originals in a safe place in your accommodations.

If you cross at the border, you will have to stop in the immigration office upon entry and ask for a tourist card/FMM. You will be given the card and an invoice for the fee, which you will have to pay at a bank in Mexico before you leave. Don’t forget to pay for it, and again, don’t lose the card!

Vaccinations

Make sure all your basic vaccinations are up-to-date, and get vaccinated for Hepatitis A and B. If you’re planning on doing some bushwhacking in the jungle, seriously consider vaccinations for nasty tropical bugs like dengue, typhoid, and rabies, just in case. Places like Apoala, in La Mixteca, are home to vampire bats that, although rarely, are known to sometimes bite people. Don’t forget bug spray in these areas, either. I’ve been lucky with mosquito bites in Oaxaca, but you never want to find out what they carry by being their petri dish.

Reservations

For most of the year, you don’t really need reservations for regular hotels just about anywhere in Oaxaca. However, always reserve ahead of time for ecotourism options that include stays in cabañas or at campsites.


If You Have…

• FOUR DAYS: If you’ve only got four days, spend them based in Oaxaca City, enjoying the city the first couple of days, and making trips out to towns in the Valles Centrales. For something different, spend your last day or two exploring the valleys from a base in Mitla, Tlacolula, or whichever town catches your fancy.

• ONE WEEK: A full week gives you enough time to do the aforementioned plan, with a few extra days for some adventuring. For those extra three days, you could go camping or stay in a cabaña in the Pueblos Mancomunados (in the Sierra Norte) or Apoala (in La Mixteca). Of course, the beach is also an option for those last few days.

• TWO WEEKS: This is the perfect amount of time for experiencing the incredible cultural, gastronomical, and natural gems of central Oaxaca, and then heading to the coast for a week of sand and surf. You won’t find as many ecotourism opportunities in the Sierra Sur as you will in the north, but there are great hikes around San José del Pacífico and Pluma Hidalgo. For that week on the coast, you can bounce from beach to beach, or pick what suits your fancy from Puerto Escondido, Bahías de Huatulco, or the hippie beaches around Puerto Ángel, and just sit back and relax.



Mountain biking in Oaxaca is very popular, and during high season, you most likely won’t be able to walk into any agency and plan a mountain biking tour the next day. Make reservations well ahead of time with operators in Oaxaca City and even in lesser-visited areas like the Sierra Norte.

Transportation

The quickest way to get to Oaxaca is by air, and with the state’s popularity rising, flights are easier to find. International airports in Oaxaca City, Puerto Escondido, and Bahías de Huatulco connect Oaxaca to the world at large. You can also travel within the state via these airports, but it will be more expensive, and you’ll miss all the fun stuff on the ground along the way.

The great thing about Mexico is there is always a bus going your way. The majority of long-distance buses in Mexico are comfortable, have bathrooms, and play movies (or random dubbed ’90s sitcoms). They are also freezing, so make sure to travel with a sweater or blanket. Oaxaca City, Puerto Escondido, and Tehuantepec are major hubs on the bus routes that go to and from Oaxaca.
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La Punta, Puerto Escondido



Once in Oaxaca, you’ve got a ton of options for getting around, from renting a car to piling into a tiny taxi with five other people and their cargo for next to nothing. For longer distances in Oaxaca, take a 12-15-passenger van called a suburban. The companies usually have names like Transportes Turísticos or Autotransportes. For shorter distances, use the even more local camionetas (covered pickups) and taxis colectivos (shared taxis). On just about any highway in Oaxaca, you can flag down one of these types of transports, but make sure you’re in a safe place for the vehicle to pull over, or they won’t stop. Also, don’t do it at night, anywhere. Within towns, and to get to towns close to highway intersections, a mototaxi will take you around for a few pesos.
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BEST OF Oaxaca

Oaxaca is like its own country in terms of its geographic and cultural diversity. Each region has its own unique treasures to discover, so you could spend ages in each region without fear of running out of things to do. More good news for us explorers: It's a pretty easy state to navigate, and you can hit several of Oaxaca’s highlights on this 10-day tour. Start your journey with a couple of days in the capital city, soaking in the best of the state's cultural, architectural, and gastronomic offerings. After a day of exploring the artisan villages of the Valles Centrales, wind your way through the southern mountains, stopping for a refreshing change of pace in San José del Pacífico. Finish your travels with a few days of relaxing on Oaxaca’s gorgeous coast.

This itinerary can be done by rental car, but I recommend a mix of using private drivers and taking advantage of Oaxaca’s excellent public transportation options. Taxis, colectivos, suburbans, and camionetas can take you everywhere you need to go on this 10-day trip.

Day 1: Oaxaca City

Start your day in the heart of the city—the Zócalo. After enjoying the people-watching and admiring the architecture, head a couple of blocks southwest to the neighboring mercados of 20 de Noviembre (for eating—grab some mole) and Benito Juárez (for shopping). Refresh yourself with a tejate from Flor de Huayapam. After the morning mercado run, spend an hour or two exploring Museo de Arte Prehispánico de México Rufino Tamayo. Stop by the beautiful Basilica de Nuestra Señora de Soledad and enjoy the flavorful nieves at Jardín Socrates. Have dinner at Tr3s 3istro in Zócalo and enjoy the sights and sounds of a Oaxacan evening.

Day 2: Oaxaca City

Greet the morning with a walk in the garden—the Jardín Etnobotanico de Oaxaca, that is. Admire the ornate golden interior of Templo Santo Domingo and then explore the expansive Centro Cultural Santo Domingo. After lunch at Los Pacos, meander through the iconic narrow streets of Jalatlaco. For the evening, stroll down the pedestrian walkway Andador Macedonio Alcala. Top off the night with a mezcal tasting at In Situ.

Day 3: Valles Centrales

One of Oaxaca’s most iconic attractions, Monte Albán, is just minutes outside the city and makes the perfect day trip. Hire a private driver or negotiate a taxi for the day, and plan to arrive at Monte Alban by 9am to avoid the worst of the crowds and sun. Spend a couple of hours exploring the mountaintop ruins of this ancient Zapotec capital. Have lunch at the on-site café before exploring the nearby artisan villages of Arrazola and San Bartolo Coyotepec, which specialize in alebrijes (brightly painted carved wooden figures) and barro negro (black clay pottery), respectively. Return to Oaxaca City and enjoy dinner at Las Quince Letras.

Day 4: San José del Pacífico

This small mountain village known for its mind-altering mushrooms has a lot of magic to offer, even without the psychedelic trips. Steaming cups of coffee and chocolate are especially delicious in the crisp, pine-kissed mountain air. Leave Oaxaca City by 8am or 9am so you can spend your day enjoying the views and hearty cooking at restaurants like Cafetería Punto Sur and La Casa del Arbol, hiking up to breathtaking miradores (lookout points), and delighting in the spectacular sunset. Spend the night at the natural respite Refugio Terraza de la Tierra or the cozy Cabañas La Cumbre.

Day 5: Bahías de Huatulco

Leave San José del Pacífico by 9am, so that by noon you can be splashing in the clear waters of Playa La Entrega. Go snorkeling and get a bite to eat at any of the many palapas (this is a great place for fresh raw oysters, with lime and chile). Take pics at Mirador El Faro on your way to Playa Maguey, where you can snorkel, kayak, float on giant inflatables, and swim—or just relax on the golden sand. Have dinner in La Crucecita at Terra-Cotta and enjoy an evening in the town’s tiny but lively zócalo.


Choose Your Beach

With world-class surfing, primary global sea turtle nesting sites, nudist beaches, and accommodations options from hammocks to camping to rustic cabañas to five-star resorts, the Oaxacan coast has a beach for everyone. Here is a list of the best beaches organized by the primary activity (or lack thereof) on them.

SWIMMING

• Playas Manzanillo and Puerto Angelito, Puerto Escondido

• Playa Panteón, Puerto Ángel

• Playa Santa Cruz, Huatulco

• Playa La Entrega, Huatulco

SURFING

• Playa Zicatela, Puerto Escondido

• Punta Zicatela (La Punta), Puerto Escondido

• Barra de la Cruz

SNORKELING

• Playas Manzanillo and Puerto Angelito, Puerto Escondido

• Playa La Entrega, Huatulco

• Playa Maguey, Huatulco

SEA TURTLE OBSERVATION AND RELEASE

• Playa Bacocho, Puerto Escondido

• Mazunte

• Playa La Ventanilla, Mazunte

CROCODILE CONSERVATION

• Playa La Ventanilla, Mazunte

CAMPING

• Chacahua, Lagunas de Chacahua

• Playa Tangolunda, Huatulco

• Barra de la Cruz

LETTING IT ALL HANG OUT (NUDISM)

• Zipolite

PARTYING

• Playa Zicatela, Puerto Escondido

• Zipolite

SUNSETS

• Punta Zicatela (La Punta), Puerto Escondido

• Playa Bacocho, Puerto Escondido

• La Punta Cometa, Mazunte

IN THE LAP OF LUXURY

• Playa Carrizalillo, Puerto Escondido

• Playas Chahué and Tangolunda, Huatulco




Oaxaca’s Pueblos Mágicos

The Pueblos Mágicos are towns designated by the Mexican government as being noteworthy for their beauty, gastronomy, traditions, and history. There are over 170 magical towns (as of this writing) throughout Mexico, and Oaxaca is currently home to 6. Experience the magic for yourself.

VALLES CENTRALES

• Mitla: The “land of the dead,” Oaxaca’s second most significant archaeological ruins

LA COSTA AND ISTMO DE TEHUANTEPEC

• Mazunte: Oaxaca’s popular “hippie beach” with its gorgeous coastline and chill vibes

• Santa Catarina Juquila: The seat of devotion to the diminutive Virgen de Juquila who draws thousands of devotees each December

LA MIXTECA

• San Pedro y San Pablo Teposcolula: Home to the largest capilla abierta (open-air chapel) of its kind in Latin America

SIERRA NORTE, EL PAPALOAPAN, AND LA CAÑADA

• Capulálpam de Méndez: Darling village in the Sierra Norte with many ecotourism opportunities

• Huautla de Jiménez: Birthplace of the world-famous Mazatec curandera María Sabina, located in La Cañada



Day 6: Bahías de Huatulco

After a traditional and tasty breakfast at Campestre Santa Clara, take a day trip (booked in advance) to the Cascadas Mágicas. Spend a few hours soaking in the lush jungle views and cooling off in the crystal-clear pools of the waterfalls. Back in town, relax on Playa Santa Cruz before enjoying a fresh seafood dinner at Doña Celia Lobster House.

Day 7: Mazunte

Just when you thought you couldn’t get more relaxed… After your 1.5-hour drive from Bahías de Huatulco, start off by checking out the Centro Mexicano de la Tortuga and learning about sea turtle conservation. Then it’s off to Playa Rinconcito to swim and relax beachside. If you feel up to it and want to experience the freedom of swimming au naturel, catch a taxi or camioneta to Zipolite. Just be sure to make it back to Mazunte before sunset to hike up to La Punta Cometa to see the sun slip below the horizon. End the night with dinner and drinks at La Tertulia.

Day 8: Puerto Escondido

Catch a camioneta early to Pochutla and take a bus from there to Mexico’s surfing capital. Enjoy the morning at Playa Zicatela if you surf, La Punta if you’d rather chill, or Playa Carrizalillo if you want to swim. Have lunch at Fish Shack if you’re around La Punta, or El Sultán around Playa Carrizalillo. Book a tour of Laguna de Manialtepec for the evening, or if you like to party, begin the night in La Punta and end it in Zicatela at Cactus Bar and Restaurant.

Day 9: Lagunas de Chacahua

In the morning, head to Parque Nacional Lagunas de Chacahua, one of the most unique beaches Oaxaca has to offer. Tour the lagoons and spend your afternoon blissfully lounging on the shore (or surfing and swimming). Be sure to try a tamale de tichinda (mussel tamale). At Terra Tipi, spend the night in a hammock (or in one of their rooms, if it suits you), being lulled by the waves.
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sunset from Terra Tipi bar in Chacahua



Day 10: Coast or Capital?

After you make your way back to Puerto Escondido, you have a choice. Will you spend your last day lounging about on the beach, or busing it back up to the city to grab some last-minute souvenirs? Whatever you choose, to beautiful Oaxaca you’ll be saying, “Nos vemos pronto!” (See you soon!)
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Trekking the Pueblos Mancomunados

Just 1.5 hours from Oaxaca City by car (and not much longer by bus or taxi colectivo), and 1,500 m (4,900 ft) higher, the Pueblos Mancomunados are a world away from the desert below. Translating to “United Villages,” this group of eight mountain towns (though only seven were open to tourism at the time of writing) in the Sierra Norte have organized to create and sustain a paragon of ecotourism in Mexico. Over 100 km (62 mi) of mountain roads and footpaths connect the Pueblos Mancomunados, serving as both hiking trails for visitors and daily commutes for locals.

The citizens of these communities understand how vital their natural environment is to their livelihood, both in terms of economy and quality of life, and they share the beauty of their land and culture with love and pride. Camp out among the pines, or rent a cabaña ecoturística (ecotourism cabin) if you want to get cozy next to the fire when the temperature drops at night. Enjoy hearty, home-style meals in the local comedores, dining halls that serve traditional dishes from morning until early evening. Plan on spending three days or so in the Pueblos Mancomunados.

In each town you visit, check in with the local ecotourism office. If you’re not spending the night, you’ll need to pay an access fee (US$5.50).

Day 1: Cuajimoloyas

Start out in the gateway town of Cuajimoloyas, the highest of the communities, at 3,000-3,200 m (9,800-10,500 ft) above sea level. Often shrouded in clouds, it can get chilly, sometimes freezing, so pack appropriately, but when the sun comes out, the slopes heat up nicely and offer breathtaking views of the surrounding landscape. You’ll find zip lines, suspension bridges, waterfalls, and more to explore.

Day 2: Benito Juárez

In the morning, take a two-hour hike on the nature trail Ruta Needa-Yaa-Lagashxi that leads west from Cuajimoloyas to Benito Juárez, a small village nestled in beautiful pine and oak forests. There’s an impressive suspension bridge and mirador you can take a short hike out to, and zip lines as well. Make sure to organize a trip to visit the farm of Señor Eli, who invites visitors to spend the day with him and his family to see what daily Oaxacan mountain life is like.
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suspension bridge at Benito Juárez



Day 3: La Neveria

The Ruta Needa-Queta-Miru trail takes you on a pleasant hike through fields to La Neveria. Once renowned for its ice, it is now an idyllic town ideal for learning more about the local plants and herbs used in traditional medicine in the Sierra Norte. Hikes can also be taken out to picturesque waterfalls. For those interested in agriculture, there are opportunities to tour the town’s greenhouses and learn more about the crops grown there.


IN THE SPOTLIGHT

New Frontiers of Flavor

Oaxaca boasts enough sights, stories, and activities to keep travelers of all types occupied and happy, but for us flavor fiends, it’s paradise. To eat here is to venture into landscapes of flavor so different, your tongue will never be bored. What’s more, Oaxacan gastronomy is colorful, storied, and spicy enough to satisfy all those other reasons for leaving home.

Mole Negro (Black Mole)

Mole negro simply means “black sauce,” but it is oh so much more than that. A creation carefully crafted from a plethora of ingredients including chiles, herbs, fruits, nuts, and most famous of all, chocolate, this rich dish is emblematic of Oaxaca, and you can’t leave without trying it. You can find mole negro all over the state, but it’s best in the heart of Oaxaca, in the city and surrounding valleys.

Where to Try It

OAXACA CITY

• Mercado 20 de Noviembre

• Los Pacos

VALLES CENTRALES

• Dulízùn Café, Teotitlán del Valle

LA COSTA AND ISTMO DE TEHUANTEPEC

• Campestre Santa Clara, Huatulco

• Terra-Cotta, Huatulco

Mole de Caderas (Goat-Meat Mole)

Mid-October to mid-November is the time to visit Huajuapan if you’re coming to eat. This is the season for the regional delicacy mole de caderas, a spicy goat-meat stew made with guajillo, serrano, and costeño chiles, tomatoes, avocado tree leaves, onions, cilantro, and a type of corn endemic to the region.

Where to Try It

OAXACA CITY

• Tierra del Sol

LA MIXTECA

• Restaurante García Peral, Huajuapan de León

Goat and Lamb Barbacoa (Slow-Roasted Barbecue)

If meat that practically melts in your mouth is your thing, you’ll have to try barbacoa, best in the markets of the Valles Centrales. Still made in the traditional way, the meat is covered in maguey leaves and slow cooked for hours in a pit. The result? Insanely tender meat served up in a delicious red consommé that will leave you licking your fingers clean.

Where to Try It

VALLES CENTRALES

• Tlacolula Sunday Market

• Zaachila’s Mercado Gastronómico

Barbacoa en Rollo (Rolled Beef Barbacoa)

A regional variation of barbacoa, this equally succulent version swaps beef for lamb and goat. The beef is rolled up in avocado leaves (giving it its signature look) before being cooked in a pit, buried in maguey and banana leaves.

Where to Try It

VALLES CENTRALES

• Zaachila’s Mercado Municipal Alarii

Tlayuda (Overgrown Quesadilla/Tostada)

Though it’s often referred to as a “Mexican pizza,” tlayuda is more like a grilled, plate-sized tostada. A favorite Oaxacan street food staple, the giant tortilla is covered in asiento (lard), black bean paste, quesillo (Oaxacan cheese), lettuce, tomato, avocado, cabbage and, if desired, a meat of choice.

Where to Try It

OAXACA CITY

• Mercado 20 de Noviembre

• La Olla

VALLES CENTRALES

• Dulízùn Café, Teotitlán del Valle

Garnacha (Deep-Fried Tostada)

Just when you thought you had every tasty configuration masa (corn flour) could birth, the region of El Istmo comes to blow your mind. Deep fried and topped with a tangy slaw, garnachas are a specialty of the Istmo region and a finger-lickingly delicious snack.

Where to Try It

LA COSTA AND ISTMO DE TEHUANTEPEC

• Bladu’Yu, Huatulco

• The markets of Tehuantepec and Juchitán

Tejate (Foam-Topped Nutty/Chocolatey Drink)

I was initially put off by the mysterious foam that floats atop this pre-Hispanic drink, but I’m glad I got over my misgivings—this drink is delicious! Originally from the village of San Andrés Huayapam, the “drink of the gods” is made from a variety of ingredients, including mamey seeds, fermented cacao beans, toasted corn flour, and flor de cacao blossoms. It’s delicate, sweet, and the foam for me became oddly addicting.

Where to Try It

OAXACA CITY

• La Flor de Huayapam

• Mercado Orgánico La Cosecha

• Feria del Tejate y el Tamal (July)

VALLES CENTRALES

• Tlacolula Sunday Market

Espuma (Foamy Chocolate-Based Drink)

Another frothy drink hailing from the Valles Centrales is espuma, a foaming chocolate beverage made from toasted rice, two kinds of cocoa, and other ingredients. The bubbly foam makes this a fun drink to try, and its only made in Zaachila.

Where to Try It

VALLES CENTRALES

• Zaachila’s Mercado Gastronómico

Mezcal

In Oaxaca they say, “Para todo mal, mezcal. Y para todo bien tambien” (For everything bad, mezcal… and for everything good, too.) Mezcal accompanies all of life’s circumstances, and it flows in abundance throughout Oaxaca. Distilled from agave hearts cooked in pits, tequila’s smokier cousin goes down smooth but sure packs a punch. It’s available statewide, but the best places to taste and learn about it are in Oaxaca and the Valles Centrales.

Where to Try It

OAXACA CITY

• Mezcalogia

• In Situ

VALLES CENTRALES

• El Rey Zapoteco, Santiago Matatlán

Coffee

Originally from East Africa, the worldwide phenomenon that is coffee took came to Mexico in the late 1700s, with Oaxaca being one of the foremost producers. While a delicious cup of café is available statewide, most of it is sourced from the coffee plantations of Pluma Hidalgo in Oaxaca’s Sierra Sur. The high altitudes and wet tropical air make the perfect environment for the beloved bean to flourish.

Where to Try It

OAXACA CITY

• Café Brújula

LA COSTA AND ISTMO DE TEHUANTEPEC

• Cafetería Punto Sur, San José del Pacífico

• Café Cerro de la Pluma, Pluma Hidalgo

• Café Origen Mágico, Pluma Hidalgo
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Wonders of La Mixteca

Home to the Ñuu Savi, or People of the Rain, as the Mixtecs call themselves, the landscapes of La Mixteca are simply mesmerizing. The terrain here ranges from cloudy peaks to lower scrublands with all the colors of the rainbow in the soil and stone. Mixtec legend tells that this land was conquered when a warrior called El Flechador del Sol (The One Who Wounded the Sun with Arrows) shot the setting sun with his arrow, causing it to bleed red over the hills and winning the land for the Mixtec people. Watch the sun set here, and you might start to question whether it’s really a myth.

Day 1: Apoala

Begin your exploration of La Mixteca in Santiago Apoala, just 2.5 hours northwest of Oaxaca City. This tiny town perched on a flat shelf is used as a base for exploring the stunning valley of Apoala. Towering cliff walls good for climbing (or simply causing your jaw to drop), waterfalls and caves named after snakes and horse tails, ghostly moss-strewn oak forests, and cave paintings dating back thousands of years will keep you busy. Spend the night camping or in one of the comfortable cabañas (cabins).

Day 2: Teposcolula and the Dominican Route

After a day immersed in the marvels of Mother Nature, it’s time to admire some human-made wonders. First, stop by the Templo y Ex-Convento de Santo Domingo Yanhuitlán en route to Teposcolula, where the capilla abierta (open-air chapel) of the Templo y Ex-Convento de San Pedro y San Pablo is the largest of its kind in Latin America. Next, head to Yucunama to visit the archaeological museum there. Back in Teposcolula, make sure to stop by La Casa de la Cacica and relax in the shady zócalo. Spend the night at Hotel Casa Franco.
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Templo y Ex-Convento de San Pedro y San Pablo



Day 3: Huajuapan de León

On your way to Huajuapan, stop by Tamazulapan to see the distinctive Parroquia de Santa María de la Natividad. If it’s between mid-October and mid-November, you’re in for a treat in Huajuapan de León, where the seasonal dish mole de caderas is served in the Restaurante García Peral at the hotel of the same name. This spicy, soupy mole made with goat meat has the always delicious and distinctive hoja de aguacate (avocado tree leaf), which makes everything better. But even if you’re not in town during mole de caderas season, there is still plenty to enjoy. Visit the Museo Regional de Huajuapan and learn of the town’s rich Mixtec heritage and traditions before heading to Cerro de las Minas Archaeological Zone for a guided tour.


TOP EXPERIENCE

Temazcal: Indigenous Sweat Lodge

When the Spanish arrived in Mesoamerica, they found the little adobe huts used for temazcal, a pre-Hispanic spiritual and medicinal sweat bath, just about everywhere they went. The Aztecs called it temazcalli, which in Nahuatl means “house of heat” or “bath house.” Despite the conquistadors’ attempts to quash the practice, it has thankfully survived to this day under the name temazcal.

WHAT IS TEMAZCAL?

Traditionally, a temazcal ceremony involved elements of ancient Aztec cosmology, and the process is more or less the same today. The fire for heating the stones is lit on the east side of the hut, representing the sun, and the small south-facing opening in the hut is known as “the pathway of the dead.” As the ancient doctrine states, to enter a temazcal is to return to the womb, and to exit afterward is a form of spiritual rebirth.

Whether or not one is spiritually inclined, temazcal definitely has a physical effect on the body, and this medicinal aspect has always been as important as the metaphysical (in Indigenous healing systems, there is no separation between the physical, mental, and spiritual). Every temazcal is a little different, but all follow the same basic outline. A healer called a temazcalera (usually a woman) selects herbs used in the vapor according to what ails the patient and controls the heat during the sweat bath. Participants are often also rubbed down with an array of herbs, fruits, and even coffee or chocolate for their symbolic and healing properties. After the steam bath, the patient is wrapped in a blanket and told to lie on the floor, usually in a separate room, to cool down. This is also when traditional massages are usually given, or a splash in a cold water. This cooldown is essential to the process, allowing the bather to recoup the energy lost in the process. Temazcal is said to relieve conditions such as rheumatism, arthritis, muscle and nerve pain, and even assuage the pain of childbirth.

For me, there is something to the spiritual “rebirth” aspect of it. After my first temazcal, I felt joyful, lighter, clean. I like to think the glow to my skin was not just because I had rubbed guava and honey on it. After being in Mama Earth’s sweltering womb and emerging in Oaxaca’s mountain air, you’ll feel renewed and ready to continue your journey.

WHERE TO TRY TEMAZCAL

Experience it and judge for yourself. Below are recommended temazcals listed in order of proximity to Oaxaca City.

Ceviarem Temazcal

Tlalixtac de Cabrera; tel. 951/544-9096; US$25-95

At Ceviarem Temazcal, every step of the healing process is carefully explained so participants can understand the symbolism and meaning behind what is happening. Participants are gently eased into each step. In addition to the traditional temazcal, there are also herbal baths, massages, and other traditional spiritual cleanings.

Temazcal Oaxaca

Santa María Coyotepec; tel.951/547-8850; www.temazcaloaxaca.com; US$50 pp, US$35 pp for groups of 4+

Just outside Oaxaca’s city limits, Temazcal Oaxaca offers a friendly and welcoming experience to its guests. All the herbs used in the ceremony are grown right in the beautiful garden that’s available to relax in before and after the session. Participants have the option of a water plunge and massage afterward.

Agua Miel

Guadalupe Etla; tel. 555/501-2017; www.aguamieloaxaca.com; aguamieloax@gmail.com; US$45-80

Every temazcal at Agua Miel includes the option to enjoy a “land-to-table” meal made with organic, local, and seasonal ingredients. In addition to private temazcal ceremonies, they offer gatherings and workshops that are open to the public, including a communal full moon temazcal each month.

Ya^a Temazcal Zapoteca

Teotitlán del Valle; tel. 951/123-2336; www.nativospa.com; US$35-65

A unique feature of Ya^a Temazcal Zapoteca is the inclusion of a cacao ritual. In a lovely and relaxing setting, the ceremony itself here is very aesthetically pleasing, and the staff clearly love what they do. This traditional spa not only has a location in the Valles Centrales, but also in the heart of Oaxaca City (Flores Magon 227; tel. 951/123-2661).

Holistik Temazcal and Masaje

Santiago Matatlán; tel. 951/409-6719; guillermoroveragg@gmail.com; US$50-95

On a tranquil hill overlooking the town of Matatlán, Holistik Temazcal and Masaje is surrounded by plenty of natural beauty and the perfect place for spiritual renewal. This thorough temazcal includes a copal smoke cleansing, pulque ceremony, herbal tea, and exfoliation. There are options that include massage and meals.




IN THE SPOTLIGHT

Oaxacan Folk Art

The work of Oaxacan hands is imbued with history, both ancient and recent, as well as boundless imagination. Some crafts, like ceramics, have been produced here for millennia. Others were created when the Indigenous peoples of Oaxaca combined native materials and techniques to the goods and practices introduced by the Spanish. What is truly incredible about these craft traditions—besides how long they have been handed down from generation to generation here in Oaxaca—is how they are constantly changing to this day. All over Oaxaca live expert and creative chefs, basket weavers, embroiderers, jewelry makers, silversmiths, leatherworkers, knife makers, and more, all with unique imaginative styles that add their own voices to the greater communal art form. This wealth of artisanal traditions fills the mercados of the state with gorgeous artifacts that make shopping in Oaxaca unique, personal, and full of fun, exploration, and learning.

Rugs, Tapestries, and Other Woven Items

Combine natural dyes sourced directly from the earth with wool and looms first introduced from Europe, and add a few centuries of Oaxacan humor and fancy, and you’ve got the hallucinatory tapetes (wool rugs) of Teotitlán del Valle and other communities. With 500 years of tradition supporting them, weavers in Teotitlán have recently begun experimenting with their craft by twisting three-dimensional images into their rugs.

Where to Find Them

• Teotitlán del Valle

Alebrijes

The fantastic alebrijes (brightly painted carved wooden figures) of Arrazola and San Martín Tilcajete are the youngsters of Oaxacan crafts, but they have roots in pre-Hispanic spiritual traditions. The expertly carved creatures are a medley of fins, feathers, horns, hooves, tails, and tentacles, and are intricately painted in bold, vibrant colors. No two are alike, and they are one of Oaxaca’s major cultural symbols.

Where to Find Them

• Arrazola

• San Martín Tilcajete

Barro Negro

As in other parts of Mexico, people here have been baking clay since they figured out how to do it over 4,000 years ago. However, the technique that produces the glossy barro negro (black clay pottery) of San Bartolo Coyotepec was invented by a woman named Doña Rosa relatively recently, in the 1950s. The town is filled with an assortment of stunning silky black pieces all made with this special technique, from vases and figurines to wall hangings and jewelry.

Where to Find Them

• San Bartolo Coyotepec

Barro Rojo

The earthy hues of barro rojo (red clay pottery) are the perfect medium to sculpt the human form. In San Antonino Castillo Velasco, you can find sculptures of men, women, and even mermaids in sizes that could fit in the palm of your hand to ones you can look at eye to eye. Visit the workshop Taller Manos Que Ven to peruse these earthen works of art.

Where to Find Them

• San Antonino Castillo Velasco

Green-Glazed and Matte-White Pottery

Santa María Atzompa is famous for its green-glazed, matte-white, and intricate filigree pottery styles. Recent archaeological investigations on a hilltop just south of the current ceramics market here uncovered a 2,000-year-old kiln, tangible evidence that this art has been produced in the Valles Centrales continually for millennia.

Where to Find Them

• Santa María Atzompa

Huipiles

Hand-embroidered huipiles (embroidered blouses) take a painstaking amount of not just technical skill but creativity and pride, born of tradition. Embroidered blouses are like signatures in Oaxaca—you can tell from the particular style what region it originates from. Bold, colorful giant flowers are the signature style of the Istmo region. Delicate floral and birds decorate the huipils hailing from San Antonino Castillo Velasco.

Where to Find Them

• San Antonino Castillo Velasco

• Tehuantepec and Juchitán

Belts and Other Embroidered Items

Elaborate patterns are skillfully woven to create one-of-a-kind belts, wallets, table runners, backpacks, headbands, and more using the telar de cintura, or backstrap loom. The backstrap loom is a portable, pre-Hispanic weaving tool that is tied to the artisan’s back and attached to a post.

Where to Find Them

• Santo Tomás Jalieza
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Best Festivals

If there’s one thing Oaxacans love more than their culture, it’s celebrating it. Visit just about any time of year, and you’ll be able to dance and drink and eat to celebrate a patron saint, recipe, Indigenous culture, and other things Oaxacans hold dear to their hearts. Here is a list of the state’s best festivals, but there are many, many more, so if you see a calenda (street parade) coming down the street, don’t hesitate to join the party.

Día de Muertos

• Where: Oaxaca City, San Agustín Etla, and elsewhere

• When: end of October, beginning of November

Oaxaca is renowned for its Día de Muertos (Day of the Dead) celebrations. The Day of the Dead is a syncretism of an ancient Mesoamerican holiday with the Catholic days of observance All Souls’ Day and All Saints’ Day. November 1 and 2 are the official holidays, but celebrations more or less span the months of October and November.

In Oaxaca City, the day passes in a haze of parades, costumes, and dancing in the streets. After nightfall, Oaxaca City is tinged with an eerie orange glow from burning copal incense. Visitors may be invited into the homes of strangers to view altars made to their deceased loved ones. Fireworks are everywhere.

The citizens of San Agustín Etla observe the holiday in their own unique way, with a ghoulish parade called La Muerteada on November 1. It’s a raucous, alcohol-fueled all-nighter that fills the town’s streets with music, fireworks, costumed dancers, and locals and visitors alike.

Guelaguetza

• Where: Oaxaca City, Zaachila, and elsewhere

• When: last two Mondays in July; various dates in other towns

Also called Lunes del Cerro (Mondays on the Hill), the Guelaguetza is a celebration of the diverse customs and creations of the various cultures tucked away in the eight regions of the state. The official Guelaguetza is held in Oaxaca City on the last two Mondays of July, but communities all over the state have their own Guelaguetza or Los Lunes del Cerro at other times of the year. One of the most popular is in Zaachila, which is also held in July.
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Danza de la Pluma (Dance of the Feather) at the Guelaguetza



Zipolite Nudist Festival

• Where: Zipolite

• When: first weekend in February

The Zipolite Nudist Festival is a three-day, stitch-free celebration of what your momma gave you that includes traditional dances, music, yoga, theater, calendas, and more.

Feria Anual de Teposcolula

• Where: Teposcolula

• When: end of February, beginning of March

At Teposcolula’s nearly three-week-long Feria Anual (Annual Fair), experience riotous calendas, live music, regional foods, and two traditional games: pelota Mixteca, a Mixtec ball game played with a heavy rubber glove, and the juego de batalla, a game similar to hockey but played with a ball that is on fire.

Fiestas de Mayo

• Where: Istmo de Tehuantepec

• When: end of April through May

The people of El Istmo know how to party. They even have their own word for it: vela. The main vela season is in May, during the Fiestas de Mayo, with the first velas beginning at the end of April. A vela is typically three nonstop days and nights of drinking, eating, and dancing to the regional musical style known as el son istmeño. Even the preparations are turned into celebrations.

Feria Regional de Hongos Silvestres

• Where: Cuajimoloyas

• When: penultimate weekend in July

The Feria Regional de Hongos Silvestres (Regional Wild Mushroom Fair) is a two-day festival of workshops, classes, and hikes focused on identifying, preparing, and consuming edible wild mushrooms. This is not a magic mushroom festival—some species that grow here have medicinal properties, but the majority are for plain old cooking and enjoying.

Mazunte Jazz Festival

• Where: Mazunte

• When: mid-November

The biggest festival on this stretch of coastline is the International Jazz Festival of Mazunte. Not strictly a jazz event, this three-evening festival usually includes genres such as rock, reggae, Afrobeat, trova, and more.

Christmas and Noche de Rábanos

• Where: Oaxaca City

• When: December 23

During the colonial period, farmers would carve religious images into giant radishes to catch the eyes of shoppers in the Christmas market on December 23. The Noche de Rábanos (Night of the Radishes) was formalized into an official competition in 1897, and farmers have been carving like crazy to one-up each other ever since. Farmers from the surrounding valleys proudly display their large arrangements of vegetal nativity scenes and aspects of Oaxacan life and culture in the Zócalo in the late afternoon; judging begins around 9pm.
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Christmas decorations in Oaxaca
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