
Travel   Mexico

The Islands  
of Mexico 

We are supposed to be looking for Whale 
sharks. At least that’s the main reason my boy-
friend and I decided to visit Isla Holbox and 
Isla Mujeres, two small islands off the coast of 
Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula. As we scan the 
blue waters of what could be the Gulf of Mex-
ico or the Caribbean Sea—we’re north of Isla 
Holbox where the two bodies of water meet—
our guide starts gesturing wildly to the right of 
our boat. I don’t speak Spanish very well, but 
as he points I swear he says mantarraya. Man-
ta ray? But what about the whale sharks?

As I peer towards the horizon, something to-
tally improbable happens. A huge manta ray 
leaps out of the water, looking like an alien 
from the deep with wide-set eyes, horn-like 
fins on the sides of its head and, most impres-
sive of all, a majestic 10-foot wingspan. Before 
we can comprehend what we’re seeing, the 
manta ray flips its white belly to the sky and 
lands with a splat on the ocean surface. As we 
clap and shout, I suspect that our tour guide 
and boat captain are laughing at us. But I turn 
around to find they are excited, too. Apparent-
ly this kind of thing doesn’t happen that often. 
In fact, when the hysteria subsides, we find 
out this is only the second time our guide has 
seen a manta ray breach the water’s surface. 

We eventually find, and swim with, the 
grand, gentle whale sharks, but Isla Holbox 
has more to offer before we move on. A three-

hour drive and 20-minute boat ride from Can-
cun International Airport, the tiny island isn’t 
a tourist hot spot. In fact, it doesn’t even have 
a paved road—and that’s exactly its appeal.

Our home base is Xaloc Resort, a beach-
front collection of 18 rooms—nine of which 
are thatch-roofed, fan-cooled bungalows—
each with its own hammock strung across the 
porch. Even though the hotel is full, it feels 
like we have the place to ourselves. Open 
hammocks beckon, lounge chairs wait on 
the beach, and the two swimming pools nes-
tled among the palm trees and bungalows feel 
completely secluded.

GETTING AROUND The staff at Xaloc can 
set up the island’s signature whale shark 
tours June through August, when the giant 
fish migrate through the region. They also of-
fer bird-watching tours that include a peek at 
the 40,000 flamingos that visit May through 
October, as well as trips to the turtle nesting 
grounds from May to September. Those who 
want to explore the island on their own can 
rent one of Xaloc’s bikes or golf carts. We de-
cide our own two feet will work just as well, 
since the island is only a quarter-mile wide at 
the shortest point and 25 miles long.

The center of island activity is Isla Holbox 
village, a 10-minute walk from Xaloc Resort 
and the other small hotels along the beach. 

The country’s best offshore 
destinations offer eco-

tourism excursions 
and pristine beaches.

By Jennifer Goldstein
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Spectacular views 
from the beach 

at Garrafon Natural 
Reef Park

Swimming with whale 
sharks near Isla Holbox
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Travel   Mexico

 Laced with sandy lanes where stray 
dogs run alongside bicycles, golf carts and 
scooters, the village has about a dozen  
restaurants and a few shops and tour opera-
tors. One night, we enjoy grilled lobster and 
a bottle of wine at Viva Zapata near the cen-
ter plaza; the next we go for fried red snap-
per at beachfront Faro Viejo restaurant. The 
food isn’t spectacular, but then again, Isla Hol-
box isn’t about the food. It’s about enjoying 
nature, savoring empty beaches and getting 
away from everyone (especially Americans, 
as we run into very few during our visit).

After getting up close and personal with 
wildlife, we move on to our next Mexican 
island, Isla Mujeres. It’s about two hours 
by car to Puerto Juarez, where a ferry takes 
us to the tiny island 8 miles off the coast 
of Cancun. (If you skip Isla Holbox, Puerto 
Juarez is only a 30-minute drive from Can-
cun International Airport.)

When the ferry docks at Isla Mujeres, we 
can make out high-rise hotels on the horizon, 
but we can also tell Isla Mujeres will be noth-
ing like Cancun’s bacchanalian playground. 
The port is situated in a small but bustling vil-

lage of tourist shops and family-owned res-
taurants. There are still golf carts and scoot-
ers aplenty, but here taxis accompany them 
on the modern (read: paved) roads.

Coming from Isla Holbox where it would 
be easy to go a whole day without talking to 
another person, we’re not yet ready for the 
friendly locals hawking golf cart rentals and 
cold drinks. We hail a taxi and secretly hope 
our destination, Casa de los Sueños, isn’t in 
the bustling village center. Luckily, our driver 
heads south on the island’s main road.

About 10 minutes later we arrive at what 
looks to be a tiny stucco building nestled in 
a quiet garden. But when the wooden door 
slides open, we find ourselves in a spacious, 
tiled courtyard with sunken couches, a cobalt 
blue infinity pool and an open-air view of the 
Caribbean’s crystal blue water.

Casa de los Sueños hardly feels like a ho-
tel: The place is quiet with no other guests in 
sight. But a manager appears out of nowhere 
and explains that’s the point: to offer a place 
that visitors can treat like a home. I’ve often 
heard other hotels describe themselves in a 
similar manner, but at Casa de los Sueños, we 

COnTInuEd FROM PAGE 88

COnTInuEd On PAGE 92

ph
O

tO
 c

O
u

rt
es

y 
O

f 
Je

ev
yl

 v
il

la

The pool at 
Xaloc Resort 

One night, we enjoy grilled 
lobster and a bottle of 

wine at Viva Zapata near 
the center plaza; the 

next we go for fried red 
snapper at beachfront 
Faro Viejo restaurant.

PhIladelPhIa STyle      PhillyStyleMag.com90



FULL 
PAGE 

AD
PhillyStyleMag.com      NoveMBer 2007 91



Largest Selection of Diamonds 
& Mountings in Philadelphia

Corner of 8th & Chestnut Streets 
Philadelphia, PA 19106

Visit our website....nationalwatch.com
(215) 627-WATCH

N.W.E. is not an official Rolex jeweler   

Pre-Owned Rolex • Cartier • Breitling & More!

• Over 300 Rolex in stock • Watch & Jewelry Repair
• Diamond Dials & Bezels • One Year Guarantee

PhilaStyle_06-12.qxp  12/28/06  1:39 PM  Page 1

Travel   Mexico

really do feel welcome and relaxed. There’s a bar where we can 
make our own drinks; the hotel rooms have names like “Joy” and 
“Serenity” rather than numbers; and we don’t even get a room key 
(the hotel isn’t open to the public so the rooms don’t have locks).

A quick walk through breezy crayon-colored hallways 
brings us to our room. We loved Xaloc Resort’s rustic charm, 
but we decide the air conditioning, Frette linens and private 
terrace aren’t so bad either. We spend the rest of the afternoon 
sunning on the hotel’s private dock. And although we eye the 
hotel’s kayaks and snorkeling equipment, the most adventur-
ous thing we do all day is take lunch at the beachside restau-
rant without bothering to put on shoes.

After two days of lounging, wanderlust takes hold and we bor-
row hotel bicycles to explore the island. A 10-minute ride takes us 
to Garrafon natural Reef Park, a few acres on the island’s south-
ern tip dotted with Seussian sculptures in bright primary colors. 
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The infinity pool 
at Casa de los 
Sueños Resort
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And although we eye the 
hotel’s kayaks and snorkeling 

equipment, the most adventurous 
thing we do all day is take lunch at 
the beachside restaurant without 

bothering to put on shoes.
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Although the sculpture park is closed, we stay a while to watch 
as dozens of iguanas, some as big as dogs, roam over the rocky 
ground looking for scraps tourists have left behind. We hop back 
on the bikes and ride north along the coast, passing local neigh-
borhoods and the remains of an old salt mine that’s become a big 
brackish hole in the blanket of mangroves, palms and pines. 

MIAMI MEETS MEXICO The next day, we bid the tranquil 
southern end of the island goodbye and head north to our fi nal 
destination, Hotel Secreto. We expect another Mexican-tiled sanc-
tuary like Casa de los Sueños, but instead fi nd a sleek all-white 
hotel that’s more South Beach than Mayan. There are only nine 
rooms, so we know we’ll be able to maintain our Zen state. But after 
three days with no phones or televisions, we’re happy to fi nd that 
our room has both those amenities. It also has a view of the Carib-
bean and a balcony overlooking an infi nity pool ringed with loung-
es sheathed in white terry cloth. We decide to leave the balcony’s 
sliding doors open so we can listen to the waves. 

during our stay, we enjoy the pool and the secluded beach, leav- ph
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Hotel Secreto’s 
feel is more Miami 
than Mexico.
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Although I fi nd a gauzy Mexican 
peasant top that could easily pass for 
Michael Kors, the best discovery ends 
up being pizza—yes, pizza—at Pizza 

Rolandi’s on Avenida Hidalgo. 
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W hen it comes to shopping and dining advice, 
many tourist guides can do you wrong. (We 

won’t go into the time we wound up eating barbe-
cued crickets at a bar in Montana.) After many, many 
vacation fiascoes, STYLE’s well-traveled staffers have 
found a reliable source in EatShopGuides.com.

The sleek and colorful Web site features shop-
ping and dining guides for 13 cities including Phil-
adelphia—all compiled from old school, shoe-
leather research. Dozens of locally owned estab-
lishments are listed for each city, so check out the 
site to prepare for your next vacation or to dis-
cover some Philly finds that may have flown under 
your radar. For more information, visit EatShop 
Guides.com. —Brynn Kushner

GReaT GuIdeS

ing for a few hours each day to explore the village’s shops and 
restaurants. Although I find a gauzy Mexican peasant top that 
could easily pass for Michael Kors, the best discovery ends up be-
ing pizza—yes, pizza—at Pizza Rolandi’s on Avenida Hidalgo. 

Since we can’t very well send a postcard home raving about 
pizza, we rent a golf cart on our last day to get away from the 
tourist-catering village and find some authentic Mexican food. 
After visiting a sea turtle farm and stopping at a roadside stand 
for cocos frios (basically chilled coconuts with a straw stuck in 
them), we pull up to the beachside Playa Lancheros restaurant. 
There we order Pescado Tikin-xic, fresh red snapper marinated 
in an achiote paste-infused orange sauce then cooked over an 
open flame. As we sit in the sun and gaze out at the aqua bay, 
we decide that the beach, the view and the sweet and spicy cui-
sine are definitely worth writing home about. For information 
on all hotels, visit MexicoBoutiqueHotels.com. n
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