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Colorful  sh, Cancún (p 56 )

 Diving
 Isla Cozumel
  If you can visit only one dive destination in 
Mexico, the wonderful underwater world 
of Isla Cozumel is your best bet. Once a 
pilgrimage site of the Maya and little more 
than a small fishing community up until 
the late 1950s, today Cozumel and its 
astoundingly rich reefs draw divers from 
far and wide.

 Drift diving is the norm in Cozumel – 
local divers say there’s nothing like the 
sensation of gliding through the water 
as you’re carried by the strong currents. 

So what can you see? Imposing drop-off 
wall reefs, sea turtles, moray eels, black 
grouper, barracuda, rainbow parrotfish, 
large coral and giant Caribbean anemones.

 Although Cozumel was hammered by 
two hurricanes (Emily and Wilma) in 
2005, most of the island’s diveable reefs, 
and all of the deeper ones, remained 
unharmed. Unsurprisingly, it was the 
snorkeling sites that were hardest hit; but 
thanks to the tireless efforts of the 
local diving community (whose livelihood 
depends on the health of the reefs) and to 
the resilience of this amazing ecosystem, 
things have returned to normal. 

 If you’re a diver heading to this area, 
Cozumel’s Santa Rosa Wall, Punta Sur 
Reef and Palancar Gardens are well worth 
visiting. Snorkelers will want to check out 
Dzul-Há, near the town of San Miguel de 
Cozumel, and Colombia Shallows on the 
island’s south side.

 For more on what Cozumel has to offer, 
check out Lonely Planet’s Cozumel: Diving 
& Snorkeling guide. 

 Other Diving Spots
  Serious divers will be happy to know that 
there are great dives to be enjoyed all 
along the eastern coast of the Yucatán 
Peninsula. Cancún, Isla Mujeres, Puerto 
Morelos, Playa del Carmen, Mahahual and 
Xcalak are all prime places to plan a div-
ing vacation. 

 The Banco Chinchorro (p 129 ), a sprawl-
ing coral atoll off the southern Quintana 
Roo coast, was pounded by Hurricane 
Dean in 2007, but the government has 
designated new dive sites so that the 
hardest-hit areas can recover. Home to 
more than 90 coral species, the biosphere 
reserve of Chinchorro gets fewer visitors 
than the reefs of Cozumel and Isla Mujeres, 
making it a much more attractive option 
for serious divers. Here you can see rays, 
eels, conch and giant sponges. 

 In the national marine park of Cancún 
there’s an interesting new snorkeling and 
diving attraction known as the MUSA 
(p 57 ), an underwater sculpture museum 
created by British artist and diving aficio-
nado Jason deCaires Taylor. Built to divert 
divers away from deteriorating coral reefs, 
this one-of-a-kind aquatic museum fea-
tures 403 life-size sculptures in the waters 
of Cancún and Isla Mujeres. The artificial 
reefs are submerged at a depth of 28ft, 

 Best Dives 
    Isla Cozumel 
 Hands down Mexico’s most popular scuba-
diving location, Cozumel gets high praise 
for its excellent visibility and wide variety of 
marine life. The amazing sights are sure to 
keep even the most experienced diver in a 
constant state of awe.

 Banco Chinchorro 
 The largest coral atoll in the northern hemi-
sphere, Banco Chinchorro boasts a glorious 
underwater fantasy world of wrecked ships 
and colorful reefs. Best of all, rarely will you 
 nd crowded dive sites at Chinchorro.

 Isla Mujeres 
 With snorkeler-friendly shallow reefs, shark 
caves and an underwater sculpture museum, 
Isla Mujeres’ sites appeal to both novice and 
advanced divers. From June to September 
you can snorkel with 15-ton whale sharks. 

  Diving & 
Snorkeling
 The Mexican Caribbean is world famous for its wonderful coral 
reefs and translucent waters full of tropical  sh, and without a 
doubt diving and snorkeling are the area’s top activity draw. Add 
cenote (limestone sinkhole) dives to the mix and you truly have 
one of the most intriguing dive destinations on the planet. 
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very comfortable and they 

can be good value for three 

or more people. Tourist of-

fices and advertisements in 

local newspapers (especially 

English-language newspa-

pers) are good sources of 

information, as is www.locog-

ringo.com.
 In Yucatán B&Bs are 

generally upmarket guest-

houses, often aimed at for-

eign tourists; they are usually 

comfortable and enjoyable 

places to stay.

 CAMPING & TRAILER 

PARKS
  Most organized camp-

grounds are actually trailer 

parks set up for people with 

camper vans and trailers 

(caravans) but are open to 

tent campers at lower rates. 

They’re most common along 

the coast. Some are very 

basic, others quite luxuri-

ous. Some restaurants and 

guesthouses in beach spots 

or country areas will let you 

pitch a tent on their patch for 

M$100 per person.

 POSADAS & CASAS DE 

HUÉSPEDES

  Posadas (inns), much 

like casas de huéspedes 

(guesthouses), are normally 

inexpensive and congenial, 

family-run accommodations 

with a relaxed atmosphere. 

More often than not, a casa 

de huésped is a home con-

verted into simple guest 

lodgings, so it allows for 

plenty of interaction with the 

host family.

 CABAÑAS

  Cabañas are usually huts – 

of wood, brick, adobe and 

stone – with a palm-thatched 

roof. Some have dirt floors 

and nothing inside but a bed; 

others are deluxe, with elec-

tric light, mosquito net, fan, 

fridge, bar and decorations. 

Prices for simple cabañas 

cost M$300 to M$450. 

On the Caribbean some 

luxury cabañas can cost over 

M$1000.

 HAMMOCKS

  A hammock can be a very 

comfortable place to sleep 

in hot areas (but mos-

quito repellent or a net often 

comes in handy). You can 

rent a hammock and a place 

to hang it – usually under 

a palm roof outside a small 

guesthouse or beach restau-

rant – for M$50 to M$100. 

With your own hammock, 

the cost comes down a bit. 

It’s easy enough to buy ham-

mocks in the Yucatán; you’ll 

find them for sale in Mérida 

and all along the Riviera 

Maya.

 HOSTELS

  Hostels exist in many of 

the towns and cities where 

backpackers congregate. 

They provide dorm accom-

modations (for about M$130 

to M$180 per person), plus 

communal kitchens, bath-

rooms and living space and 

often private rooms. Stand-

ards of hygiene and security 

vary, but aside from being 

cheap, hostels are generally 

relaxed and good places to 

meet other travelers.  Hostel-

World (www.hostelworld.com) 

has listings.
 There are a handful of hos-

tels affiliated with Mexico’s 

HI,  Hostelling Interna-
tional Mexico (www.hostel-

lingmexico.com). If you’re an 

HI member, you get a dollar 

or two off the nightly rates at 

these places.

 HOTELS

  Yucatán has hotels in all price 

ranges, especially in devel-

oped areas. Before settling 

on a room, ask to see the 

range of options available. 

An additional M$150 or so 

in the budget and midrange 

categories may be the differ-

ence between a musty inte-

rior room and airy digs with 

a nice view. Top-end hotels 

offer rooms with varying 

degrees of luxury, depend-

ing on what you’re willing to 

fork out. 

 RESORTS

  A popular option for families, 

particularly in Cancún and the 

Riviera Maya, these sprawling 

hotels usually offer all-inclu-

sive packages and provide 

most of everything you’ll 

need within the confines of 

the property. There are also 

adults-only resorts, which 

put a premium on luxury and 

comfort. Shop around online 

and you can still find some 

resorts promoting cheaper 

European plans.

 Activities
  There’s absolutely no short-

age of things to do on the 

Yucatán Peninsula: some of 

the best scuba diving and 

snorkeling in the world is 

available here, beach lovers 

will find plenty of powdery 

white sand on which to sun-

bathe, and the ancient Maya 

cities that dot the landscape 

of the Yucatán are a thrill to 

explore.

 Resources
   Planeta.com (www.planeta.

com) Good resource on active 

and responsible tourism.

   Mexonline.com (www.

mexonline.com) Includes 

listings of activities 

providers.

   AMTAVE (Mexican 
Association of Adventure 

Travel & Ecotourism; %1-800-

654-4452; www.amtave.org) 

 Accommodations
  Accommodations in the Yu-

catán range from hammocks 

and cabañas to hotels of 

every imaginable standard, 

including world-class luxury 

resorts. In popular destina-

tions for high season (Christ-

mas through Easter, plus 

most of July and August), it’s 

best to book in advance. 

  Outside peak season, 

many midrange and top-end 

establishments in tourist 

destinations cut their room 

prices by 10% to 40%. They 

may also have special online 

offers. 

  Some establishments 

(mostly top-end hotels) 

do not include a 14% to 

17% tax charge in quoted 

prices. When in doubt, you 

can ask ‘¿Están incluidos 

los impuestos?’ (Are taxes 

included?).

  In this book ‘single’ 

(abbreviated ‘s’) signifies a 

room for one person, and 

‘double’ (‘d’) means a room 

for two people. Mexicans 

sometimes use the phrase 

‘cuarto sencillo’ (literally, 

‘single room’) to mean a 

room with one bed, which 

is often a cama matrimonial 

(double bed). A cuarto doble 

often means a room with two 

beds.

 Price Categories
  Room prices quoted in this 

book are high-season rates 

and subject to change. 

Rates do not reflect ‘ultra’ 

high-season prices that 

some midrange and top-

end establishments charge 

from mid-December to 

early January, and during the 

two-week Easter vacation 

period. Budget accommoda-

tions usually keep prices the 

same year-round (bless their 

hearts!). Hotels in developed 

resort areas – such as Can-

cún and Playa del Carmen 

– may publish their rates in 

US dollars, so a flux in the 

peso-to-dollar exchange 

rate can mean a big swing 

in the actual on-the-ground 

price. Places that stick with 

the peso sometimes adjust 

their prices according to 

exchange-rate fluctuations.

 BUDGET ($)

  The Yucatán offers a mixed 

bag of affordable sleeping 

options, including hostels, 

cabañas (cabins), camping 

grounds, guesthouses and 

economical hotels. Rooms in 

this category are assumed 

to have bathrooms, unless 

otherwise stated. Recom-

mended accommodations in 

this range will be simple and 

without frills but generally 

clean.

 MIDRANGE ($$)

  Midrange accommodations 

are chiefly hotels, but you’ll 

also find many appealing 

B&Bs, guesthouses and bun-

galows in this price bracket. 

In some areas of the Yucatán, 

M$700 can get you a very 

comfortable and wonderfully 

atmospheric setup. Keep in 

mind that not all rooms are 

the same in many establish-

ments (some are larger or 

have better views), so it’s 

worth having a look at several 

options before settling in. 

 TOP END ($$$)

  Places in this category run 

from classy international ho-

tels to deluxe coastal resorts 

and luxurious smaller estab-

lishments catering to travel-

ers with a taste for comfort 

and beautiful design, and of 

course the deep pockets to 

pay for them.

 Types of 
Accommodations
 APARTMENTS & B&BS

  In some places you can find 

departamentos (apart-

ments) for tourists with fully 

equipped kitchens. Some are 

 Directory A–Z

BOOK YOUR STAY ONLINE

For more  accommodations  reviews by Lonely Planet 

authors, check out http://hotels.lonelyplanet.com. 

You’ll nd independent reviews, as well as recommen-

dations on the be  places to ay. Be  of all, you can 

book online.

 SLEEPING PRICE RANGES

  The following price ranges refer to accommodations for 

two people in high season, including any taxes charged. 

  $ less than M$550

  $$ M$550-1200

  $$$ more than M$1200

UNDERSTAND
Get more from your trip
Learn about the big picture, to 
make sense of what you see.

pre-Hispanic beliefs and Catholicism. As elsewhere in Mexico, tradition-

al gender roles may seem exaggerated to the outsider, though the level of 

machismo on the peninsula is somewhat less pronounced.

 Life in Rural Yucatán
  Perhaps more than elsewhere in Mexico, ancient rhythms and customs 

form part of everyday life in the Yucatán. In rural areas this is apparent 

on the surface level. Women wear colorfully embroidered, loose-fitting 

huipiles (long, woven, white sleeveless tunic, from the Maya regions,

with intricate, colorful embroidery) as they slap out tortillas in the yard; 

families live in traditional oval thatched houses, rest in hammocks after 

a day’s work, and consume a diet of corn, beans and chilies.

 Various forms of Maya are widely spoken, pre-Hispanic religious ritu-

als are still observed, and forms of social organization followed. In some 

parts of the region, Maya languages prevail over Spanish, or Spanish may 

not be spoken at all. More than 30 Maya dialects exist, spoken by up to 

three million people in southern Mexico and northern Central America. 

Yucatec Maya is the dialect spoken on the Yucatán Peninsula. Eight Maya 

languages are spoken in Chiapas; Tzeltal, Tzotzil and Chol are the most 

widely used; the latter is believed to most closely resemble the one spo-

ken by the Classic Maya.

 Many youngsters are now choosing to leave their rural roots, heading 

to the maquiladoras of Mérida, to the megaresorts of Quintana Roo or 

even to the US. Rather than study Yucatec, many prefer to learn Eng-

lish. But still, there remains a broad, ubiquitous undercurrent of pride in 

Maya culture: a hopeful sign that the culture will abide.

 Population at a Glance
  For more than a millennium the Maya of the Yucatán have intermarried 

with neighboring and invading peoples. Most of Mexico’s population is 

mestizo (mixture of indigenous and Spanish blood), but the Yucatán has

an especially high proportion of pure-blooded Maya, about four times 

the national average. There are around 1.5 million Maya in southern 

Mexico, with about 800,000 Maya speakers. Yucatán state is second only 

to Oaxaca state in the number of indigenous-language speakers – about 

30% of the Yucatán’s population speaks Maya, while in Quintana Roo 

and Campeche it’s about 17% and 12%, respectively.

 There are 4.1 million people living in the peninsula states. Quin-

tana Roo is the fastest growing of the three, with a 4.1% growth rate. 

Campeche and Yucatán ring in with about 1.6% growth each.

 Passion for Sports
  As elsewhere in Mexico, fútbol (soccer) dominates schoolyards and play-

l

ing fields around the peninsula – though baseball is the traditional Sun-

day afternoon sport of the rural yucateco Maya. Fans are customarily 

glued to their TV sets to watch televised matches of the region’s two 

professional teams: Cancún’s Atlante and Chiapas’ Jaguares. The season 

is divided into two big tournaments: Torneo de Apertura (August to De-

cember) and Torneo de Clausura (January to May). Games are played 

over the weekend; check newspapers for details.

Béisbol (baseball) is popular in Mexico. The level of professional play is
l

quite high, equivalent at least to AAA ball in the US. The Mexican League 

season runs from March to August; among its teams are the Piratas de 

Campeche (Campeche Pirates), Olmecas de Tabasco (Tabasco Olmecs), 

Leones de Yucatán (Mérida Lions) and Tigres de Quintana Roo (Quin-

tana Roo Tigers), which won the national championship in 2011.

 In The Modern 
Maya: A Culture 

in Transition,
Macduff Everton
documents this
period among
the yucateco

Maya with superb 
black-and-white 

photos, while
reflecting on the 

impact of modern 
influences on this
resilient culture.

Mexico Online 
(www.mexon-
line.com) has

good history and
culture links,

and lots of other
information.

 Fernando
Venezuela, one of
the most popular
Mexican baseball

players ever,
was pitching for

the Leones de 
Yucatán before

he was signed by
the Los Angeles

Dodgers.

 Drawing from a blend of ancient Maya and Spanish colonial-era influences, many as-

pects of domestic and social life on the Yucatán Peninsula remain very much steeped in 

tradition. Whether you find yourself in a Maya village, a small fishing town or a bustling 

colonial city, folks in these parts will gladly share with you their passion for song, dance, 

art and all things uniquely yucateco (of the Yucatán Peninsula).

 Yucatán Way of Life

 The Everyday Reality
  Travelers often comment on the open, gentle and gregarious nature of 

the people of the Yucatán, especially the Maya. Here, more than else-

where in Mexico, it seems, you find a willingness to converse and a genu-

ine interest in outsiders. This openness is all the more remarkable when

you consider that the people of the Yucatán Peninsula have fended off 

domination by outsiders for so long. The situation persists today – much 

of the land is foreign-owned and the Maya generally aren’t making the

big infrastructure decisions.

 Maya culture is facing some difficult challenges moving forward in the 

21st century as more and more young Maya people gradually abandon

their language and traditions (highly rooted in an agrarian way of life)

and head to Cancún or Playa del Carmen to work as busboys and wait-

ers, maids and construction workers. But survival has always been at a 

premium here, and the Maya (and the region’s poor) are finding ways

to survive, be it by working in the service and manufacturing industries

in big cities or moving to the US to work. Others are staying home and

turning to community-based tourism as a means to bring in income –

artisans’ workshops, Maya-owned tour operators and local cooperatives

all have had varying degrees of success.

 Despite the winds of progress and modernization, many of the age-

old traditions remain. Yucatecos highly value family bonds, and are only 

truly themselves within the context of the family – and though they are

hard working, the people of the region still like to enjoy leisure pursuits

to the fullest. They are also deeply religious; their faith is a mélange of 

Mesoweb (www.
mesoweb.com),
Maya Exploration

Center (www.
mayaexplora-
tion.org) and
goMaya (www.
gomaya.com)
are all fabulous 

resources on the 
Maya, past and

present.

 SPELLING OUT OUR STYLE

  While Lonely Planet tries its darnde  to keep up with lingui ic trends, we’ve decided 

(purposely) to skip the late  trend in Maya orthography: adding an apo rophe to indi-

cate a glottal op. The apo rophe was adopted by Maya lingui s and hi orians in 1989 

as a vehicle to andardize and legitimize the language. The Maya glottal op (mo  

often used between two vowels) closely resembles the cockney double ‘t,’ as used in 

the cockney English pronunciation of bottle. Thus, if we were following the new sy em, 

Tikal would be spelled Tik’al, and Chichén Itzá would be spelled Chich’en Itza. It was a 

tough decision, but in the end we decided to balance out the needs of travelers (signs 

have yet to be converted to the new orthography) with the need to accurately document 

language.
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 Why Go?
  Cancún is a tale of two cities. There’s the glitzy hotel zone 

with its famous white-sand beaches, unabashed party scene 

and sophisticated seafood restaurants. Then there’s the ac-

tual city itself, which gives you a taste of local flavor at, say, 

a neighborhood bar or taco joint. 

 That’s what keeps Cancún interesting. Had your fill of 

raucous discos in the hotel zone? Escape to a downtown 

salsa or jazz club. Tired of lounging around the pool in Ciu-

dad Cancún? Simply hop on a bus and head for the sapphire 

waters of the hotel zone. Or even better, venture out and 

explore more of Quintana Roo state. Just a day trip away 

from Cancún, the pristine national park of Isla Contoy beck-

ons with a fascinating variety of bird and plant species. And 

up north awaits low-key Isla Holbox, where swimming with 

massive whale sharks has become all the rage. 

 When to Go
  A visit to Cancún in April/May, in the wake of spring break 

madness, shows you a relatively quiet side of the resort city, 

plus many accommodations offer great online deals.

  Don’t miss the thrilling opportunity to snorkel with 

whale sharks off the coast of Isla Holbox; the gentle giants 

congregate around the island from mid-May to September. 

  Four species of sea turtles flock to the shores of Parque 

Nacional Isla Contoy for nesting season from April to 

October; the uninhabited island is also home to more than 

150 bird species.

 Cancún & Around
 %998 / POP 628,300

 Best Places to 
Eat

  Checándole (p 65 ) 

  El Paisano del 23 (p 63 ) 

  Lorenzillo’s (p 67 ) 

  Viva Zapata (p 75 ) 

  Los Peleones (p 75 ) 

 Best Places to 
Stay

  Hotel El Rey del Caribe 

(p 63 ) 

  Hostel Mundo Joven (p 61 ) 

  Le Blanc (p 66 ) 

  Casa Takywara (p 74 ) 

  Hotel Arena (p 74 ) 

Cancún ........................ 58

North of Cancún .......... 72

Parque Nacional Isla 
Contoy ......................... 72

Isla Holbox ................... 73
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�1 Dive among life-size 

sculptures at the one-of-a-kind 

Museo Subacuático de Arte 

(p 59 )

�2 Swim with massive whale 

sharks and enjoy laid-back 

island living on Isla Holbox 

(p 73 )

�3 Snorkel and get in some 

birding at the uninhabited 

island of Isla Contoy (p 72 ), 

a wildlife refuge that receives 

only 200 visitors a day

�4 Grab dinner and drinks in 

Ciudad Cancún (p 63 ), then 

shake your booty to live salsa 

music

�5 Chill on the soft sands of 

the Zona Hotelera (p 58 ), take 

a dip in the Caribbean blue, 

then check out the city’s new 

Maya museum

 Cancún & Around Highlights

4 easy-to-use 
sections

PLAN YOUR TRIP
Your planning tool kit
Photos & suggestions to help 
you create the perfect trip.

Top: Ruins,  Palenque

Bottom: Folkloric dancers
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DAYS

 The architectural and artistic achievements 

of the Maya are prominently dotted across 

the peninsula. Though the ancient cities are 

long abandoned, the Maya people and their 

traditions are still very much present. One 

can spend weeks, even months, visiting all 

of the ruins, archaeological museums and 

small Maya towns – this itinerary assumes 

you have a life to get back to.

 For background, visit the shiny new Museo 

Maya de Cancún (p 56 ) in the heart of the re-

sort city’s Zona Hotelera. The price of admission 

includes access to the adjoining San Miguelito 

(p 56 ) archaeological site, which features Maya 

ruins that were just recently unveiled. Hit the 

road the next day and spend a day or two in the 

colonial town of Valladolid (p 184 ), a former 

Maya ceremonial center. For some respite from 

your Maya itinerary, drop by the Cenote Dzit-

nup (p 186 ) on your way out of town and take a 

plunge into a spectacular limestone sinkhole. 

Next up is must-see Chichén Itzá (p 177 ), Maya 

ruins that were recently named one of the ‘new 

seven wonders of the world.’ Get an early start 

to beat the tour bus crowds. 

 A route then leads to Oxkutzcab and Tekax, 

offering glimpses of traditional Maya life. While 

in Oxkutzcab, be sure to check out the nearby 

Grutas de Loltún (p 164 ), the largest cave sys-

tem on the peninsula. Move on to Santa Elena, 

a fine base for exploring the impressive ruins 

of Uxmal (p 159 ) and other archaeological sites 

tucked away in the rolling Puuc hills. 

 After crossing the Yucatán-Campeche border, 

stop at Hopelchén (p 207 ), where you can wit-

ness the ancient arts of beekeeping and herbal 

medicine. Make your way to the walled city 

of Campeche (p 196 ), a good base for visiting 

Edzná (p 209 ), a formidable Maya site with a 

five-story temple. The peninsula’s south harbors 

fascinating but scarcely visited remnants of 

classic Maya civilization in the vast Reserva 

de la Biosfera Calakmul (p 215 ). Serious Maya 

buffs should visit the ruins of Palenque (p 234 ) 

and the contemporary Maya domain of San 

Cristóbal de las Casas (p 223 ), both in Chiapas.

 Most destinations here are accessible by bus 

or shared transport vehicles, but for some, such 

as the Ruta Puuc ruins, you’ll need to hire a 

rental car or taxi, or go with a tour operator. 
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All reviews are ordered in our authors’ preference, 
starting with their most preferred option. Additionally:

Sights are arranged in the geographic order that we 
suggest you visit them and, within this order, by author 
preference.

Eating and Sleeping reviews are ordered by price 
range (budget, midrange, top end) and, within these 
ranges, by author preference.

1 Sights

r Beaches

2 Activities

C Courses

T Tours

z Festivals &
Events

4 Sleeping

5 Eating

6 Drinking

3 Entertainment

7 Shopping

8
 Information 
& Transport

% Telephone number
h Opening hours
p Parking
n Nonsmoking
a Air-conditioning
i Internet access
W Wi-fi  access
s Swimming pool
v Vegetarian selection

E English-language menu
c Family-friendly
# Pet-friendly
g Bus
f Ferry
j Tram
d Train
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Talk to locals 
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online booking service.
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Mérida
The peninsula's sophisticated

cultural capital (p141)

Campeche 
An amazingly preserved

walled city (p196)

Calakmul
Marvel at supersized

Maya pyramids (p215)

Palenque 
Astonishing Maya jungle

ruins (p234)

San Cristóbal de las Casas
Wonderfully atmospheric

colonial town (p223)
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Isla Holbox
Swim with gigantic
whale sharks (p71)

Isla Contoy
A nature buff’s
paradise (p70)

Isla Mujeres
Low-key

island living (p75)

Cancún
Resort glitz meets

Caribbean blue (p54)

Isla Cozumel
Mexico’s top

diving destination (p84)

Playa del Carmen
The Yucatán’s

hippest beach city (p102)

Tulum
Jaw-dropping

oceanfront Maya ruins (p113)

Cobá
Bike at a Maya

jungle site (p120)

Chichén Itzá
World-famous

Maya wonder (p177)

Laguna Bacalar
Snorkel in an

azure lake (p132)
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John Hecht 
Coordinating author; Plan Your Trip, Cancún & Around, Isla Mujeres, Isla  
Cozumel, Riviera Maya, Costa Maya & the Southern Caribbean Coast, Yucatán 
State & the Maya Heartland, Understand Cancún, Cozumel & Yucatán (except 
Yucatán Cuisine), Survival Guide John headed down Mexico way more than two 
decades ago and, much to mom’s disappointment, he’s still there. He spent the 
early years in Guadalajara, studying Spanish and practicing his new language 

skills in the neighborhood cantinas. Several years later he bid farewell to the mariachi capital to 
take a reporting job at an English-language newspaper in Mexico City. Next he turned freelance 
and one of his first gigs was a travel writing assignment in the Yucatán. He has now done several 
jobs in and around Cancún, including a series of short videos shot for Lonely Planet TV.  
Additionally, he has written for two editions of the Lonely Planet Mexico guide and he co-authored 
Puerto Vallarta & Pacific Mexico.

Sandra Bao
Campeche, Chiapas Sandra is a Chinese-American born in Argentina who has 
traveled to nearly 60 countries on six continents. In 1990, while on vacation, 
she drove to Mexico with her future husband Ben Greensfelder and fell in love 
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Plan Your Trip

1 
WEEK

The road from Cancún to Cobá is chock 
full of coast-hugging surprises. Along 
the way you’ll find fun-filled cenotes 
(limestone sinkholes), astonishing 
Maya ruins and happening little beach 
towns with sugar-white sands.

Get things started with a dip in the sap-
phire waters along the Zona Hotelera  
(hotel zone) of Cancún (p56), then hit 
downtown and see the other side of the 
city over dinner and dancing.

Make your way south about 30km and 
stop in Puerto Morelos (p99) to duck out 

to the beach, then browse for handmade 
crafts in the small town’s artisans mar-
ket. Spend a day or so beach-bumming 
and dining in uberchic Playa del Car-
men (p102). Playa, as it’s called, is a good 
jumping-off point for Isla Cozumel (p84), 
where you’ll enjoy amazing diving and 
snorkeling, quiet beaches on the island’s 
windswept side and a pleasant town plaza. 
If you’ve brought kids, head back to the 
mainland and visit one of the theme parks 
just south of Playa, such as Xplor (p102) 
with its underground river-raft rides.

You’ll definitely want to visit Maya 
ruins and it’s hard to imagine a more 
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El Castillo, Tulum

spectacular location than Tulum (p113), 
where structures are perched atop a cliff 
overlooking the Mexican Caribbean. While 
at the site, take the stairs down to the 
beach and have a refreshing swim to cool 
off. Tulum’s town and its coastal Zona 
Hotelera are destinations in their own 
right. Stay in a bungalow on the sand and 
at night paint the town red along the buzz-
ing main strip. 

With an early start, head for the Maya 
ruins of Cobá (p120; find the road to Cobá 

at Tulum’s north end). Once inside this 
archaeological site, rent a bicycle and mar-
vel at jungle ruins connected by ancient 
paths. Before heading back to Tulum, have 
lunch at one of Cobá’s lakeside restaurants. 
On the return, drop by the Gran Cenote 
(p120) for a little swimming and snorkeling 
action. 

This easy 170km trip stays close to Can-
cún and there’s frequent bus service to all 
of these destinations, or just rent a car. 
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10 
DAYS

The architectural and artistic achievements 
of the Maya are prominently dotted across 
the peninsula. Though the ancient cities are 
long abandoned, the Maya people and their 
traditions are still very much present. One 
can spend weeks, even months, visiting all 
of the ruins, archaeological museums and 
small Maya towns – this itinerary assumes 
you have a life to get back to.

For background, visit the shiny new Museo 
Maya de Cancún (p56) in the heart of the re-
sort city’s Zona Hotelera. The price of admission 
includes access to the adjoining San Miguelito 
(p56) archaeological site, which features Maya 
ruins that were just recently unveiled. Hit the 
road the next day and spend a day or two in the 
colonial town of Valladolid (p184), a former 
Maya ceremonial center. For some respite from 
your Maya itinerary, drop by the Cenote Dzit-
nup (p186) on your way out of town and take a 
plunge into a spectacular limestone sinkhole. 
Next up is must-see Chichén Itzá (p177), Maya 
ruins that were recently named one of the ‘new 
seven wonders of the world.’ Get an early start 
to beat the tour bus crowds. 

A route then leads to Oxkutzcab and Tekax, 
offering glimpses of traditional Maya life. While 
in Oxkutzcab, be sure to check out the nearby 
Grutas de Loltún (p164), the largest cave sys-
tem on the peninsula. Move on to Santa Elena, 
a fine base for exploring the impressive ruins 
of Uxmal (p159) and other archaeological sites 
tucked away in the rolling Puuc hills. 

After crossing the Yucatán-Campeche border, 
stop at Hopelchén (p207), where you can wit-
ness the ancient arts of beekeeping and herbal 
medicine. Make your way to the walled city 
of Campeche (p196), a good base for visiting 
Edzná (p209), a formidable Maya site with a 
five-story temple. The peninsula’s south harbors 
fascinating but scarcely visited remnants of 
classic Maya civilization in the vast Reserva 
de la Biosfera Calakmul (p215). Serious Maya 
buffs should visit the ruins of Palenque (p234) 
and the contemporary Maya domain of San 
Cristóbal de las Casas (p223), both in Chiapas.

Most destinations here are accessible by bus 
or shared transport vehicles, but for some, such 
as the Ruta Puuc ruins, you’ll need to hire a 
rental car or taxi, or go with a tour operator. 
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Top: Ruins, Palenque
Bottom: Folkloric dancers
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10 
DAYS

The architectural and artistic achievements 
of the Maya are prominently dotted across 
the peninsula. Though the ancient cities are 
long abandoned, the Maya people and their 
traditions are still very much present. One 
can spend weeks, even months, visiting all 
of the ruins, archaeological museums and 
small Maya towns – this itinerary assumes 
you have a life to get back to.

For background, visit the shiny new Museo 
Maya de Cancún (p56) in the heart of the re-
sort city’s Zona Hotelera. The price of admission 
includes access to the adjoining San Miguelito 
(p56) archaeological site, which features Maya 
ruins that were just recently unveiled. Hit the 
road the next day and spend a day or two in the 
colonial town of Valladolid (p184), a former 
Maya ceremonial center. For some respite from 
your Maya itinerary, drop by the Cenote Dzit-
nup (p186) on your way out of town and take a 
plunge into a spectacular limestone sinkhole. 
Next up is must-see Chichén Itzá (p177), Maya 
ruins that were recently named one of the ‘new 
seven wonders of the world.’ Get an early start 
to beat the tour bus crowds. 

A route then leads to Oxkutzcab and Tekax, 
offering glimpses of traditional Maya life. While 
in Oxkutzcab, be sure to check out the nearby 
Grutas de Loltún (p164), the largest cave sys-
tem on the peninsula. Move on to Santa Elena, 
a fine base for exploring the impressive ruins 
of Uxmal (p159) and other archaeological sites 
tucked away in the rolling Puuc hills. 

After crossing the Yucatán-Campeche border, 
stop at Hopelchén (p207), where you can wit-
ness the ancient arts of beekeeping and herbal 
medicine. Make your way to the walled city 
of Campeche (p196), a good base for visiting 
Edzná (p209), a formidable Maya site with a 
five-story temple. The peninsula’s south harbors 
fascinating but scarcely visited remnants of 
classic Maya civilization in the vast Reserva 
de la Biosfera Calakmul (p215). Serious Maya 
buffs should visit the ruins of Palenque (p234) 
and the contemporary Maya domain of San 
Cristóbal de las Casas (p223), both in Chiapas.

Most destinations here are accessible by bus 
or shared transport vehicles, but for some, such 
as the Ruta Puuc ruins, you’ll need to hire a 
rental car or taxi, or go with a tour operator. 
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Off the Beaten Track: Cancún, Cozumel & the Yucatán

Palm groves; quiet, white-sand 
beaches; a few rustic cabins; and a 
pace so slow that mañana never 
comes – the ultimate escapist's 
retreat. (p175)

SAN CRISANTO

Most people are usually just passing 
through here before visiting the 
Grutas de Loltún, a sprawling nearby 
cave system. But checking out the 
town's sights and regional cooking 
certainly has it rewards if you're 
craving local flavor. (p168)

OXKUTZCAB Bolo

These recently uncovered Maya ruins 
set in wetlands see few visitors. It's 
believed to be none other than the 
place where conquistador Hernan 
Córtes executed Cuauhtémoc, the 
last Aztec ruler of Tenochtitlán. (p215)

EL TIGRE
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A biosphere reserve that's home to 
flamingos, river crocs, herons and 
other fascinating creatures. It's 
reached from a laid-back fishing 
village far off the tourist track. (p190)

RÍO LAGARTOS

Prepare yourself for a four-hour, 
transmission-grinding road trip to 
this small fishing village, but all is 
forgiven once you settle into a hotel 
on the quiet beach here. (p124)

PUNTA ALLEN

At the end of a long, bumpy dirt road, 
this remote fishing village sits pretty 
between the Caribbean Sea and the 
lush Sian Ka'an jungle. It makes for a 
great day trip from Mahahual. (p129)

PUNTA HERRERO

This archaeological site is out of the 
way and you'll need a car to get here, 
but the precious country scenery 
along the road makes it all 
worthwhile. Inside, it's usually just 
you, the ruins and the iguanas. (p136)

DZIBANCHÉ

A 10km potholed road leads to the 
village of Miguel Colorado, where you 
can set out on a hike along rocky 
trails to reach two wonderfully scenic 
cenotes (limestone sinkholes). 
Swimming is prohibited but you can 
take a kayak out. (p215)

CENOTES MIGUEL 
COLORADO
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