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Dedication

I dedicate this book to my spouse, Hazel, who blessed my life 
by instigating this particular adventure, and has blessed it con-
tinually by being my companion on many other adventures for 
more years than she might like to count; to my brand-spanking 
new grandson, Anderson, who is sure to be a blessing to future 
generations; and to my late Rescue Golden, Brewster, who was 
indeed a blessing to all he touched. 

A Mayan Adventure
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Introduction

For more than a decade, my spouse, Hazel had threat-
ened to make me visit some of the Maya sites on the 

Yucatán. She had been there previously on a school trip. So, 
when she retired in January, 2012, she figured the time was 
ripe. Since I was unemployed, there seemed to be no excuse 
not to go.

Hazel spent much of the fall, when she wasn’t finishing up 
her work, reading Yucatán travel guides, plotting our itiner-
ary, working on trip logistics, and finding affordable lodging.

We broke the trip into three sections. We would spend our 
first few days on the island of Cozumel, checking out the sites 
and investigating the small Maya site on that island. Then we 
were to head over to the mainland to Chichén Itzá, a rather 
large and well developed Maya site in the middle of the 
Yucatán. Finally, we would go to Mérida, a large city in the 
western Yucatán, which had been the seat of the provincial 
government and which was close enough to another large 
Maya site at Uxmal for us to visit in a day trip.

The following pages give a flavor of our trip. I excerpt-
ed the text from four letters I wrote my mother after we 
had returned.

Map of the Yucatán peninsula
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Cozumel

Day 1 — Getting to Cozumel and Settling In

We were due to fly out on Wednesday, January 25, but 
the flight was something like 6 a.m. We didn’t see 

how we were likely to make it to the airport early enough 
to be frisked and get on the plane at such an ungodly hour. 
So we headed into town the evening before and holed up at 
a hotel near the airport. We had dinner there and went to 
bed. Then they woke us at an ungodly hour and packed us 
onto a shuttle bus, along with some flight attendants and a 
pilot or two, and got us to the airport in good time.

Our flight was down to Atlanta, from which we caught a 
second airplane to Cozumel, which is a small island off the 
east coast of the Yucatán peninsula. We arrived in Cozumel 
around noon local time. So, in theory, we had oodles of time 
to look around. In practice we were already worn out, having 
been up since 3 or 4 a.m. Cozumel time.

We did, however, look around a bit once we settled in. We 
stayed at a place called Hacienda San Miguel, which was a 
block from the sea and several blocks north of the town cen-
ter. Hacienda San Miguel was a typical hacienda style, I sup-
pose, with a central courtyard/garden and rooms around on 
three sides. It was a beautiful little garden. Our room was 
lovely as well. They added a few decorational flourishes, such 
as fashioning the wash cloth into a swan figure. I took rather             
a nice picture of that.

Swallow in the sunset. Cozumel is known as the island of the seallows
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Anyway, we settled in and then went out to see the town a 
bit. It turns out that the principal city, San Miguel de Cozumel 
is a prime tourist trap. Lots of Caribbean and Gulf cruise 
ships dock there. Everyday, we would see several new ones 
show up; in the evening, we’d see then head back out to sea. 
The passengers on these ships spend the day buying Cuban 
cigars, duty free jewelery, trinkets, and so forth. So, as you 
walk down the street, people are standing on the sidewalk 
trying to entice you inside their lairs. We quickly learned 
to cross over to the side of the street next to the sea. There 
wasn’t a beach per se, mostly a limestone stretch, then water. 
We’d see pelicans and other water birds on the limestone, so 
walking on that side not only provided prime picture taking 
opportunities, but also avoided all the shills.

We found a nice restaurant, La Candela, on a side street, and 
even though it was only 2:30 p.m. when we found it, we de-
cided to have dinner. I had some Mayan fish dish (a filet of 
some white fish on a banana leaf covered in a reddish sauce) 
and flan for desert. It was great. Hazel says the waiter appre-
ciated my trying to speak Spanish to him, which in my case 
was mostly por favor and gracias. She, of course, could just 
babble away like a native, or so it sounded to me.

I did have some issues with the language. It seemed to me 
that I should speak the language of the people, but basically, 
in the primitive part of my brain, that seemed to mean “speak 
foreign”. Well foreign to me is French. So, then I’d ask Hazel 
how one says “combien coûte en Espagnol”, and she’d get 
confused, because she would have to do a double translation. 

In the end, I did learn a few new phrases, and mostly, could 
figure out numbers larger than 10.

We did manage to last a few more hours, long enough to 
watch the sun set and to have a fruit plate at another nice res-
taurant. We had thought about more dinner, but realized we 
were not up to another full meal. Our waiter was nice about 
it. Then we called it a night and went to bed early.

Day 2 — Recovery at Chankanaab

The next day, Thursday, we were still tired from the trip, 
so decided to have a “sleepy day” of it. We started with 

breakfast at the Museo de la Isla de Cozumel, i.e. the museum 
of the island. It had some exhibits on the natural history of 
the island and also some on historical events. Another nice 
feature was an upstairs patio where one could get a good 
breakfast. So we had one. Mine had something like fried 
eggs on a taco, topped with ham, peas, cheese and a light 
tomato-y sauce. Also some fried plantains. We had a nice 
view of the sea, and the food was fine as well.

Then we changed some money into pesos. It turns out that 
in Cozumel, they mostly wanted dollars. They would often 
quote a price in dollars first, then, if you insisted, in pesos. At 
other places on our trip, they mostly wanted pesos, although 
our last taxi driver, who took us to the airport in Mérida for 
our return flight, wanted dollars. Fortunately, I still had a $20 
to give him.
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Anyway, after we changed money, we bought tickets, which 
we would need on Saturday, for the bus and ferry to get from 
Cozumel to Chichén Itzá. Then we took a taxi to Chankanaab, 
a park a few miles south of the city of San Miguel de Cozumel. 
The park had a dolphin show, facilities for scuba diving and 
snorkeling, a sandy beach (the sand had to be trucked in to 
cover all the lime stone), some Mayan artifacts, stellae and 
other carvings and probably some other things. Mostly, we 
sat under a palapas, a sort of thatched umbrella and watched 
the people on the beach, read some, and got drinks from our 
personal waiter, George. At least I think that’s what he said. 
If so, he said it like we would in English, not as in Spanish, 
Hor-hay. We also watched some long-tailed black birds hop 
about the place. Whenever one would pop up in front of us, I 
would get out my camera, but by the time I had it turned on, 
the bird would disappear. Cheeky little buggars they were.

In the late afternoon, we went back into the city and spent 
some time at the Museo, learning about the island and its 
history. Then we read, watched boats, clouds and birds for 
a bit, and eventually went back to the same restaurant we’d 
visited the previous night, the one where we only had a fruit 
plate. The waiter remembered us and joked about it, but we 
promised him we were there for a real meal this time. And so 
we had one. I believe mine was called suprema pollo con mole 
poblana, which was chicken slices wrapped around spinach 
and almonds, then breaded and fried, and of course, served 
with a sauce of some kind. It was quite nice. The restaurant 
was beautiful, old fashioned chairs and tables, little lights 

wrapped around things, a bit of an open air garden and so 
forth. I rather liked it in there.

Day 3 — Exploring Cozumel

The next day, Friday, we decided to venture further 
afield on Cozumel. We got hooked up with a taxi driver 

who would drive us around the island for a few hours. Al-
legedly, he was supposed to have good English skills, but 
they weren’t apparent to me. Whatever, he was nice enough 
and we did get to see some sites.

First of all, we went to a Maya ruin, San Gervasio. It was 
the largest Maya site on Cozumel, although not a particularly 
grand one compared to some of those on the mainland. Still 
it was fun to walk around on the roads the Maya had built 
and see some of their buildings. We also saw a number of 
iguanas. There were some organized tours of the site, but we 
opted not to take any. One that was just starting was being 
led by a woman who looked like she had walked out of a 
book of Mayan history. There was also a young man who 
was all painted up and dressed up with a grand jaguar head 
dress, and lots of feathers. He was there to be photographed. 
In theory, people would stand next to him and then give 
him money. I was bad, and just snapped him from a distance 
while he was negotiating with someone else.

Anyway, we had a nice walk around the site, but probably 
took longer than we should. Our driver saw us coming out 
into the parking lot and drove up to get us. That’s good be-
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cause I’m not sure I’d previously memorized the number of 
his car or even his face. San Gervasio was in the middle of 
the island, so he took us over to the eastern side, the side 
that faces the Caribbean and which has much wilder waves 
and weather.

We drove down along the shore for a while, then stopped at 
some spot where we got out, sat under another palapas, had 
a drink and watched some swimmers. That particular beach 
was shielded from the waves by a natural limestone wall that 
jutted out into the ocean, so it was an ideal site for swimmers.

When we got back to our car, our driver told us that we didn’t 
really have enough time to complete the circuit of the island, 
so we’d have to retrace our steps. That seemed ok, although 
we would miss out on a minor Maya ruin in the southern 
portion of the island. We did stop, briefly, at another location 
for some picture taking, then, got back to the city in the ear-
ly afternoon. We had some lunch at an outdoor restaurant. 
While there, a trio of guys in guitars strolled up and started 
serenading us. I ended up giving them $3, which I guess was 
ok. I have no idea what the going rate is for strolling min-
strels. There were rather a lot around the town.

We went back to our hotel, Hacienda San Miguel, then, 
napped and read a bit. I sat out on our “front stoop” looking 
at our lovely courtyard garden. I met one of the other guests 
there. She said that rather a number of them came down 
from cold US places every year to stay at this place for a 
month of so each winter. I could see the appeal. It was a nice 

relaxing place to be, and in a city that had some interesting 
features and lots of good food. I could do without the cruise 
ships and the upscale tourist-trap shops, but in our court-
yard, all that was easily forgotten. The Hacienda San Miguel 
also has WiFi, so one could get on the internet to keep in 
touch. Hazel tells me we’ll not be able to afford that luxury, 
which is a shame. Parker Pond in the summer and Hacienda 
San Miguel in the winter would make for rather a nice life.

We wandered off in the evening to the town’s central square, 
hoping perhaps there might be something fun going on. 
They were setting up the square for Carnival, the orgy that 
takes place the week before Lent in many Latin countries 
(also New Orleans). In Cozumel, it began the Wednesday af-
ter we returned to Boston. Anyway, there didn’t seem to be 
much organized, merely fancy staging, but it was early.

We found a nice restaurant with outside tables. We sat down 
and the first thing we see is a guy standing, in front of the 
next restaurant down the block, setting up to do a fire twirl-
ing exhibition. He had a partner playing bongo drums all the 
while he was twirling and juggling his flaming batons. It was 
quite spectacular and we had a pretty good view of it all. I 
fished out some money when they finished in case they got 
up our way. But the bongo player only passed his upturned 
bongos around the restaurant immediately in front of them 
for patrons to fill.

But then, a duo with guitars wandered by and offered to sing 
a cantico romantico to Hazel. We thought that would be ok. 
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They were actually pretty good, so I gave them $2, which in 
retrospect seems kind of cheap. Then a rather seedy guy came 
by, but we told him thanks but we’d already be serenaded. 
But…then two more guys came, one kind of “mature” to 
say the least. Hazel didn’t have it in her heart to turn down 
“grandpa”, so we let them sing a song to us about Cozumel. 
They were actually pretty good, the young guy was a good 
singer and the grandpa an adequate guitarist, albeit clearly 
not in Justin’s league. So I also gave them $2 and they moved 
on. They only moved on one table, however, where a young 
man was in the process of impressing a nubile young woman. 
Basically, the young man put the two guys on retainer, so 
they sang to them (and essentially to us because we were 
only a table away) for the rest of the night. The young man 
did give them a break, so to speak, and got the waiter to bring 
them drinks.

Oh yes, one more thing, the nubile young woman had a 
miniature schnauzer in tow. It was rather a sweet dog and 
came over to meet us at one point. Since we were missing our 
dogs by then, that was rather nice. Coincidentally, I had been 
reading The Thin Man by Dashiel Hammett. The protagonists 
of that book, Nick and Nora Charles had a dog named Asta. 
In the “thin man” movies, Asta was played by a wire-haired 
fox terrier. In fact, I learned from the book that Asta was a 
miniature schnauzer.
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Chichén Itzá

Day 4 — Getting to Chichén Itzá and Settling In

S ince Cozumel is an island in the Carribean and Chichén 
Itzá is in the middle of the Yucatán peninsula, we had 

to get across the water, then inland. The plan was to take a 
ferry boat across the water to Playa del Carmen and catch 
a bus there into the center of Yucatán to Chichén Itzá. The 
problem was, the ferry left at 7 a.m. and the bus from Playa 
del Carmen at 8. In theory we’d have just enough time to 
make it, the ferry took only about 30 minutes.

So, we asked the people at Hacienda San Miguel to give us a 
wake up call at 6:00 a.m. and also to provide us with some 
breakfast. We got nervous, however, and got ourselves up at 
5:30 a.m. When no breakfast had appeared by 6:10, Hazel 
sent me off to ask the concierge to provide it. The office, 
however, was completely dark and I presumed it to be empty. 
So I just went back to our room and gathered up Hazel. We 
figured if we hustled, we could walk to the ferry if we began 
immediately. We left around 6:15 a.m. As we snuck out the 
main gate, the concierge woke up and stuck his head out the 
office window and asked if we wanted a taxi. We said that 
would be nice, so waited on the street for a few minutes for 
one to show. The ride was only about 3 blocks and cost us 
only about 15 pesos, to which I added a $1 tip (equivalent to 
an additional 12 pesos — an 80% tip!).

Grand Pyramid at Chichén Itzá
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We were at the ferry in good time. It was a bit late getting 
off, however, not leaving until around 7:10 or a bit later. 
That seemed ok still. But we ran into some problems get-
ting off at Playa del Carmen when we arrived there at 7:45. 
They wouldn’t let us have our bags, which they’d taken when 
we got on the ship and stowed in the hold. Rather we had 
to wait in line to have them check our bags and the tickets 
thereon to make sure we weren’t absconding with someone 
else’s baggage. I guess that’s a good thing under normal cir-
cumstances, but we were a bit pressed for time and had only 
a vague idea as to where we were to find the bus station.

Whatever, we did finally get our bags and headed off at a 
quick trot up the hill and across the main square of Playa del 
Carmen in search of the bus station. Hazel, figuring I was 
more fit for trotting, sent me on ahead and she followed as 
best she could. Fortunately, she’d been giving the dogs their 
afternoon walk for the previous several weeks, so had become 
a bit more fit. Anyway, I managed the three or four blocks 
ok and got to the bus station while the bus was still loading. 
Shortly thereafter, Hazel showed up; we both got on and 
breathed a sigh of relief.

The ride to Chichén Itzá was a long one. There were several 
stops along the way, a Maya ruin at Cobá and a small city, 
Valladolid. At the latter place, we got to have a potty break as 
well. About the dirtiest potty I’ve seen in a while. Allegedly, 
it had running water, but was no where near so clean as the 
“out houses” in the national parks in Utah (whatever other 

faults Mormons might have, they do, at least, keep clean 
out houses).

The bus dropped us off at the visitors’ center at Chichén Itzá. 
Our hotel was around on the other side of the park, however, 
so we had to hail a cab to get us there. Our hotel, Villas Ar-
queológicas Chichén Itzá was quite nice. The rooms were situ-
ated around a central court that had a small swimming pool 
and a little covered dining area. We were wiped out, so we 
had some lunch in the court and then had a bit of a nap. Ha-
zel found that our room had a nice cool bench by a window 
overlooking a nice grassy area with palm trees. So she liked 
sitting there, reading and watching the birds outside.

Around 3 or 3:30 p.m. we shook off our sloth and headed 
the ¼ mile to the Chichén Itzá site. They close down around 
5 p.m., so we just had a little time to look around. On the 
other hand, by going in so late, we got in free. We walked 
around the main site, which consists of a huge pyramid and 
the world’s largest court for the style of ball the Maya played. 
There were a few late afternoon tours going on, so we caught 
a bit of chatter here and there. Also we discovered that the 
paths up to the site were heavily lined with tables of “souve-
nirs”, genuine Maya artifacts made in China. We could tell 
that a few of the carvings might be authentic, because we 
saw some people actually carving things before our eyes. But 
the uniformity of the goods displayed pretty much indicated 
a fairly common source. Our guide the next day confirmed 
that much of it came from China. Kinda sad.
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We got back to our hotel around 5 for dinner. We were to 
head back to the site for the sound and light show in the 
evening; but first a bit of dinner.

We had our dinner on the covered part of the court yard, 
next to the pool. While we ate, we were entertained by three 
people dressed in Maya garb, doing dances that might be 
more-or-less authentic. We’ve no way to know about that. 
The people looked authentic anyway and the dances were 
fun to watch. They did a sort of tap dance with a bottle bal-
anced on their heads. Then, they put a tray with bottles and 
glasses on their heads and danced some more. A couple of 
the glasses fell over and spilled out some contents when they 
finished the dances and removed the trays from their heads 
(perhaps on purpose?), so it seemed like they really were bal-
ancing things properly. Whatever, it was fun. I tried taking 
pictures, at least one of which is ok.

After dinner, we went back to the site for the sound and light 
show. We had to walk across the site to the main entrance to 
buy our tickets. It was a bit scary walking through the, mostly 
empty, site in the gathering gloom, but we made it ok. There 
were a few vendors still breaking down their tables and put-
ting away their wares. When we got to the other entrance 
to buy our tickets, we came to a closed gate. The gate was to 
keep people outside the site from getting in, of course, but it 
also kept us from getting outside to buy our tickets. Eventu-
ally, someone came up and let us out so we could go to the 
ticket booth.

The sound and light show was rather a bust. We sat on chairs 
facing the main central pyramid and they had various col-
ored lights illuminate it. The sound track that went along 
with the lights wasn’t all that well coordinated with the 
changes in light colors, as far as I could tell. It was basically 
a melodramatic lecture about Mayan life…or so I gather, it 
was in Spanish. Hazel found it boring, and I didn’t find the 
lights all that interesting, so we got up and left about half 
way through. The sound and light show had featured promi-
nently in one of the books I read on the trip and it sounded 
like it would be rather fun. I guess the book’s author took 
some liberties, which makes sense. Stories are more interest-
ing if you embellish things, huh? Anyway, we went back to 
our hotel, asked for a 7:30 a.m. wake up call and went to bed.

Day 5 parte uno — Exploring Chichén Itzá

I guess wake-up calls aren’t always a high priority in Mex-
ico, because we failed to get one again. It didn’t much 

matter. We got ourselves up around 7 a.m. We went to the 
front desk and asked them if they could find us a guide to 
take us over the site, then went for a buffet-style breakfast, 
since our guide wasn’t to show up before 8:30 or 9.

Our guide was named Victor. Hazel said he’d grown up 
speaking Mayan, then learned Spanish and finally English. 
His English was good and his knowledge was detailed. He 
was most excellent. Our time with Victor was one of the 
highlights of the trip.



 ~ 20 ~ ~ 21 ~

He showed us quite a lot more of the site than we had seen 
in our quick perusal the night before. Talked about the ball 
field and how the game was played. Showed us some amaz-
ing acoustical features of the site (if you clap in certain places 
near the main pyramid, the echo comes back sounding like a 
bird chirp. If you clap in the middle of the ball field, there are 
exactly seven echoes back and forth that you will hear). He 
also had some pictures to show us what the pyramid would 
look like at certain times of year.

The Maya were rather accomplished astronomers, so the 
pyramids were oriented to take advantage of certain peri-
odic astronomical events. Each year, at the Vernal and Au-
tumnal equinoxes, the rising sun lights the pyramid with a 
thin zig-zag running up the pyramid’s steps to simulate a 
snake, which was a sacred animal to the Maya. Other build-
ings were oriented so that the moon and major planets were 
centered in or shone through windows they had strategically 
placed. Personally, I can’t imagine doing those kinds of cal-
culations without benefit of calculus.

The ball court was long and thin, about 500 feet long and 
perhaps 200 feet wide. The point of the game was to direct a 
12-pound solid rubber ball through a small ring set some 15 
to 20 feet up on the wall. The players couldn’t use their hands, 
feet or heads to direct the balls, only their upper arms and 
hips. The captains of each team stood on platforms about 8 
feet high on each side of the field. Their teammates tried to 
get the ball to them in such a way that the captains could di-
rect the balls through the rings. The rings themselves weren’t 

very large, not much larger than the size of a basket ball. I 
gather the games could last for hours, or perhaps days. Even-
tually, someone would get the ball through the ring and the 
game ended. Legend isn’t clear whether the winners of los-
ers were the ones sacrificed at the end of the game. Victor 
seemed to think the winning captain. There were carvings 
along the walls depicting various winning captains. It’s sort 
of like how baseball parks will have the numbers of their hall-
of-fame players displayed around the walls of the park, but 
fortunately for Brooks Robinson and Carl Yastrzemski, they 
didn’t get sacrificed at the ends of their illustrious careers.

Victor also showed us some other sites. Some amazing carv-
ings on the temple of the jaguars, the temple of 1000 col-
umns and a huge cenote, a natural well that opened up when 
the limestone collapsed into a hole in the basic structure of 
the surrounding rocks. Victor also had enough sense to re-
member to take a picture of Hazel and me with the pyramid 
in the background. His fee was something like 600 pesos, but 
I gave him $60, which is about 20% more, and he didn’t seem 
to mind. That was good, because I’m not sure if we had 600 
pesos at the time.
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Mérida

Day 5 parte dos — travel to Mérida

So, we went back to our hotel shortly after noon and had 
some lunch. Then we took a taxi over to the main park 

entrance and awaited the bus that was to take us to our next 
stop, Mérida, a large city on the western (Gulf) coast of the 
Yucatán. The bus took its time showing up, but eventually 
did and we made it to Mérida around 4:30 p.m.

We lounged around our hotel, La Casa de las Colomnas for a 
while, then, headed off to find some food around 6 p.m. We 
were fairly far from the center of town, ten or fifteen blocks. 
We didn’t want to go all that far, and after a bit found a small 
plaza with what appeared to be an acceptable place to eat. 
Perhaps it was listed in Hazel’s guide book, so she knew how 
to find it. I can’t remember.

Whatever, we got there. The place didn’t seem very busy when 
we got there, but likely we were early for the normal dinner 
custom. We were a bit worried about money and asked if they 
took dollars, travelers’ checks or credit cards. They didn’t take 
any of them. By the time we’d negotiated that, however, I’d 
looked at the menu prices enough to decide that we probably 
had enough pesos to get by. With luck we’d get more pesos 
in the morning. We had a nice dinner. They were watching 
some weird monster robot movie on their giant screen TV, 
so we watched along. It was rather a fun experience. The total 

Façade of Casa de Montejo, showing conquistadore trampling the Maya
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bill, including tip was less than 250 pesos, which is about 
$20. Wow, you can’t eat for that around Reading.

Afterward, we walked back to our hotel through the darken-
ing streets of the evening. It felt a bit creepy, but fortunately, 
nothing bad happened and we got back to Casa de las Colom-
nas without any problems. Las Colmnas was a nice enough 
place except that the light wasn’t so hot in the room. It was a 
bit dark for reading before bed. We coped.

Day 6 — In and around Mérida

We arrived in Mérida much in need of converting 
more of our travelers checks to pesos. We got there 

in the late afternoon, however, so didn’t have time when we 
arrived. As I also mentioned, we had enough pesos to get us 
a dinner not too far from our hotel.

So, the next morning, Monday, January 30, our first order of 
business was to find somewhere to exchange money. After a 
light breakfast at our hotel, Casa de las Colmnas, we grabbed 
a taxi for downtown. The taxi driver took us to a casa de cam-
bio, a currency exchange booth. Our hotel said the taxi ride 
would cost only 25 pesos, but our driver only gave me 60 pe-
sos change from a 100 peso bill. Then I had to give him a tip, 
which turned out to be 10 pesos. So, it was double what the 
hotel told us, but even so, 50 pesos is only about $4. I don’t 
think you can ride a single block in Boston for a measly $4.

Anyway, back to the casa de cambio. There was a cambio in 
Cozumel, and they were happy to give us pesos in exchange 
for travelers checks. Not so in Mérida. They wouldn’t touch 
our travelers checks. They suggested we go to a bank. Perhaps 
at a different cambio, we’d have done better, but perhaps not. 
Anyway, we went off to find a bank.

The first bank we saw was Bancomer, which sounds like 
Bank of America to me, albeit in Spanish. Whatever, they 
were not interested in our dollars. Neither were they inter-
ested in our dollars at the Santander Bank. I know for a fact 
that Santander is a major international bank, headquartered 
in Spain. Why in the world would a branch of an interna-
tional bank not accept travelers checks? Well, they don’t. If 
you ever think about switching banks, I’d give a wide berth to 
Bank of America and Santander (which I think hides under 
the name of Sovereign Bank in our neck of the woods).

Anyway, we began to get desperate, but when we went into 
Scotia Bank, which based in Canada — Nova Scotia, actu-
ally — , they had no problems giving us money. So hooray 
for our Canadian friends and boo to the Spaniards (who’d 
‘uv thunk that in a Spanish-speaking country that a Spanish 
bank wouldn’t want tourist dollars?). Whatever, they gave us 
oodles of pesos, the best exchange rate we’d had to date.

Now that we had some pesos, we wanted to make sure we got 
hooked up with a tour that would take us to Uxmal, so we 
headed to the tourist bureau, Yucatán Trails, to get signed up. 
They signed us up for a bus tour that would take us to Uxmal 
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with a guide. They said they’d pick us up at our hotel the next 
morning around 9 a.m. The tour would last much of the day, 
we’d get some lunch, and get back late in the afternoon.

By now, we were worn out, so walked about a block and col-
lapsed on a bench in a small park, Parque Santiago. We hadn’t 
been there long before a young man wandered over from a 
local restaurant to chat with us. He was hoping we might 
come back to his place for lunch. In the meantime, how-
ever, he thought what we needed were some authentic Maya 
goods, not the stuff that comes from China. He explained all 
about the henequén trade (a kind of hemp) and how goods 
made from henequén had a pleasant natural odor that repelled 
mosquitoes. Furthermore, panama hats made from henequén, 
could be folded up in your pocket and pop out with their 
natural shape when you got them back out again. You could 
also wring water from the hats and they’d retain their shapes 
once you released them from the wringer. He took us off 
toward a small shopping area, Mayatown. We looked, briefly 
at the guayabera’s (a shirt you wear outside your pants, i.e. not 
tucked in) and Panama hats, but decided to wait until later. 
Besides, Hazel says I already have a guayabera, which I don’t 
wear (I never wear short-sleeved shirts anymore, I’m always 
too cold up here in Yankee land, even in July), so why would 
I need another?

Just a block or so further on from Mayatown was the central 
square (Plaza de la Independencia). We found a place to sit 
at an outdoor restaurant where we had cokes, used the sani-
tary facilities, chatted with a waiter who wanted to practice 

his English on us, and watched the pigeons. An interesting 
feature of that park is that a lot of the benches in the park 
proper had electrical outlets where people could plug in their 
laptop computers. I think they also had WiFi in the area, so 
it was a place one could do one’s computer chores. Since we’d 
left our computers at home, we didn’t much care, but it was 
interesting to watch the computer users, when we weren’t 
watching pigeons or chatting with the waiter.

Eventually, we did get bored being quite so slothful, so wan-
dered off to hire a horse-drawn carriage to show us the sites 
of Mérida. It only cost 300 pesos, including the tip (~$25). 
We had quite a nice ride around. I snapped a bunch of pic-
tures. The carriage wasn’t ideal for taking pictures, it had 
rather a large awning. I suppose that’s good for privacy, but 
not pictures. Whatever, I’m sure I got a few decent ones. One 
of these days, I’ll work through the stack.

On the way back to the Plaza de la Independencia, we had 
our driver drop us off at a Mayan restaurant for lunch. It was 
packed. It also seemed more-or-less authentic. There were 
two old women sitting in a little corner making tortillas by 
hand, and there was a tall, beautiful hostess all decked out 
in a fancy embroidered huipil and with flowers in her hair. 
Hazel could probably tell you what we had. I don’t have a 
good memory for food. It was tasty.

After lunch we went back to the Plaza de la Independencia to 
look at some of the more important buildings that surround-
ed the square. On one side was the Cathedral de San Ilde-
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fonso, which boasts the largest wooden cross in the Americas 
(or perhaps just Mexico), the Palacio de Gobierno, which has 
some public offices and also rather a number of impressive 
murals showing the history of the region, from ancient Maya 
to the present. Lots of scenes of the 1 per centers of that era 
trampling on the 99 per centers. Pretty much the story of all 
cultures, and certainly still the history of our own.

Then there was the Casa de Montejo, which housed the family 
who led the conquest and enslavement of the Maya back in 
the 16th century. One interesting feature is a carving of Sr. 
Montejo trampling on the heads of the Maya. The Maya are 
clearly screaming out in pain, and the trampler looks like he’s 
taking rather much delight in his depredations.

After the looking around, we headed off to dinner. We went 
to a garden restaurant, Portico del Peregrino. It was rather a 
nice place that seemed to have a restaurant cat. For a time 
we watched a cat climbing the stairs along one of the walls 
of the garden. Later on, we saw the cat in the hallway. The 
food was good. Since we’d already run into trouble having 
enough pesos at one time or another, and were headed off to 
Uxmal early the next day (at least at the time we thought we 
were), we wanted to conserve the pesos we had, so offered 
to pay with a credit card. Interestingly, they didn’t want a 
Master Card, but would be happy to take Visa. I had one of 
those as well. I was a bit worried about getting walloped by 
the credit card company over an currency exchange fee, but 
it turned out not to be so bad. Including the exchange fee, I 
got more pesos per dollar than we’d ever gotten at a cambio 

or bank. The dinner, including margaritas and all was only 
$37.50 for the two of us. I’m not sure when we’ve eaten so 
well so cheaply back here in the U.S.

Day 7 —  Parque Zoológico and Uxmal

We had settled nicely into Mérida the previous eve-
ning, but were now looking forward eagerly to our 

tour of Uxmal. The tour bus we had contracted the day be-
fore said they’d be picking us up at our hotel, La Casa de 
las Colomnes, at 9:00 a.m. We got ready a bit early and were 
out on the sidewalk by 8:45 a.m., waiting hopefully. After a 
while, we decided to wait inside, in the courtyard, figuring 
they’d beep or something. Along about 10 a.m., we gave up 
hope and called them. It seems that they’d goofed up on the 
reservation and had forgotten to write down the time we 
were to be going. They apologized, of course, and promised 
they’d get us for the afternoon trip and would be sure that 
we got dinner as well. So we had a free morning to fill.

What better way to fill a free morning than walk around the 
block to the Parque Zoológico? At least that seemed a good 
idea to us. It seemed like it seemed a good idea for rather 
a large number of people in charge of small children (4-ish 
in age). The place was packed with groups of small children, 
mostly in uniforms of one kind or another. Many of the girls, 
also, sported large bows in their hair. It was rather a jolly 
crowd. It was not only a zoo, but also a general play area, with 
lots of things one could climb on and a little train that made 
regular circuits through the grounds.



 ~ 30 ~ ~ 31 ~

We spent quite some time watching both the kids and the 
animals. Of note with respect to the latter was a pen that 
housed ostriches and giraffes together. One of the ostriches 
thought rather highly of himself and tried to bully one of 
the giraffes. He would ruffle his feathers all up, stick out his 
wings, and strut menacingly over toward the giraffe. The gi-
raffe, not to be pushed around would periodically lower his 
head and make butting motions back at the ostrich. There 
was also a peacock who was rather stuck on himself. He pa-
raded around in full regalia in front of anyone he could find. 
None of the other peacocks, or pea hens, seemed to show the 
least interest. I thought he was rather beautiful. I’m not sure 
what their problem was.

After a while, we sat under a tree and someone came out of 
an adjacent booth to serve us some tamales and coke. That 
was a pleasant interlude and the nourishment equipped us 
for the upcoming trip to Uxmal. Eventually, we left the park 
and headed back to La Casa de las Colmnas to get ready for 
our trip.

Around 1:30 p.m. someone showed up at our hotel and fer-
ried us to another hotel, where we got on the tour bus. There 
were eleven of us in all on the tour, plus a driver and a guide. 
The guide was an older gentleman (although at my age I 
shouldn’t judge anyone as such, he was likely no older than 
I). He told us that whenever we heard him bellowing group 
siete (seven) we were to gather around.

Uxmal is about an hour’s drive south of Mérida, so we drove 
along for quite some time. Then our guide picked up a micro-
phone and began his spiel. I think he was a bit disappointed 
to have one person on the trip who didn’t understand Span-
ish, but he was a good sport, and also had good English skills. 
So, he’d explain various things in dramatic Spanish, then re-
peat himself all over in English, pretty much with the same 
hand motions.

Uxmal seemed to be a somewhat more restored site than 
Chichén Itzá, but less commercialized. The vendors/hawkers 
were confined to the front entrance and visitors’ center. We 
were free to walk the site proper unmolested. I believe that 
the Uxmal site was also more extensive than that at Chichén 
Itzá, but it might just be that there are lots of parts of the 
latter that have yet to be excavated properly.

We walked up a hill to a large pyramid that was part of a 
large central court. I believe that for some reason, it had been 
dubbed the Nunnery. Our guide explained all the various 
carvings in the stones. There was an ‘x’ motif of some kind 
and lots of Chaac masks. Chaac is one of the central gods, the 
one who governs rain. Chaac has a long snaky nose, and if the 
nose is pointed up, the people are asking for rain and if down, 
are thanking Chaac for having sent rain. Or perhaps I got 
it backwards. Whatever, there were oodles of Chaac impres-
sions on the walls, and many smaller ones would combine to 
make a few larger ones, complete with eyes, mouth and ears. 
Rather fun.
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After viewing the courtyard, we climbed down from the 
pyramid, across a field past a “practice” ball court — much 
smaller than the one at Chichén Itzá — by a lovely columned 
building, across the field, and then ascended another large 
pyramidal structure which held the “governors palace” and 
the house of the turtles. To the southwest of this structure 
was the so-called grand pyramid. Some of our group climbed 
that, but we just walked around, admired the view and took 
oodles more pictures.

We walked back to the park entrance and regrouped around 
5 p.m. Then we walked down the road a bit to an outside 
restaurant and sat together at dinner, under a talapas. Our 
table had a middle-aged Mexican doctor and his wife, a 
more-or-less ex-pat, middle-aged Italian couple, a young 
single woman and us. They all babbled through the meal in 
Spanish. Occasionally, Hazel would tell me what they were 
discussing. It was interesting to listen, even though I didn’t 
know what they were saying. I had a sense that although the 
Italian woman was fluent, she had rather an accent. Hazel 
confirmed this to be the case.

Along about 6:30 p.m. we trooped back to the site and 
climbed up to the courtyard of the Nunnery for the sound 
and light show. Since the sound and light show at Chichén 
Itzá had been such a bust from my perspective, the light 
show was not particularly compelling in its own right and 
the performance seemed to hinge mostly on the narration, 
which of course I couldn’t understand, I decided to fork over 
the big bucks (39 pesos or about $3.50) for a set of head 

phones that would have an English translation of the talk. 
Well, that didn’t work out. For some reason, my headphones 
were defective. The sound would cut in and out, mostly out. 
Eventually, it was gone for good. My guess is the batteries 
were dead. When we turned them back in, they didn’t seem 
much to care that they didn’t work, and certainly didn’t offer 
any refund. The light show itself was much better than the 
one at Chichén Itzá, so I suppose that was a net positive. Still, 
it was mostly Spanish narration, so I had to try blanking my 
mind and just look at the pretty colors, which I didn’t man-
age all that successfully.

I suppose one benefit of my not having a clue as to what was 
going on was that I had more time than I might have had 
otherwise for gazing up at the sky. I felt rather disoriented, 
however. The stars seemed to be in all the wrong places to 
me. That’s to be expected, of course, I’d be looking at them 
from a much more southerly prospect, so things I would see 
from Reading hovering over Boston were almost overhead. 
That caused some additional problems then, because my 
neck is getting so stiff that I can’t look upward without some 
pain these days. Anyway, it was interesting to see Orion al-
most straight overhead, instead of only being about half way 
between the horizon and the zenith.

Whatever, eventually, the light show ended and we trooped 
back to our bus. We were dropped off at Casa de las Colomnas 
about 9:30. I gave the guide two 50 peso bills (about $4 each) 
for tips for him and the driver. I guess that’s ok. I never got a 
good handle as to what was considered an adequate tip down 
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there. In looking back, it seems to me that sometimes I was 
pretty generous, and sometimes not so. Part of the problem is 
having to deal with dollars sometimes, pesos other times and 
not having much sense for what is what.

Day 8 — Return to Boston

The next day, Wednesday, February 1, 2012, we were 
to fly back home. Our flight out of Mérida was at 8:30 

a.m. We got up bright and early — this time our hotel peo-
ple did manage to give us a wake-up call — and were ready 
when a taxi driver showed up for us around 7 a.m. When 
he dropped us off at the airport, he said the fare was $15, 
which was a bit of a change for Mérida. Previously, people 
there had wanted only pesos (unlike Cozumel where they all 
wanted dollars). So I gave him a $20 and he seemed happy. 
In retrospect, it’s probably not fair that he got an effectively 
larger tip than my tour guide to Uxmal. Oh well, such are 
the uncertainties of foreign travel.

Our plane from Mérida took us to Mexico City, where we 
were to catch a plane to Orlando. Then from Orlando, we’d 
finally get a plane that took us to Boston. Mexico City is a 
hideously smoggy city. You could hardly see the place as we 
flew in. I feel sorry for the people living there. They must 
have one of the highest asthma rates in the world.

Whatever, we got to Mexico City in good time. We did have 
some issues finding where to go next. We asked about three 
different people, and they each pointed us in another direc-

tion. Eventually, we found a proper check-in counter and got 
hooked up. Part of the problem was that our tickets said we 
were flying Delta, but the actual so-called Delta flight was 
operated by Aeromexico. Anyway, we got our bags rechecked, 
went through the security lines again and got to the boarding 
area in plenty of time. We figured that since we were through 
security, we could get some water to drink. Normally, that’s 
ok, but not in Mexico apparently. As we were boarding the 
plane, there was an additional security check and our water 
was confiscated. So we had to fly all the way to Orlando 
with only the cup of ice containing a few drops of ginger ale 
that the flight attendants doled out. I tried to maintain equa-
nimity, figuring it was a test of my spiritual development…
or something.

We got to Orlando around 3:30 p.m., but our plane to Bos-
ton wasn’t due to take off until close to 7. So we had quite 
some time to cool our heels. We decided to search for food. 
We found a place claiming to be an Outback Steakhouse. 
Before they let us in for dinner, they checked how long we 
were likely to be. When we told them; they laughed and said 
we’d have plenty of time, which of course we did. We had 
a nice dinner. It seems a bit weird to be eating steak with a 
plastic knife, but the steak was sufficiently tender that I could 
cut it ok (unlike what I buy at the Stop ‘n’ Shop). Can’t have 
metal knives, of course, lest we try smuggling them on the 
planes and hold up the flight crew.

Whatever, we eventually got on the plane to Boston and 
landed shortly before 10 p.m. We were very fortunate with 
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our Boston connection. Our bags came out promptly. Just as 
we left the baggage claim area for the “ground transporta-
tion” the shuttle bus to take us to Woburn drove up, so we 
hopped on. When we got to the terminal at Woburn, a taxi 
was waiting to whisk us the 3 or 4 miles to our home (for 
another cost of $15, meaning I gave the guy a $20. Clearly 
the taxi driver in Mérida got the better deal that time because 
his costs and living expenses would be much less than those 
of the poor guy in Woburn). Anyway, we got to our house 
around 11 or so and could head off to bed.

The next morning, I headed off to my first class in Lowell (it 
was the second session of that class, but the first one for me), 
and Hazel headed of to the pet resort to reclaim our live-in 
companions. All of us, both people and dogs, seemed worn 
out and spent rather more time than usual napping the next 
couple of days.

Summary

The short version is we flew down on Wednesday, Janu-
ary 24, spent three days in Cozumel, an island off the 

east coast of the Yucatán peninsula. Then we took a ferry 
across to the mainland, caught a bus and spent a couple 
of days in the central Yucatán at Chichén Itzá, a Maya ar-
cheological site. We then took yet another bus to Mérida, 
a large city in western Yucatán. We toured the city a bit, 
visited their zoo, and took a bus tour down to Uxmal, an-
other Maya archeological site. We flew back to Boston on 
Wednesday, February 1 and got home around 10 p.m.

I took a little over 900 pictures, some of which aren’t so bad. 
The weather was wonderful for the most part, and I don’t 
remember being cold the whole time. We ate in a lot of in-
teresting restaurants, saw lots of Maya ruins, saw lots of birds 
and iguanas, watched lots of people, worked hard to dodge 
the shills, and sat around recuperating from the above. I also 
read 4½ books, although a lot of that reading was on air-
planes, busses, the ferry, and, of course, in airports.
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