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Playa del Carmen’s
has laid-back allure

BY MARIE ELENA MARTINEZ
Special to Newsday

ringos, Europeans and locals rub
shoulders as they stroll Playa del
Carmen’s main artery of Quinta
(Fifth Avenue), a merry-go-round o
boutiques, restaurants and bars covered by
thatched-roof palapas. A steady beat of elec-
tronica plays in the din, but the cultural pres
vation of Mayan tradition isn’t lost in transla-

tion. This is Playa del Carmen.

Just a backwater port a mere 20 years ago, “Playa,” as
the locals say, is the bustling center. of Mexico’s Riviera
Maya — the 80-mile stretch of the Yucatin Peninsula
that runs along the Caribbean coast, beginning just so!
of Cancun in sleepy Puerto Morelos and ending at the
Sian Ka’an Bio-Reserve. Having recovered since Hurri-
cane Wilma’s 2005 wrath, Playa counts itself among |
Latin America’s fastest-growing communities. Though
coconut tree farms used to make up a big part of its
economy, these days more than 300 hotels — many ne
constructions — line alabaster beaches that beckon
every walk of vacationer with crystalline water.

WHY GO

Canctin was once the Mexican Caribbean’s pearl, bu
overrun by college-age revelers involved in wet T-shirt|
and tequila-drinking contests, its attraction has waned
among other tourists. Vacationers looking for a less
frenzied pace will find that, while Playa del Carmen
its share of souvenir shops peddling homegrown tequi

the commercial saturation of its northern neighbor.
Here, the sea is more tranquil and less populated; the
vibe is more laid-back, the people are more glamorous,
and the region’s cultural ancestry isn’t lost to kitsch.
Since the retreat of swine flu, Mexico has experiencé
a bit of “it”-destination resurgence, and, coupled with
onset of summer, deals abound. After a week of explor
tion, it’s easy to understand why now is the time to visi
Playa is both of-the-moment and accessible.

IF YOU GO

FLIGHTS An easy four-hour flight from New York,
Jet Blue flies directly to Canctin from both La-
Guardia and JFK airports. Fares for June are as low
as $435 round-trip. American Airlines flights (via
Miami) priced out at $498 round-trip. While most
hotels offer complimentary airport shuttle service,
a taxi to Playa costs about $30.

GETTING AROUND About 20 minutes south of
Canclin, Playa is easily to navigate. Most hotels are
off Highway 307, which runs south to Tulum. Alamo
and Executive rental cars can be had for $40-$70 a
day aﬁ‘he airport, but you can safely get around by
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ary ideas and virtual tours of popular destinations.

Visitors can rent scuba or snrkel gear to explo the willlfe-nch Atlantic coral reef.

Yucatan

ON THE COVER: Visitors to Xcaret try “snuba (a snorkel-scuba hybrid).

AT THE BEACH

Playa offers lots of activities, the most
obvious being the water-based type. Sec-
ond in size to Australia’s Great Barrier
Reef, the 450-mile Atlantic coral reef that
begins here is home to more than 500
species of wildlife, from colorful fish and
sea turtles to gentle lemon sharks and
dolphins. It's shallow enough to allow you
to don a snorkel, walk out from the shore
and explore on your own.

Surfers bask in the beating sun, parasail

silhouettes litter the horizon; Jet Skis skim
the waves, and yachts gracefully undulate
on the water. Playa, Spanish for “beach,”

honor of the Mayan goddess Ixche!
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equals relaxation in any language — and
the stretches of sand here don't disap-
point. For the more adventurous, the reef
offers unforgettable excursions into the
local cenotes (limestone sinkholes that
connect ancient river systems, caverns and
caves). The Mayans built their cities
around these freshwater pools unmatched
for diving, snorkeling, swimming and even
dining — Alux Restaurant serves upscale
contemporary fare in a gloriously restored
cave (aluxlounge.net).

The magnificent brilliance of underwa-
ter stalagmites is breathtaking, and
Phantom Divers books time in both
cenotes and the reef. Located on Playa's
main beach (Calle 14), two-tank reef dives
run $70, while two-tank cenote dives run
$110. Snorkeling cenote trips include a
zip-line stop and lunch for $85
(phantomdivers.com).

MAYAN RUINS

~ Boasting 39-foot cliffs that kiss clear
blue Caribbean waters, towering salt-
bleached Mayan ruins perch atop Tulum.
The grounds are pristine and impressive,
and visitors are free to roam ($4 admis- '
sion). On a warm day, the blistering sun
can feel oppressive, so bring a towel to dip
into the ocean, just steps down a wood

 staircase.

From Tulum, you can hit Cobd — a
30-minute drive. Surrounded by four lakes,

See PLAYA on D6
See( more of
Playa del Carmen
in our photo gallery
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Buy this 5-Night/6-Day Wait Disney Worldes room and ticket package at
select Disney Moderate Resorts and get the Disney Dining Plan FREE!

R RORRORR] " vt o
. o Accommodations for 5 incredible nights right in the middle of
5 NIGHTS/6 DAYS all the magic.
* PER o 6-Day Magic Your Way Base Ticket, with admission to one of
PERSON the four Walt Disney World® Theme Parks for each day of
: S z)otls]:wybmmsmglan Enjoy one Table-Service meal
y o 18 Plan:** Enjoy one ice , one
FOR: Aaf:sbeﬁl‘cr OF 4 Quick-Service meal and one select snack per person, per night
; of your package. Choose from over 100 select Walt Disney
DIISNEY %ggmnznsléo RT Worlde restaurants. Some Table-Service restaurants may have
nasl’%‘htswqg‘;;'(‘)—;(’ﬂﬁo limited or no availability at time of package purchase. Ask for
most Disney Dining Plan details and participating restaurants, or
TOTAL PACKAGE PRICE: $1,843 visit wdwdineoffer.con/AAA.
o Exclusive 444 Vacations® benefits.

* Price based on 2 Adults, 1 Junior and 1 Child. The number of packages available at this rate is limited. Savings based on
the non-discounted price for the same package. Tickets must be used within 14 days of first use. No group rates or other
discounts apply, Offer is nontransferable. Advance reservations required.

** Excludesgratuiies and alcobolic beverages. ;
Children ages 3-9 must order from children's menu f available. a &‘ ;
Catch it Before it Disappears... WO e

Contact AAA today! Ask about packages available at other select Disney Resorts. Book 5/3 — 8/14/10.
Non-Members Welcome. AAA Savings Can Pay for Your Membership.

@7 Call 888/780-5177

Visit a branch office

Click AAA.com/Disney .. ..
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GOING ON
VACATION?

Donate your paper to a

you're gone. Just call
1-800-NEWSDA'

JORIZED
VACATION PLANNER
COishey
& Ao G
at the

New Villa Roma Resort!
Family Adventure Redefined

local school while

or visit mw * 5Pools ® Fitness Center ® 18-Hole Championship Golf Course
managemynewsday * Indoor and Outdoor Activities for Kids and Adults
to arrange for your 2 pa andeon Servics  Nighy Bt

vacation donation. Book by June 1% and SAVE on select July dates!
Newsdary 1-877-256-7508
newsday.com/managemynewsday www.villaroma.com | Callicoon, NY
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Glitz with less

PLAYA from D5

Cobad is the more textured (and
less populated) ruin that re-
minded me of Guatemala's
Tikal. Save your energy for a
climb up Nohoch Mul, the
highest pyramid on the
Yucatén, and rent a bike ($2)
to explore. If you start early,
you'll likely spot birds, croco-
diles, spider monkeys, and — if
you're lucky — beautiful fluores-
cent-blue morpho butterflies.

ECO-CULTURE
THEME PARKS

Mexico is extremely bio-
diverse, showcasing lush, tropi-
cal forests, dense jungle and
vibrant coral reefs. So, it follows
that the Riviera Maya has ex-
celled at green living initiatives.
Eco-culture theme parks, such

~ as Xcaret, emphasize the deli-

cate arrangement we have with
our natural world. Lagoons,
rivers and ponds converge on
Xcaret, and encounters with
sharks, dolphins, manta rays
and flamingos abound. Butterfly
pavilions, orchid gardens and
replicated Mayan village tours
featuring tribal dances delight
both young and old, all while
instilling an appreciation for the
Yucatan's many treasures
(from $69 for adults, $34.50
for children, discounts online at
xcaret.com).

AFTER DARK

People-watching in Playa is
a good diversion, and Mosquito
Blue's swanky street lounge
offers an ideal vantage point
(mosquitoblue.com). After-
ward, hit the legendary beach
party at the Blue Parrot
(blueparrot.com), or let the
music that flows from Om
(omplaya.com) carry you in-
side. For live acts, Ajua (ajua
maya.com) strikes a more Latin
chord with nightly bands, while
La Santanera (lasantanera
.com), meaning “Sexy Cantina,”
is Playa’s club du jour.

DINING

The center of Playa is an easy.
grid of hip restaurants and tony
lounges. Everyone seems to
know everyone else here, and
that makes eating out both
pleasure and pastime. Some
choices:

LA CUEVA DEL CHANGO
lacuevadelchango.com
For the best breakfast on the

* beach, head here — and bring

7

the kids. Monkey-themed, this YATCHE
culinary rain-forest hideaway
serves fresh tortillas, eggs,
beans, flavorful salsas and
strong coffee on hand-painted,
chipped pottery. This was my
favorite spot — for less than
$10, | was set for a long day.

WHERE TO STAY

The beauty of Playa is partly its affordability.
- With plenty of smalf boutique, all-inclusive and
luxury chain hotels, good digs are easy to find.

$250 OR LESS The sleek Hotel Deseo (hotel
deseo.com) is itself a nightlife rooftop destina-
tion, and the modern In Fashion'is just one
block off the beach (infashionhotel.com). For
$135 a night (including breakfast), both are

_ surprisingly chic accommodations.

$250-$350 The warm colors of the Italian
decor at the adults-only Mosquito Beach get
my vote. Beachfront accommodations run

mayacuisine.com

With adobe walls inspired by
the nearby ruins, Yatche focus-
es on traditional Mayan reci-
pes. My Tikin Xic (white fish
in banana leaf) was sublime,
as were the panuchos and

kitsch in Playa del Carmen

papadzules, traditional Mayan

tizer, entree and two very
powerful margaritas cost less
than $40 — and it felt like a
steal.

LA CASA DEL AGUA
lacasadelagua.com

At the other end of Quinta, this
whitewashed space overlooks
the buzzing street and hits high
notes with ceviches and
variations of the local grouper.
It's on the expensive end of
Playa’'s many establishments
($50), but the experience is
memorable.

For lesser-priced Mexican
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from $256 (standard rooms from $186,
mosquitobeach.com). For families, try the
all-inclusive Wyndham Playacar Palace, out-
side of Playa in the hotel zone. Rates start at
$288 with online discounts (wyndham.com).

$400-PLUS For the luxury crowd, the Maya-

koba properties deliver — with or without the
kids. The Rosewood's infinity pool is unbeat-
able, and you can easily lose a whole day to
the luxurious spa or golf course (June rates
from $395, rosewoodmayakoba.com). Mean-
while, the Banyan Tree — the brand's first
Western Hemisphere propefty — is an exer-
cise in sheer indulgence (from $575,
banyantree.com). ~— MARIE ELENA MARTINEZ

tortilla-based snacks. An appe-

In Playa, exquisite silver, handcrafted textiles and more are for
sale; at left, La Casa Del Agua offers memorable dining.

standbys, such as fajitas and
table-side guacamole, try Casa
Adela (on Quinta). The brave
eat like the locals at the many
taquerias on 10th Avenue
between Calles 8 and 10.
Tacochido is a brightly colored
spot with 15-peso ($1.25)
tacos, empanadas and
gorditas.

SHOPPING

Shopping took on a whole new.
meaning in Playa's boutique-
heavy center. | found rustic
braided leather jewelry at the
funky Joe Natural (Calle Cora-
zon between 12 and 14), and
exquisite silver pieces made
from early 20th century but-
tons and the tagua nut (which
looks like ivory) at Manik
(manikjewels.com). Prices ran
from $10 to $800.

Rosalia (Quinta between 12th
and 14th) sells handcrafted
Mayan textiles, such as scarves,
blankets, tunics and skirts, at
wholesale prices. It's hard to
resist the massive piles of
merchandise as you pass the
rainbow storefront.

Kin Mayab stocks adorable
gauze dresses for girls and
button-down shirts for boys
($12-$15, kinmayab.com.mx).




