MEXICO

romancing
the riviera
On the edge of the Caribbean Sea, Mexico’s Riviera Maya is the
stuff of honeymoon dreams, with pampering hotels, palm-fringed
beaches and once-in-a-lifetime adventures.
by SARAH LEWIS

A
“

re you on your
honeymoon?” asks the
taxi driver, as we pull
out of Cancun Airport.
Simon and I laugh and
reply that we’re just
on a holiday. “Aah, a
practice honeymoon,” says our driver,
winking in the rear-vision mirror.
It’s a question we’ll be asked at
every turn over the next week,
from hotel concierges to snorkelling
guides, and it’s not without good
reason: Mexico’s Riviera Maya is the
stuff of honeymoon dreams.
From the throbbing nightlife of
Cancun to the wildlife encounters
of the Caribbean Sea, the sun-kissed
tip of the Yucatán Peninsula spoils
all comers.
CANCUN’S MILD SIDE
Scared off by images of booze-fueled
spring-breakers and Girls Gone Wild,
we’ve opted for a one-night stay in
Cancun. It’s a decision, surprisingly,
that we come to regret. We’ve come
in August, when the city is blissfully
free of the college crowds, and the
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streets and bars are populated with
a smattering of locals, rather than
hoards of tanked tourists.
Located at the tip of the Zona
Hotelera (Cancun’s bustling hotel
strip), the Fiesta Americana Grand
Coral Beach (fiestamericanagrand.
com) clings to the coast, offering jawdropping views over the Caribbean
Sea. Clearly built with ‘bigger is better’
in mind, this 602-room behemoth is all
90s-style marble and rich mahogany
accents. It’s a tad dated for sure, but
conscientiously clean. Our palatial
suite far out-sizes our apartment
back home – the bathroom alone is
the size of most city studios. By the
time we’ve rummaged around the
minibar and flung the contents of our
suitcases across the room, the hotel’s
restaurants are shutting up shop for
the night. We venture out for pork
tacos from a nearby street vendor,
then snap up a bottle of tequila and
grapefruit sodas from the 24-hour
drugstore for DIY Palomas back
in our suite.
Jetlag sees me jumping out of bed
at sunrise the next day, throwing

open the curtains and nudging
Simon to come and take in the view.
Below us lies the resort’s threetiered swimming pool, complete with
waterfalls and a trio of swim-up bars.
Loungers line the stretch of sugarwhite beach, and a pontoon beckons
30 metres offshore. The aquamarine
waters are the bluest I’ve seen,
and the island of Isla Mujeres can
be spotted in the distance. By
7am we’ve joined the other eager
holidaymakers staking out a claim for
the sunloungers on the beach. We
swim out to the pontoon and float
around for a while, then head back
in for breakfast.
Nothing puts you in holiday mode
quite like a breakfast buffet with
all-you-can-drink margaritas. Plates
piled with quesadillas and tostadas,
we kick back in the sun and take it in
turns to visit the bar. If it weren’t for
our midday ferry trip, we could have
happily lolled about here all day.
Instead, we head to the nearby pier
and board the Ultramar catamaran
for Isla Mujeres, arriving at the ‘Island
of Women’ 30 minutes later. »

PHOTOGRAPHY: SIMON GAMBONI

WHITSUNDAYS

Fiesta Americana Grand Coral Beach, Cancun
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ISLAND TIME
From our relatively sanitised stay on
Cancun, Isla Mujeres instantly feels
more authentic. Open-air, sandyfloored restaurants line the beach,
tempting us with lobster and dirtcheap cerveza (beer). We wander
from the pier to our hotel at Playa
Norte, the northern tip of the island.
A contemporary condo with a beach
restaurant and cool central pool,
Privilege Aluxes (privilegehotels.
com) is our base for the next two
nights. Lovers of a good soak, we’ve
chosen the honeymoon suite for its
ocean-view Jacuzzi on the balcony.
(Our taxi driver would be proud.)
We spend the first afternoon
swilling frozen margaritas in the
pool, then dining on fish tacos and
guacamole at the beach eatery.
But our main reason for this island
pit-stop is to swim with whale sharks.
Between July and October, these
aquatic giants gather offshore for a
plankton feeding frenzy. Early the
next morning, we head to the pier to
join a tour with Isla Mujeres Whale
Sharks (islawhalesharks.com), lead
by the affable Rimoun.
The hour-long, bone-jarring boat
ride is rewarded with one of the most
mind-blowing experiences of my life.
Our speedboat pulls up with around
40 other boats, and my first thought
is that this is going to be a bit of a
fizzer, jostling for an encounter with
perhaps a handful of whale sharks.
I needn’t have worried: there are at
least 200 of the four-metre beasts
in the surrounding waters, gliding
through the sea with a gracefulness
that’s at odds with their sturdy,
prehistoric appearance. Two at a
time, we take it in turns to swim with
these creatures. The first time one
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sails towards us, metre-wide mouth
agape, I feel sure it’s going to swallow
us whole. While the whale sharks
hover close to the surface, below us
manta rays the size of dining tables
glide by. It’s awe-inspiring stuff.
On the way back to shore, we
stop at a pristine beach for shrimp
ceviche and cervezas in the sun.
Here, among the luxury yachts and
tanned bods, the scene feels more
Mediterranean than Mexican. Back
at the hotel, we slip into the Jacuzzi
and watch a storm roll over the sea,
and then head out for a dinner of
cochinita pibil (spiced slow-braised
pork) and chicken tacos with
chipotle cream.
HISTORIC HAUNTS
The next day, we catch the ferry back
to Cancun, collect a hire car and
head for Chichen Itza. A two-hour
drive from Cancun, this majestic
Mayan site dates back to the 6th
century. At its heart is El Castillo, a
towering pyramid built as a temple
to Kukulkan, the Feathered Serpent
god. Nearby is the majestic Temple
of the Warriors and the eerie
Tzompantli, or Skull Table, where
the heads of enemies and sacrificial
victims were impaled on spikes. Far
less intimidating are the crumbling
remains of an ancient marketplace.
Along its fringes, stalls offer pottery,
statues and silver jewellery, and we
stop to snap up brightly coloured
ceramics and cute cotton dresses.
Heading back to the coast, we
pause in the pastel-pretty town of
Valladolid, where our musings over
the fading grandeur of the centuriesold Santa Ana Cathedral are broken
by the sounds of Swedish House
Mafia belting out of a pick-up truck.

BEACHSIDE BLISS
We drive on to the coastal town
of Tulum, best known for its ecochic cabanas and yoga retreats.
Adults-only abode The Beach Hotel
(thebeach-tulum.com) has perfected
the art of barefoot luxury, with suites
of whitewashed walls and thatched
roofs, and a postcard-perfect beach
dotted with daybeds.
Come sunset we’re on the hunt
for Tulum’s hottest restaurant,
Hartwood (hartwoodtulum.com), set
in the jungle at the end of the hotel
strip. The brainchild of New Yorkers
Eric Werner and Mya Henry, this
green-minded eatery runs entirely
on solar power. Tables are topped
with lanterns, incense attempts – yet
fails – to keep the bugs at bay, and the
food comes from a bare-bones open
kitchen with a giant wood-burning
stove. We kick off with chilli-spiked
margaritas and lime-cured shrimp,
before tucking into charry curls of
octopus and fall-apart pork ribs.
We’re here during turtle-hatching
season, and all beachfront properties
have a lights-out policy after dark so
as not to confuse the newborns. It
would have been handy to know that
before we ventured out for dinner
sans torch or directions. Instead,
we wander back along the pitchblack beach trying to spot our hotel.
The lanterns at Ziggy’s Restaurant
beckon, so we hightail it to the bar
for strawberry daiquiris and games of
pool, where Simon lets me ‘win’ if
I sink more than four balls.
We’d expected more of a nightlife
from this hotspot, but instead find
ourselves back in our room by 8.30pm,
pouring tequilas, running a bath, and
watching Harry Potter on the laptop
from the comfort of the tub.
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“Here, among the luxury yachts and tanned bods, the scene
feels more Mediterranean than Mexican”.
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We’re up bright and early to
explore the region’s cenotes, a
series of limestone caves and
freshwater sinkholes that pockmark the peninsula. Had Mauricio
of Mexican Caribbean Kitesurf
(mexicancaribbeankitesurf.com) told
us we’d be diving through caves and
under mangroves when we signed
on for his stand-up paddle-boarding
tour, I think we would have politely
declined. But such is the easygoing
charm of Mauricio, who ditched an
international business degree in
Barcelona to kickstart his kitesurfing
school, that Simon and I find ourselves
in the middle of Casa Cenote jumping
off our boards and donning snorkels.
Mauricio describes an underwater
highway that weaves its way through
the rocks and metres-long mangrove
roots. We gamely follow him as
he dives deep under the surface,
dodging stalagmite-like root systems
before popping up in a gap for air.
After a handful of dives, we’re in the
thick of the forest, the clear skies of
the cenote hidden from sight.
Following our daring dive, Mauricio
treats us to lunch at Taqueria Honore.
At this rustic street stall, tortillas are
pressed by hand, then grilled and
filled with suckling pig, braised turkey
and barbecued beef. Hands-down,
they are the best tacos of the trip.
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Sated, we spend the afternoon
exploring the Tulum ruins, a collection
of clifftop temples overlooking the
pellucid Caribbean Sea.
ISLAND TIME
PARADISE FOUND
Our final port of call is Esencia
(mrandmrssmith.com/au/luxuryhotels/esencia), a boutique hotel
just south of Playa del Carmen on
the way back to Cancun. En route
we stop at the turtle sanctuary of
Akumal. We join a tour of Yak Ku
Lagoon and bob above scores of
giant turtles as they slowly munch on
sea grass. Face-down in the water,
noises are dulled and time seems
to slow in the presence of these
beauties. It’s a serene, otherworldly
experience.
We’ve saved the best hotel for last,
having taken the advice of travel
experts Mr & Mrs Smith to book
a stay at Esencia. The one-time
holiday home of an Italian countess,
this ravishing retreat boasts a
clutch of whitewashed villas dotted
among lush tropical gardens. At
the centre of the resort is a pair of
pools, flanked by palm trees and
sunloungers. Beyond this lies Xpu-Ha
Beach, a deserted curve of sand
lapped by the turquoise sea. Our
first-floor villa boasts a private plunge
pool and an outdoor terrace. Inside,

a sumptuous king bed takes pride
of place in the sleek all-white room.
A bottle of Mexican wine is at the
ready, so we slip into the pool and
sip away until dinnertime.
Meals at open-air restaurant Sal Y
Fuego are laidback-luxe affairs, with
polished waiters and a smart-casual
dress code. In the candlelit space,
we dine on chargrilled tuna and
Yucatán-style prawns, prepared by
award-winning chef Bernardo. Herbs
and vegetables come courtesy of
the hotel’s abundant kitchen garden,
and bread is baked fresh each day.
Afterwards, we retreat to the privacy
of our villa, clutching board games
and DVDs from the concierge’s
well-stocked library.
On our last morning we savour
huevos rancheros by the pool, before
claiming one of the thatched cabanas
on the beach. The talc-soft sand is
crisscrossed with the scrambled
journeys of baby turtles who’ve
hatched the night before. Some have
wandered off course; a few of the
lucky ones have made a beeline for
the sea. We’re told that those who
survive their journey around the
Atlantic will make their way back
to this beach to nest in 20 years’
time. Such is the allure of Esencia,
something tells me we’ll be plotting
our own return, too.
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Mexican
weddings
THE BEACH HOTEL
Weddings at The Beach are
relaxed affairs, with ceremonies
conducted on the sand and
alfresco receptions held at
Ziggy’s Restaurant. There’s
accommodation for up to 85
people at the hotel and sister
property Cabanas Tulum. Take
your pick of a traditional Mayan
blessing or a symbolic ceremony,
and a range of package options
for every budget.
The Beach Hotel

The holiday home of an Italian countess,
this ravishing retreat boasts a clutch of
villas dotted among tropical gardens.

Esencia
Wedding at
the Beach Hotel

ESENCIA
If money is no object, Esencia
beckons for a blissful beach
wedding. From an intimate
elopement in a luxury villa to a
lavish beach reception for 200
people, this boutique retreat can
cater to events of all shapes and
sizes. Sublime spa treatments,
fine wines and world-class dining
up the luxe factor. A personal
wedding coordinator is on hand
to assist with all of the finer
details.
THE FINE PRINT
• A civil wedding ceremony is the
only one legally valid in Mexico,
but you can arrange a religious
service or blessing at another time.
• You don’t require a tourist visa
to visit Mexico but you will need
a USA visa waiver (apply online)
if you enter Mexico via the USA.
• You’ll need passports, your
Mexican entry cards issued at
the airport and a copy of your
birth certificate – and if divorced,
your divorce certificates.
• Four adult witnesses must be
present and also have their birth
certificates with them.
• A certified translator in
Australia should translate all
documents into Spanish.
• It is a requirement that blood
tests and a chest X-ray are done
in Mexico at least a few days
before the ceremony.

Tulum

Santa Ana Cathedral,
Valladolid
The Beach Hotel

SPECIAL OFFER
Book a stay at Esencia with
Mr & Mrs Smith and receive a
complimentary cocktail each
and a snorkelling trip for two.
For more boutique hotels
on the Riviera Maya, visit
mrandmrssmith.com/destinations/
mexico/riviera-maya
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