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Introduction


The following is a narrative and poetic visit to the Islands of Cancun, Cozumel, and Isla Mujeres in the state of Quintana Roo, Mexico, and to archeological sites in the states of Quintana Roo and Yucatan.  It is an account of what we saw rather than what there was to see.


  The title comes from the Yucatec Maya word Cuul for foreigner.  That we are able to visit Yucatan is, in part, due to the Maya prophetic allusions to “open roads”. These prophecies resulted in curtailment of Maya rebel activities. They also suggested the coming of modern technology, freedom of movement and of communication between the Maya and outsiders after a hundred years of the Caste Wars.


Summer and winter seasons did not vary much in temperature or tourist load but the birds, flowers and sea shells showed a marked seasonality.


Most of the popular tours are discussed along with the natural and political history of the region.  The discussion will never replace a trip to the area but it will hopefully give the uninitiated a view from a different perspective. 


Preparation for a trip is part of the fun.  Ask your friends about the region in question and you will get opinions but probably not a lot of facts. Your travel agent will have current prices and transportation options and will provide brochures.  Public libraries have encyclopedias, travel guides and magazines that can provide great pictures and general information.  Current guidebooks included Insight Guides, the Michelin Green Guides, Berlitz Travellers Guides, Fodor’s Travel Publications,  Fromer’s Comprehensive Guides, and specialized guides for shoppers, the handicapped and for traveling on a shoestring.


Once you have a general idea where to go and what to see you can try natural and political histories.  For Yucatan I read Incidents of Travel in Yucatan by Stephens, Conquest of Mexico by Berler, History of the Conquest of Mexico by William H. Prescott, Unfinished Conversations by Sullivan and the Area Handbook for Mexico by the Foreign Areas Studies of The American University.  Picture guides to Tulum, Cancun, Cozumel, Coba, Chitzen Itza and several books on the tropical flowering plants were found in used book stores.  I read applicable parts of Graf’s Exotic Plant Manual  and Carcasson’s Field Guide to the Coral Reef Fishes, Stevenson’s Key Guide and Caribbean Seashells by Warmke and Abbott.  I took along copy of A Field Guide to the Birds of Mexico and Central America by Davis and a waterproof copy of Fishwatchers Guide by Chaplin.  

Chapter 1

CANCUN: December in the Tropics

Saturday, 11 December 1993.  The sun would not rise until about 0730 but my wife, Carol, and I were up at 0330 to begin our first trip to Mexico.  We had made a time-share swap for a week on Cancun.  The taxi arrived at 0430 to take us to the airport. 


We arrived  and checked in at the Northwest Airline counter with our passports.  Our flight 1163's 737 left San Antonio, Texas, on time at 0610 bound for Memphis, Tennessee. 


It seemed strange to have to go 800 miles northeast to Memphis to get to Mexico.  Looking at a map, the island resort of Cancun is 800 miles south and 1000 miles east of San Antonio.  It is 1000 miles south of Memphis, and Memphis was the hub where all Northwest flights shuffled passengers.  This route was cheaper and faster than   going through Mexico City.


I like flying at night.  It’s peaceful and quiet and, usually, uncrowded like this flight.  The predawn crispness and torpor from interrupted sleep make the waiting less aggravating and easier to get back to sleep.  The airlines maintain a cabin pressure of about 10,000 feet.  This means you have about a third less oxygen and feel the need to  sleep.  Only the crew is on oxygen to stay awake and alert to fly the plane. 


I prefer a window seat over or just behind the wing.  The ride is smoother over the plane's center of gravity, it's easier to doze leaning against the window and there is usually something to see during the waking moments.  


Night flying is a time of stark contrasts. Unless it’s a moon lit night  clouds are not readily visible but lightning is easily seen for many miles.  Sunrise and sunset can be spectacular at altitude and by changing altitude you can see multiple sunrises and even see it set in the east or rise in the west.  


These first two poems offer personal pictures of flying at night. 

NIGHT FLIGHT TO MEMPHIS

San Antonio's nocturnal sights 

outline an invisible world in light

as we leave the ground.

Horizon to horizon - 

a myriad golden dots

with red and green spots

on a frozen of background.

We banked gently to the right 

to head northeast 

and found the black of night

with magic spots of light.

Each town and city is a different show -

a pale string of New Braunfels,

the bright pool of San Marcos and

Austin's golden glow.

There's Bourne, Fredricksburg, Waco

and, in the distance,

Redneck City -

Dallas, don't you know. 

The day breaks 

and night's beauty fades

into the dull reality of day 

in its pale blue shades.

 *****
SUNRISE at 30,000 feet
At 30,000 feet it's thirty below.

The night sky is black with stars all aglow.

A bloody red streak appears in the east,

then arcs of violet, then blue.

A splash of green, then yellow, then orange

as the spectrum order marches through.

A veil of purple clouds hides the sun ball

until small red holes are made.

The red streak grows and becomes a red disc 

and the spectral colors begin to fade.

Washes of purple and pink 

flood the north and south

and the sky begins to turn blue.

Meanwhile, down on the ground 

the lights of  town are extinguished,

their nocturnal duty through.

******


Fitzgerald's phantom false dawn can be artificially induced when flying eastward approaching the rising sun.  Even the rising of the sun can be manipulated, forcing the sun to both rise and set in the east multiple times by changing altitude.  A normal sunrise can be spectacular at altitude.


The plane began descending over Arkansas and entered the approach pattern to Memphis in the early morning sun.  The Mississippi River was still high and its water glowed in the early dawn silhouetting drowned trees in the floodplain along the river.  We touched down in Memphis at 0743 as the low sun cast long shadows.  This poem was drafted on the approach to Memphis.

COWS CAST LONG SHADOWS TOO

Flying low into Memphis 

the early morning sun

caused the trees to cast long shadows.

So did the power poles

and water tanks

and cars 

and eighteen wheelers.

The shadow of the plane 

fell  lightly

on the low white clouds.

A lone milk cow

standing in a meadow patiently, grazing

cast a long shadow too.

*****


The Memphis airport was clean,  spacious and comfortable compared to airports like DFW and Washington    National, but we were just passing through and anxious to be on our way.  
Our route would be over still flood ravaged Tennessee, Mississippi, and Louisiana, just east of New Orleans and then 600 miles across the Gulf of Mexico.  The shallow water along the Louisiana coast  was dotted with oil platforms.  The weather was clear and smooth for the flight across the Gulf.


Receding flood water leaves unique patterns of sand and silt streaks in fields and bottom lands.  Oxbow lakes trace the path of river beds of earlier times.  Flood waters sought and found new and easier paths to the sea.  River bends were cut off forming oxbow lakes as the following poem illustrates.

OXBOW LAKES

Oxbow lakes are reminders of old river beds.

Curving streaks of sand and water show how

the course of rivers have changed

stable for only a geologic moment called now.

*****

The Gulf Coast was thinly overcast.  A hundred miles out the weather cleared and an hour later Cancun could be glimpsed under a bank of clouds hanging over the Yucatan coast line.  We flew east of Contoy Island and Isla Mujeres then south along the twenty kilometers of hotels on Cancun beach.  Our plane banked to the right and entered its final approach southeast of Punta Nizuc and the Club Med facility.  We flew low over the mangroves of Laguna Nichupte' and landed at 1137.


Immigration and customs were surprisingly efficient for the tropics or anywhere for that matter.  We bought some pesos and were in a taxi for the eight mile ride to town by 1215.



The twelve kilometer taxi ride along the Hotel Zone of the island yielded this first impression of Cancun recorded below.

CANCUN
Buildings of russet and azure and beige

stand stark against a clear blue sky.

Pastels not muted but sharp and crisp.

Clean air is the reason why.

Twenty kilometers of hotels 

built on a barrier island of sand,

near perfect weather and a beautiful beach.

Cancun -  a very pleasant island.

***** 


The first touch of the mañana syndrome was on arriving at the Tucan Cun Beach Hotel on the Playa Ballena. We were told that our room would not be ready for about three hours.


We were approached by a local  entrepreneur offering a new time-share alternative and the offer of lunch and half-price tours.  Several hotels were selling vacation plans with prepaid rooms for some period of years.  We ate lunch on them and listened to their spiel. Then we took advantage of their half-price tour offer and booked tours to Chichen Itza, Isla Mujeres, Cozumel, a submarine cruise of Chanikar Reef and a rental car for a day.


The sun was setting when we got back to the hotel.  We moved in and  went out for lobster and Mayan lime soup.  Our first day ended with a walk on the starlit beach.

December 12.  I was up at 0530 to exercise and jog on the beach.  The morning was a clear, humid 65 F.  After my warm-up exercises I jogged a mile south on the beach before turning back.  On returning to the hotel I sat on the seawall and drank a pot of tea while watching the sun come up through a cloud bank on the horizon.

TROPICAL BEACH MORNING

The Caribbean's flat

with a few low waves making 

a swish-flopping sound.

Low purple clouds float

in a fading orange sky while

pelicans and gulls dive down.

A couple, standing hand in hand, 

wait patiently for the rising sun

to begin its round. 

The sky turns blue

and the clouds disappear.

The beauties of the dawn abound.

 *****


It was Sunday, a rest day.  We went across the street to Kukulcan Mall for typical state-side breakfast.


A half hour bus ride the length of the island took us to Cancun City for some shopping.  The market was a square block of T-shirt shops, pottery an other tourits items.  


Back at the hotel, after lunch and a siesta, I went snorkeling in the surf in front of the hotel.  Since I can't focus on anything I can reach under water and have astigmatisms, I was happy to find that my bifocal mask still worked.  I probably looked funny wearing the mask across beach but I didn't trip over things. I preferred wearing Levis and a long-sleeved shirt for snorkeling for protection against corals, jellyfish, etc.


The beach was a soft tan coral sand that does not get terribly hot, even in the afternoon sun.  The water was clear with a visibility in the surf of maybe ten feet.  Breaking waves picked up and dropped the sand but there is almost no silt to cloud the water.  

   
SNORKELING ON CANCUN BEACH

Out off the beach beyond the breaking waves

a shoal of silverside minnows moves as one.

It suddenly behaves like a predator is near.

Slipping into sight like a shadow from the grave

Just so!  Sight of a two foot barracuda 

awakes a memory primordial

I looked up and found

I'd drifted a quarter mile down

the beach riding on the onbeach current.

Over a sandy channel 

I could  feel the undertow tugging on my feet. 

*****                                       

The beach had a bench that dropped about six feet  to a flat scalloped forebeach.  At the focus of each crescent a channel funneled water back to sea under the breaking waves creating an undertow.  The excess water feeds a strong current flowing south parallel to the beach.                     

13 December. A ride on a city bus and a stop at McDonalds prepared us for the trip to Chitze’n Itzá or Chichen Itza.  We left on Monday at 0730 and proceeded 120 miles west on a new toll road.  Someone recommended renting a car for the trip, but there is an extra $20 rental fee to cross the state line and a $50 for the toll.


The road was flat and bypassed all of the little towns.  A few houses appeared in clearings well off the road.  There were also a number of abandoned slash-and-burn fields where the jungle was retaking the corn fields.  The brush or "jungle" was a mix of second growth trees and grasses including Gumbo-Limbo, Cecropia and wild papaya.   A  few large snags of old sapote trees showed cross-hatched scars where Maya Indians had collected chicle over the years.  The forest growth was relatively uniform as a result of damage by a Class V hurricane  in 1985 with 200 mph winds.   


Lunch was at a hotel in the village of Chiche’n Itz’a, a so-so buffet.  I loaded up the camcorder and two 35mm cameras and we walked to the ruins.  The weather was warm and pleasant for a tropical December day.  They charged extra for camcorders but not for 35mms.  

CHITZE'N  ITZ'A
Maybe it was the new toll road,

or the hotels that diminished the effect.

or the stone temples standing in a fenced field

while a thousand tourists strained their neck.

Or a hundred years

of archeological investigation, restoration, sterilization and commercialization that I reject 

The 

impact

was soft -

soft like going 

to a museum instead 

of a church. People lived

here 4000 years and died and 

are dead and gone except for Indian 

children begging pesos 

and monuments in stone.  

*****

Our guide was very well prepared and had a good presentation.  We saw a lot - the Temple of a Thousand Columns, the Soldiers Temple with its steils and big Chocmul, the Pyramid of the Chairs which was being renovated, the Temple of the Eagle and Tiger, the Temple of Venus, the handball court with its multiple echoes and terrible history, the Grand Pyramid with its inner and outer temples, and the sacrificial well.


 
All of my video tape was over exposed but the 35mm, especially the panoramic shots, were very good.  TV specials on Chiche’n Itz’a were made with no one else around and on the proper dates so that the sun did its thing for equinox and the summer and winter solstices.  It was distracting to see 500 tourists and hear several languages at once tell the story of the Maya Empire history and culture. 


I climbed the exterior and interior of the Great Pyramid.  The tunnel to the inner older temple was steep, damp and warm.  It was about 40 inches wide and five feet tall.  Steps were 8 inches wide and slippery.  Lighting came from several low wattage bulbs.  Sight of the red stone chocmul and jaguar were worth the climb.


One of the major impression was a hiccup in time, the attempt to stop these monument’s slow return to jungle and dissolving into the earth.


The Mexican government was in charge of the study and restoration of this and other archeological sites.  Most early archeological work was privately sponsored and some of the  artifacts had been removed from  Mexico.  

CLIMBING THE GREAT PYRAMID

AT CHITZE'N ITZ'A

The

steps are

narrow and

the slope is steep

ascending the nine

levels of the great pyramid.

Tiny plants growing in crevices-

grasses and ferns, forty species of 

broadleaf weeds - taking it back to the jungle.

*****

The bus flew out of the sun along the toll road with only a short break to pass out cokes and beer.  Tropical night falls suddenly, almost like flipping a switch.  The sun disappeared into the jungle, and it was dark.


  We had supper and wandered through the shops and boutiques in the huge, air conditioned Kukulcan Plaza mall located  conveniently across from the hotel.  


The sky was black and stars twinkled for me for the first time since the Canadian subarctic in June.  A storm was passing off shore with a light show of lightning but I could hear no thunder.  The storm cleared the air so that Tuesday’s sun could come up out of the sea into a bright, clear day.

NIGHT ON A TROPICAL BEACH

A no moon sky 

with pale clouds drifting by

while bright stars twinkle.

Polaris is too far north to be seen

The sea is phosphorescent.

Waves break in a flashing crescent. 

The beach seems to faintly glow, 

in the starshine to the water's dark, dark green.

A cruise ship with a million lights

passes silently like a blight

on the far, dark horizon.  A skimmer glides 

by squawking to the warm-cool breeze.

In the distance, hotels fight the nights

and show their red aircraft hazard lights.

A ghostly couple passes, an apparition framed 

against the pitch black sky and sea. 

*****

Tuesday, December 14.  Morning was cool after the off-shore storm.  Lightning had flashed most of the night but no rain had dampened our roof.  My morning jog was doubly rewarding - I found a number of shells in the drift line deposited by the high tide and onshore wind that I had not collected before.

 MORNING ON CANCUN BEACH
Its light enough to see a couple walking

hand in hand

kicking an impertinent wave.

A sliver moon is talking 

to the sun still behind the horizon 

in nights cave.

A lone pelican cruises the surf

while two Tropicbirds 

circle for altitude.

A weak sun peeks through thin clouds 

to see who is on its turf.

The pelican crashes into the sea 

and surfaces with a pouch of food.

A bright orange sun disc burns 

through the scud

and the orange reflection appears 

upon the choppy flood

silhouetting the lone pelican.

*****


A cruise ship took about fifteen minutes to pass silhouetted against the early morning clouds.  It was probably heading to Cozumel where two or three cruise ships were usually anchored.  


An early morning flight climbed out of the jungle into the rising sun and turned north.  Most of the flights go through Mexico City, but there are a number of chartered and scheduled airlines from Miami, Houston, Memphis, and even South America.


Europeans and the Japanese had just discovered the Mexican resorts. The Mexican resorts were newer and less expensive than many of the older South American resorts.  There were few multilingual tour guides in Cancun.  Other than English I heard two speak German and one Japanese.   Just wait and the tourist will come.   Multilingual ability will be part of guide certification.


After  my jog and a pot of tea I woke Carol.  We had breakfast at the 100% Natural Restaurant -  fresh fruit and a western omelet with black beans and white cheese.  This beat McDonalds special the previous day.  


A city bus took us to the car rental office.  We rented a Volkswagon with a standard shift .


We filled the car at the only gas station in town and got lost in Cancun City looking for the road south.  


A four lane road passed the airport then settled down to a well maintained two lane blacktop.  Each homestead had its own "sign" for where to turn off or what trail to follow - a stick piercing two plastic jugs; three red streamers on a tree branch.  I don't know where they went, but we didn't.


We passed an aquarium and a crocodile farm.  Turning around we found that the aquarium was closed.


The crocodile farm, a garish pink building and a sign announcing, Crococun, was open.  Saltwater crocodiles were raised, displayed, and harvested.  There was also a 15 acre zoo featuring deer and other local animals in a jungle a setting. 


Next stop was three miles down the road at the Dr. Alfredo Barrera Mar'in Botanical Garden.  This was a 150 acre research and teaching center operated by the Center for Research for Quintana Roo (CIQRO) with its main office in Puerto Morelos.  Several cenotes (collapsed limestone caverns) and several Yucatec Mayan archeological sites were on included.


A typical native homestead had been erected including a dooryard garden with typical crops such as  papaya, banana, maize, limes and some medicinals.  There was a well  and a one room sleeping hut with    hammocks and handmade wooden storage containers.  A separate kitchen structure was used for cooking and other food preparation.


The garden also had a native plant and tree nursery and an orchid farm. 


A large blue Morpho butterfly flashed in the shade and a noisy blue Yucatan Jay glided across the trail. Iguanas crashed through the trees and underbrush.  I heard a drumming sound nearby and 

followed the sound to see the bright red head and dark body of the large Guatemalan Ivorybill Woodpecker.

  
As a teaching center many of the trees were labeled with the common and scientific name and medicinal use.  A number of technical publications were offered for sale but the majority of them were in Spanish.  


This park maintained a considerable biological diversity, but no parrots or other life I had half expected to see in the Yucatan jungle.  The jungle and its inhabitants were not like TV and travel brochures advertised.


We drove on down to and through Puerto Morelos, Playa Paraiso and Playa del Carmen.  These were once small fishing villages.  Now they were a mix of government-built concrete block or corrugated tin houses with thatched roofs, moderate hotels, and fancy resorts that brought tourists and progress.  Each town had a modern school building that doubled as a hurricane shelter.


Rain was threatening and we were hungry, so we waited out the rain at Puerto Aventuras with lunch.  A Mexican movie company shooting scenes around the harbor had to stop for the rain too.  


The intent had been to drive south to see the ruins at Tulum but it was after five when the rain stopped.  The sun was low as we drove back north for Cancun.  Several species of flowering trees along the road were brilliant in the late afternoon sun.  Bats of  twilight    flitted about several places along the road consuming insects.

 
Busses, cars and trucks passed us in the twilight.  We finally passed a motor scooter after chasing him several miles. VWs still don't like me.    


A storm to the north had flattened out the sea and there was still lightening in the distant clouds.  A light, cool breeze drifted off the water as I sat on the seawall and absorbed it all.  Later, I went for a walk along the water’s edge.

Cancun Sand
The beach is all public - yea!!

and I jog on the coraline sand

that doesn't get hot in the sun.

The sand is a cool, hard 

as pavement under the retreating wave.

Just above the waterline lies

a two foot wide strip of sand

a soft slurry like fresh cement.

As the water drains

 the sand is cool and crisp like meringue.

This crust dries and 

breakis up into loose blowing sand.

I guess I jog differently.

*****

          Tropical sunsets are supposed to be outstanding, but sunset was on the other side of the island, and it was the wrong time of year.  In the winter the sun sets and it gets dark.  We arrived on the new moon so there were no moonlit nights either.  But the black nights were star filled and the sunrises were worth getting up for.

15 December.  Wednesday was the day we scheduled a trip to Isla Mujeres, an island four miles north of Cancun.  I took two cameras and my prescription mask with snorkel.  The fins were left behind.  They were big enough to slip over tennis shoes and push a scuba tank.  I felt they would not be needed on a shallow reef trip.

   
At breakfast I ordered rolls and hot tea.  Getting hot tea was a challenge of language and patience.  For some reason the waiter did not appear to believe anyone would be serious about drinking hot tea in Mexico.  People drink hot coffee, don't they?  Why should there be any difficulty getting a cup of tea?  Just a little literary license there - he did not really bring a beer,  but it was the third time around before a tea bag and hot water arrived together. 

MAÑANA TEA

"Cafe, Senior?"

"Hot tea, please."

"Que?"

"Una taza de te caliente, por favor."

"Oh. Si, Senior.  Right away."

Hot water arrives but no tea bag.

Time passes.

"Mozo, por favor."

"Senior?"

"Traigame una taza de te.?"

"Si. Si.  Right away."

The water is luke warm when the tea bag arrives.

"Mozo, por favor."

"Senior?'

"Traigame una taza de aqua caliente?"

"Que?" 

"I want hot tea, dammit!"

"Oh. Si, Senior.  Right away."

He brings me a cold beer with a sly grin.

"Salute.  And to Hell with the tea."
*****        

We took a bus to Playa Linda where the ferries and cruise ships to Isla Mujeres were docked.  On our tour boat were pastry and punch for the passengers but a lot of the pastry went to feed a flock of terns and gulls.

Two white Tropicbirds were circling, looking for a morning thermal.  Their long, forked tail feathers worked like scissors controlling the soaring of the birds as they climbed higher over the beach.
TROPICBIRD
a white-tailed Tropicbird rides

on thermal currents of air

scarcely moving it soars 

its long, forked tail streaming out behind.

It chides a Cuban fishing boat

for belching diesel smoke.

*****

They accompanied us across the channel and past the fleet of Cuban fishing boats.


Our ferry was a large, double-decked party boat which took an hour to cross the seven mile channel.  About two-thirds of the way across the channel thirteen Cuban fishing boats were anchored south of the island waiting out a storm in the Gulf.  These were rusty old trawlers and longliners that used a smoky, low grade fuel oil.


Isla Mujeres was the site of the first Spanish contact with Mexico.  Francisco Herna'ndez de Co'rdoba landed on the island in 1517.  The island  name may have come from the numerous   figurines of the fertility goddess, Ixchel, that were found near a Mayan temple on the south end of the island. 


There was part of an 18th-century hacienda that was  supposedly built by the pirate, Fermi'n Mundaca, to impress his beautiful, blond captive.


The island had a several nice beaches, good snorkeling and diving sites and the village of Isla Mujeres.


The ferry docked at El Garrafon         National Park near the south end of the   island near the lighthouse and the Maya Temple of Ixchel.  The park had a small protected reef with a well marked trail for snorkeling called "a natural tropical aquarium".  There was a bath house, concessions, and several caged nurse sharks that were fed to amuse the touristas waiting for the ferry. 

SNORKELING ISLA MUJERES

An underwater park on Isla Mujeres.

A living reef ringed with cable and markers

to keep people  from hurting 

themselves or the reef.

A near perfect park with

thirty foot visibility,

ten foot depth,

no stinging corals

or dangerous marine life.

A living reef for many to see and enjoy.

A rounded, stony coral head serves as 

a cleaning station where green parrot fish

hang, tail down and operculum flared,

while a black and white cleaning goby 

picks parasites.

Several other fish patiently wait their turn.

A mottled squid leaves the coral.

It senses me, turns white

and jets into the distance

*****

After two hours at the park, we boarded the ferry for a short trip up the coast and a picnic on the beach.  The buffet was nothing special, but it was served out under a big canvas pavilion on the sand.  An outstanding dish was a basket of Habinero peppers that were really too hot to eat.


Several women and children were selling shells laid out on the beach - Tritons Trumpets and local starfish and sea urchins.   Conchs all had the edges filed and a hole in the tip where the animal had been cut loose and eaten.


I took a walk up the beach and picked up specimens of several species of beach-worn shells that were not offered for sale.


After lunch we sailed and docked at the town of Isla Mujeres.  We were escorted on a quick tour of several tourist shops then allowed a couple hours on our own.  We found several shops that had good local art at  relatively high prices.   


I asked if anyone sold conchas or caracols (sea shells) and was directed to two vendors on the seawall.  They had a few local shells but most of the shells were in sea grass baskets packaged in the Philippines.

CARIBBEAN SHELLS
"Isla Mujeres shells for sale, Senior."

"Pretty lady, buy some shells from me.

A pretty basket of shells for you."

(Packaged by a Moro in Zamboanga on the Sulu Sea.)

*****


This little town and island would make an interesting few days visit.


The trip back was a 90-minute occasion to play adult games - Limbo contests, try tequila slammers, and participate in a variety of beer drinking contests for bottles of tequila.  Interesting.


We docked at sundown.  Supper was at a seafood restaurant where we had Mayan lime soup again.  It was a chicken based soup with lime juice much like Chinese hot and sour soup or the Philippine singalob.

Thursday, 16 December.  To day's diversion was a trip to Cozumel.  The bus left from the Kukulcan mall and drove to Playa del Carmen for another ferry ride.  The beach area north of Playa del Carmen was several miles of tropical picture postcard views.


Two large ferry boats made a two hour round trips to Cozumel on alternate hours.  Three wheel bicycles were used to carry all the cargo out onto the dock to be loaded on board.  The trip across took almost an hour across beautiful blue water escorted by shoals of flying fish or raballo.      


The ferry docked at the marina of Puerto de Abrigo.  This was near where,  in 1519, Cortes launched his campaign that eventually defeated the Aztecs.  


The island had numerous ruins and  jungle sights to see, a rougher ocean shoreline on eastern shore and a more protected western coast.  We had about four hours and took the easy way going to  Chankanaab Park for lunch and the afternoon on the beach.  This island deserves several days to see it well.

  
The park had a small, well managed museum and botanical garden, a beach for sunning and umbrellas for the less hearty, a swimming area, a reef just off shore, and a large observation pool, a restaurant and three vendors of snorkeling equipment and diving trips.  A lot of people were in the park, but it was not really crowded.


The botanical garden and jungle had iguanas and butterflies and lots of birds.  When we first arrived we were met by a little bird in a coconut tree, the rare Cozumel Bananaquit.  It lives only on Cozumel and Holbox Islands.
I picked up several shells on the beach along the seawall at Puerto Abrigo before we left.  They were typical of rock dwellers or inhabitants of the sea grass.
The Cozumel Bananaquit
We just arrived at Chankanaab Park

when a little bird landed in a coconut tree.

Black striped head and a white throat,

the Cozumel Bananaquit nibbled 

coconut flowers and posed for me.

 *****

Friday, December 17,  was a leisure day so we shopped and took a submarine ride to the reef off of Punta Nizuc.  A Class V hurricane of 1985 did a lot of structural damage and the reef was still recovering.  Biodiversity and a balanced connumuiy was being restored and new species of corals were growing on dead, broken coral. Some species had not been seen in many years. 


 Local thinking about the hurricane damage was like that of the “disaster” of the Crown of Thorns starfish invasion of the Pacific reefs.  "It will take a hundred years for the reef to recover." The principle damage is caused by loss of  species diversity and the weakened structural integrity when only a few species dominate.  Removal of these dominant species by the hurricane actions allows many species to return.  This new population will have rebuilt the reef in ten to fifteen years.  The fish will come back once their reef habitats are restored, and the shells and sea grasses will return to the flats once the protection of the reef is in place.


Supper on the last evening of a vacation should be something special.  We dined over the water on the lagoon side with a sinking sun and sliver moon just a couple hours from setting.  
Lagoon Evening
Waiting for the lobsters to cook

we watched the sun set 

behind the mangrove trees

in a short burst of color.

A silver sliver moon

who trailed the sun by two hours

reflected off the lagoon

framed first by the orange glow

then by the black of night.

Two moons, 

Pina Coladas

and you.

Memories are painted just so.

 *****


We sipped virgin pina coladas and watched the sun and moon set while waiting for the lobster to cook.

18 December.  Saturday morning was last minute shopping, pack up and checkout.  A cab took us to the airport.  Customs and immigration were as efficient as on our arrival and the plane was on time.  We left Cancun about 1300 on a sunny afternoon and watched the clouds as we flew out over the Gulf.  Thunderheads were forming  to 40,000 feet and casting shadows on the stratus clouds below.

Afternoon Flight
Cloud shadows on clouds.

A thunderhead intercepts

late afternoon sun

darkening the fleecy white clouds below.

An afternoon sky viewed from above.

*****


We had a two hour layover in Memphis for immigration and customs and left Memphis as the sun was sinking. 
SECOND SUNRISE MISSED
A grey sky greeted our Northwest  Flight

leaving Memphis on December 18, 1993.

We left the ground four minutes late

and a second sunrise we would not see.

The Captain made a valiant try to catch the sun

as he climbed at 4000 feet per minute.

The cloud layer was thick and it turned to night 

as soon as we were in it.

A slash of red topped the cloud bank

and it looked like we had won

but this slash of red was all we saw.

The sun was gone and the day was done.

                                            *****


We arrived in San Antonio about 2000.  Home 'til next time.                                    

Chapter 2

Cancun Summer 21-28 May 94

May 21.  A second trip to Yucatan began at 0430 on May 21st.  Our Northwest DC-10 to Memphis left at 0600.  It was still dark in San Antonio when we left the ground heading northeast.  We hung the sun up and, from our sunny vantage at 28,000 feet, watched the dark ground come alive and the lights belonging to the night wink out.


This trip was different in several aspects.  My son, Charles, was with me while my wife, Carol, stayed home.  This was a summer trip at the full moon and the previous trip had been in the winter at the new moon.  We would be staying on the lagoon instead of the beach.  The differences were significant.


The Memphis approach and departure the scenery was different than it had been on the previous trip in December.  The world was green with new crops and pasture.  The flooding of the previous fall was over and the effects had largely disappeared.


The following paints  five pictures of Tennessee farms.

TENNESSEE FARMS
New Fields
Fields of sandy loam wrested from the forest mottled and streaked tan and brown

where the flooding Mississippi deposited

Minnesota silt and sand.

Old fields
Mottled tan fields with curving berms

marking constant elevation

retarding soil erosion

and retaining life-giving water.

Windbreaks
Green strips of wind breaks planted

to slow the cold, wet winter winds and

provide wildlife with habitat and food.

Farm and Home Administration

specials from the 1930's.

Abandoned farmstead
A small, square clapboard house 

with rusted tin roof

sitting in a field of green

surrounded by FHA trees.

No trace of man's recent use

Old Homestead
A house just so

with trees just so

and out buildings just so

mark Farm and Home Administration houses financed by the government just so.

***** 


The flight across the Gulf was smooth and uneventful but several of the passengers were concerned that the steward allowed two blue-haired ladies to sit in the exit row.  


A small jet a couple miles and 5000 feet below us and a full tanker waddling towards the Yucatan Channel broke the monotony.  
A counterclockwise spinning low pressure cell was sitting over the eastern Gulf and a cloud bank of thunderheads marked the coasts of Cuba and Yucatan.  Our approach to Cancun was from the west over Holbox Island and the port town of Chquilo.


Airport formalities went smoothly and we were on our way to the Cancun Clipper Club in less than a half hour.   They showed us to a small room with two double beds.  I remarked that this was much smaller than I expected.  They checked our reservations and moved us to a suite - 1200 square feet, two rooms and two baths with a full kitchen.


The Clipper Club was in a convenient location.  We were a block from the Convention Center and the Plaza Caracol Mall.  There was a pool and an outdoor gym with Nautilus equipment.


We got tour tickets for half price through the hotel and booked tours to Xcaret, Chiche'n Itz'a and Tulum.  We thought about renting a car and seeing the archeological site at Coba' but chose to go to Isla Mujeres instead.  I asked about a birding trip to Contoy Island but found the price was $400 US.


Oleanders, plumeria, bougainvilla and Hibiscus were in bloom.  The orange and purple Oleander Moth that looks like a wasp was a 

common sight.  There were no mosquitoes and the weather ranged from 70-90 F.  It was clear except for haze on Wednesday.  An 

eclipse Wednesday evening covered a quarter of the moon that began about 2000 and finished by 2200.


The first evening, as we were sitting around the pool, the following poem was played out.

THE TROPICBIRD AND THE MOON
The

 afternoon

 moon

 was two days from full and three hours out of the sea

when a Tropicbird

with long, forked tail

and coal black wings

came soaring,

soaring,

soaring 

and

flew            over

 the                    moon.

*****                                                                           

May 22.  Sunday was  orientation day.  We began by walking along the beach at Playa Caracol.  Then we hit several malls and a hundred shops.  I sold several copies of my book  from the first trip to Cancun.  The evening was occupied by a Margarita party sponsored by the hotel.

May 23.  Our trip to Chiche’n Itz’a began at 0500 with exercise and watching the sun come up.  A 0630 bus to Plaza Kukulkan arrived at 0645.  The restaurant where the tour passengers gathered did not open until 0700 so we went across to and through a hotel to the beach for a half hour walk before breakfast and the tour.  Several varieties of “sea beans” and false black coral were on the beach but no shells.  


The tour went along the old road through the old towns of Leona Vicario, Nuevo Xca'n, Xca'n, and Chemax.  Tiny side roads or trails let Army patrols near the  smaller villages such as San Diego.  It was strange to see a thatch roof and a microwave dish on the same building.  


I noticed the blue Africanized honey bee trap boxes hung along the road.  The driver did not know their significance.  These"killer" bees did not appear to be a problem in the Yucatan.  Burned vegetation indicated where fires had been set to clear land for a couple crops of corn and bananas and, maybe, sugarcane.


Yellow butterflies and smaller white butterflies were especially numerous near Chemax.  I thought the kids could collect them for sale but the Mexican law says this cannot be done until a survey has been completed and they don't have the money to begin the survey.  Maybe the Maya Indians could get a waiver like American Indians do.

The Old Cancun Road
The old road from Cancun to Merida

has two ten foot lanes and no shoulders 

much like the Mayan roads or

sacbeh of compacted marl.

Every village is protected

by "sleeping policemen"

or speed bumps, 

“Vibradores" in Spanish.

"Killer" bee survey boxes decorate  trees

and charred areas  burned 

for slash and burn farms 

preparing for today's crops and tomorrow’s jungle.

*****

These villages seem to lurch through time.  Tropical flowers and butterflies provide color.   The modern schools result in minimal education and a dilution of the Maya culture.  Army patrols stand on the edge revolution.  There are ambiguousities like primitive dooryard gardens edged with empty soda cans and thatched roofs with microwave dishes.

         
The bus passed thorough the colonial city of Valladolid and a few more small towns.

Valladolid
Founded in 1529 this colonial city

painted itself Vatican white 

to honor the Pope's visit 

to Mexico in 1993.

The Pope went to Merida instead

but the Valladolid is still white.

*****


A rest stop near the village of Kaua was on the schedule.  The walls of this old hacienda enclosed about an acre.  The main building was occupied by a gift shop and restaurant.  Perimeter walls were covered with bougainvilla.  A separate building for the kitchen and restrooms stood behind the main structure.


A cenote and cave complex was located at Balancanche a couple miles north.  Maybe I will see them next trip.


We drove another twenty minutes  before finally arriving at the museum at the main entrance to Chiche’n Itz’a.


A large tourist market occupied the space in front of the museum.  The museum was minimal and labeled in Spanish.  I had not seen this museum on the previous trip.  


The tour guide covered the great pyramid and the ball court in a half hour.   The rough outer wall of the ball court was pointed out as having been constructed as a place for iguanas. 

IGUANAS OF CHICHE’N ITZ’A

The outer walls of the pok pok court

was kept rough as homes for Iguanas

that the Iguanas would bless the court.

They still do.

Iguanas are still climbing these walls

and the walls of the sacrificial well

and the surrounding jungle

and bless an occasional stew pot.

*****


The echoes in the ball park were stressed.  Maya leaders who had gone to meet with Dr Sylvanus Morely at Chiche’n Itz’a in 1932 were not awed or impressed with the echoes.  These Mayan accepted the echoes as confirmation that the ancient Maya cities were enchanted places.  The souls of their ancestors lived underground and were waiting for the awakening.  The echoes were direct communications with their ancestors. 

         Nothing was said about the Soldiers' Temple, the restoration of the Temple of the Chairs , the Temple of a Thousand Pillars,  the Temple of Venus or the  Temple of the Jaguar and the Eagle.  We were given 45 minutes to see anything else we wanted.


A quick walk took us to the sacrificial well where Charles traded his Timex for several Maya figures. Then we climbed the inside and outside of the great pyramid.


The guides were not certified like they had to be in London and many other tourist locations.  This results in visitors often getting a guide with poor language skills or a distorted story.  Certification is something that Mexico should seriously consider.


Return to Cancun was a straight shot down the new toll road.  This divided highway had two eight foot wide  lanes each direction and a scant three foot shoulder on each side.  Busses and trucks took up the full lane stripe to stripe.  Toll for a car was $52 US each way.  Speed limit was 100Km or 60 MPH.  The toll road bypassed everything.

The tour Tuesday went to Xcaret.  This was about 100Km or 60 miles south of Cancun, a nice day trip . It was even better by bus where I didn't have to do the driving.  The park site covered about 500 acres of jungle with a museum and  archeological sites.  Its primary claim to fame was the caleta or natural aquarium where you swim through about 2000 feet of water-filled caves.  There was also a beach, dolphin pens and a dolphin show.  For a price you could swim with the dolphins.


The museum structure was a large square about 300 feet on a side.  Its central patio had a 20 foot water jet. Many good architectural models of most of the prominent Maya sites and a show of   local artists works were on display.  The gift shop had T-shirts, snacks, and snorkeling equipment, a good selection of educational toys and one of the best selection of books on the Yucatan we found.  


The water temperature was about 75 and everyone was required to wear a life vest.  The water was brackish and mostly 4-5 feet deep.  Visibility under water in the caves varied with temperature and presence of salinity density layers.  It reminded me of the Maui wells on Guam and the Hawaiian Islands where fresh drinking water is skimmed off the heavier brackish water layer.


The route was lit by vents bored through the cave roof  - not quite the romantic "sunlight streaming through cracks in the ceiling" in the brochures.  There were several exits into sunny outdoor pools.  Fish life in the cave was limited to a few silversides and small Sargent Majors.


The site supported  a farm, horse pens, a breeding farm and small zoo with Peacocks, ducks, geese, chickens, guinea fowl, iguana, Spider monkeys.  


I talked to the musicians playing "native" music for the crowd.  They were from Mexico City and were playing Quecha music from Peru.  Their public did not seen to know or care. 


The trip back was uneventful arriving at the hotel about five.


It was still light so I went for a walk on the beach around the point at Punta Cancun.  


PUNTA CANCUN
Walk the beaches of Cancun

to the east or to the north -

those tan beaches of coral sand;

beaches where children play

and lovers walk hand-in-hand; 

clean beaches with a dozen 

kinds of sea beans

and fifty species of tiny shells;

past hotels that line the beaches;

quiet northern beaches of

Playa Caracol and Playa Tortugas

on the Bahia de Mujeres;

Caribbean beaches facing eastward

where the surf breaks and sings to the world -

and you come to Punta Cancun,

a headland of eroded fossil coral

rising twenty feet above the sea.

The point contends with the waves from the Caribbean

and its lighthouse signals

warn naive ships,
if they value their hulls,

Peligro - Danger,

and it protects the Bay of Women.

*****                                                        


The beaches in front of the hotels along Playa Caracol on Bahia de Mujeres were quiet at sundown and the tide had just turned from the lowest point.  I stepped from the sand to the rocky headland and found a small automated lighthouse on the pointWhile low waves slopped on the beach on the bay side of the point on the Caribbean side large waves were breaking with a force that shook the rocks.  The hotel guards recommended that I be careful since the rocks could be dangerous.


The stump of a tree about five feet in diameter rested amongst the eroded fossil coral boulders. 


My path back from the point was a sidewalk through one of the hotels. Something ran across my path.  A few feet further and I saw a kit fox standing in the weeds like it expected a handout.  I don't know if animals in Cancun have rabies but wildlife that expects to be fed in the hotel zone could be a problem, 

Charles and I went to Kukulkan Plaza for two warm-up jazz concerts preceding the big Jazz Festival on the next weekend.  Joao Henrique and his group from Brazil were up first.  It was not the best of modern jazz.  It was    extremely loud and made worse by the very bad acoustics of the mall. 


Henrique was followed by Mike Mulvain from Los Angeles.  Mulvain took  almost an hour tuning his piano to perfection.  He played well but the acoustics made his piano tuning a waste of time.


We left the concert early and tried the 100% Natural Restaurant for supper.  I had  tacos that were unusual but ok.  Charles' spaghetti had a weak soupy sauce that looked like what you might get when rinsing out the bottle of Ragu.  Their music was played so loud you had to shout at the waiter.


This was the night of the full moon and an eclipse would shadow about a third of the moon’s surface.  The eclipse was not well publicized.  It was a beautiful clear night for the event that began about  2000 and over about 2200.  Nobody paid much attention.


Five snowy egrets, spooked from the lagoon, flew directly over us. 

Five Egrets
It was evening by the pool 

at the Cancun Clipper Club and

the full moon claimed the sky.

Pool and hotel security lights

softly lit the scene with flitting reflections.

Five egrets spooked from the lagoon

flew over the pool, white against the sky

challenging the eclipsing moon.

*****

The morning of the 25th was hazy and stayed that way all day.  Everything in Cancun was normally pastel but this haze cut visibility to about a mile and the pastels faded into the haze.  I had thought there might be some good summer sunsets but the sun settled into the red-orange margin of purple late afternoon bank of clouds.


I had talked to several hotels about using my first book of poetry and prose about Cancun for advertising with no luck.  I sold some individual copies but not in bulk.  I had an appointment this morning to see the manager of the Clipper Club with no luck and the 

same for the Hard Rock Cafe that advertises green tourism.  I made an appointment to drop copies at the office of Sr Pastacinni, who owned Plaza Caracol and was honorary Italian ambassador, and to the editor of Cancun Tips.

With no more appointments for the day we went on a snorkeling trip from the hotel to Chantakar reef, the second longest reef in the world.  A dive  boat picked us up at the hotel at noon and flew across Laguna Nichupte.  The captain slowly traversed the narrow, mangrove lined Canal Nizuc because of heavy traffic from the skidoos and other tour boats then cruised by the seagrass flats to Punta Nizuc and Club Med.  We docked at Paradise Island, an artificial island that serves as a hub for snorkeling and the submarine and jet ski tours.


I still prefer to snorkel in a wet suit or long jeans and a long sleeved shirt. This costume kept the stings of jellyfish off my arms, the sun off of my back and kept me warmer in cool water.   I wore tennis shoes under my extra large fins.  This dated from my walking across a coral reef in tabys and from all the sandburrs on many  beaches.   


The snorkel trip went very well.  Visibility was about 20 feet.  We swam out about a quarter mile to the edge of the reef and worked the reef face.  I found that my bifocal mask still worked tolerably so I had both near and far vision without my glasses. We snorkeled for over an hour and headed back in to Paradise Island.
The reef was recovering well from the last big hurricane in 1985.  I saw at least eight species of corals plus purple sea fans, yellow sponges, false black coral, two species of sea cucumbers, a few shells and two species of sea urchins- short black spines and short pink spines.  The most common fish were schools of Goat Fish dabbling in the sand, French Angelfish, species of Tang, Surgeonfish, parrotfish, wrasses and masses of fry. 


I just had to try a deep dive at the edge of the reef and found that about ten feet down my ears really hurt.   I used to go to 30 feet and stay down almost two minutes.

  Personal Observations on not Snorkeling for Several Years

Years ago I would slip on worn Levis,

a sweat shirt, mask, snorkel and 

tennis shoes and snorkel for hours.

I could free dive to 35 feet and 

stay down for two minutes.

Today I found that if I could see it

I couldn't reach it and 

what I picked up was a blur. 

I could not stay down a whole minute.

My ears hurt below ten feet.

My legs told me an hour of flippering 

was more than enough.

I may be getting old

but I prefer to think

I'm just out of practice.

*****



We were back at the hotel by 1700. After a shower and a nap we caught the bus and went out for supper.   Charles suggested that we try  Planet Hollywood for supper. 

PLANET HOLLYWOOD

a Welcome Surprise

I'm not sure what I expected

at Planet Hollywood

but the experience 

was a pleasant surprise.

Eclectic decor without being garish.

Staff galore, well trained 

and with distinctive clothing.

Comfortably cool without annoying drafts.

Music and videos present 

but not so demanding  you could not talk.

Real class. and excellent food .

What can I say, I'll be back.

*****

 
There are literally hundreds of eating places along hotel row.  Some have good food.  Many are expensive.  Some are just loud and glossy.

Thursday morning I took an early  walk along Playa Tortugas.  I was watching the fishermen with their nets, children playing in the surf, sea birds and other seaside songs.  The sounds of the surf and background sounds of the street.  The growl of delivery trucks.  The squeal of bus brakes.   Snips of conversation.  A beach boy sweeping the sand smooth in front of a hotel.  Sight and sounds of early morning are always interesting.  Some sounds seem to be common world wide. 

morning sounds of Cancun

Yee! Yee! Yee! Yeee! of the Mexican Grackle

Someone learning the guitar 

on the beach at 6 AM

The TV news in Spanish

Engine growls and the howl of brakes 

on busses and trucks

The sizzling noise of tires

on the asphalt street

All drowned out by the singing of the surf

***** 


Some sights and sounds are unique to a place or circumstance.  Singular combinations of sounds can make a place memorable and, may someday trigger a memory of this trip, this place, this time.  This also applies to sights -  golden sunrises; bloody red sunsets; blue sky; brilliant stars glittering against black velvet; colorful birds silhouetted against jungle green; flitting  jewels of butterflies; a lone fisherman at dawn with his castnet walking the beach on the incoming tide.

Tropical Fisherman
A lone fisherman,

his brown body burned darker yet by the sun,

bare footed,

in shorts and New York Jets T-shirt.

He walks the beach in the false dawn

with a castnet  draped over his left shoulder

at the ready.

Two quick steps into the surf

and the shapeless net

springs like a snake

its large, round mouth biting into the sea.

Net sounds -

a small thunk of weights thrown hard

at the waters surface;

a slerissh sound

as the netting cut the surface;

a quiet hiss tiny bubbles trapped by the net breaking the surface.

Stopped by the rope around his wrist

the net settles.

When pulled in, the net contains

flashing silver in its folds.

The fisherman walks on silently thankful

for the bounty and beauty of the sea.

*****

Thursday.  A trip to the archeological site at Coba had been proposed  but our guide did not show up by 0900.  He had partied too hardy the night before.  He was hung over and his girl friend was mad.


Instead, Charles and I caught a bus for Downtown as Cancun City proper was called.  The driver let us off near the Italian embassy to drop a copy of Cancun for Sr Pastacinni.  Next stop was a two block walk over to Cancun Tips to deliver another copy of Cancun to the editor.


Business done for the day, a two dollar cab ride took us to Puerto Juarez and the ferry to Isla Mujeres.


The fare was ten pesos each for the 40 minute ferry ride.  Sand patches and dark areas of coral or sea grasses flashed beneath us.  A large, round  moving dark spot appeared - a ray crossing a sandy area.  A car ferry crossed our bow headed for Punta Sam, a port just north of Puerto Juarez.  Two charter boats rigged for marlin were returning with no trophy flags flying.


As we approached the dock on Isla Mujeres some of the more enterprising vendors jumped on board before we docked.  


A short three block walk took us across the island to the northern beach.  The streets were made of paving blocks and most of the cars were light weight.   Mopeds and bicycles were the primary traffic.


There were few shells so we walked back.  For lunch I had lime soup and fried bananas while Charles had a steak sandwich.  We both ordered watermelon water to drink, Jus de Sandia.


After a few shop stops we took a taxi to the lighthouse on Punta Sur, the southeastern tip of the island.  The taxi skimmed the east coast past the Navy barracks and past a mile or so of wind blown barren areas that looked almost like moors.


The lighthouse was just that, a small, automated lighthouse.  The lighthouse keeper lived in a house on site and sold cold drinks, 

table cloths and shark jaws and kept watched over the archeological site.


A couple hundred meters south of the lighthouse stood the ruins of the Temple of the Women.  It consisted of a small raised platform with one partial wall still standing.  This was surrounded by the stones that were once parts of the other walls.  Spaniards 

purportedly had found terra cotta figurines that were fertility fetishes for Ixchel, the fertility and harvest goddess.  Hence one possible origin for the name, Isla Mujeres.  (Another suggestion is that Pirates left their women on the island in relative safety when they headed out to attack Spanish shipping.) 


The sites historical marker was in tatters from various storms and had not been repaired.


The temple presided over the sea from an impressive point rising forty feet from the crashing waves.  The view was of a rocky coast, sea caves and magnificent blue sea.  The water was shallow and dotted with reefs.  Cancun hotels defiled the skyline about five miles to the south.  A couple was sitting on a rock shelf at the end of the island enjoying the scene, the solitude and each others company.

The Temple of Ixchel

If this were indeed the Temple of Ixchel

then maidens wishing children

would here temporarily dwell

and, as in Diana’s temples of ancient Greece

consult a number of young, learned 

and helpful priests

and, as from many a restful vacation,

return blessed with procreation.

*****


The marine park at Garrafon Beach was a ten minute walk down a dusty trail through thorny vegetation to the highway and another five minutes down the highway past a couple of abandoned houses.


We went swimming but there was a breeze and a two foot swell that made snorkeling rough.  A ray was seen flitting along the bottom but not many other fish.  The ebbing tide was about to turn and the 

fish were hiding.  We got out and changed clothes as the park was closing and caught a taxi for the five Km ride back to town.  The driver picked up a singer with his guitar who practiced several songs on the way back to town.  A ferry was preparing to leave so we hurried aboard and were back in Cancun by 1730.


The hotel had a native (?) fiesta scheduled for the evening.  The menu had roast pig (probably not a native Yucatan javalina), a chicken dish, fresh fruit, black beans, achote rice and an avocado dip.  Drinks were half price so we each had a couple Pina Colada without rum.  Entertainment was a trio that performed two Indian dances and played native music.  Neither the music nor the dance were Mayan.  The flute music was from Peru.  One of the dances was the Aztec legend of Popocatepetl and Ixtacchihuatl and how the lovers were turned into volcanoes near Mexico City.  The other dance was the Aztec legend of the Quetzel bird.  Apparently the other guests did not know the difference but the hotel should not call it a Maya fiesta.

Friday was the last full day and we were on our way to Tulum and Akumal.  Tulum was the largest Mayan coastal city and located 96 miles south of Cancun.


We stopped about 90 miles along for a rest stop.   I was taking a picture of an Oriole nest when a local native said these were "Nepa" or pajarotte (little bird).  Nests of the Altamira Oriole (Icterus gularis) were common hanging from power lines and trees along the highway.  Along the Amazon similar nests were an indicator of an open stream bed or river where the nest hung out over the water. The bird was a possible relative newcomer since Yucatan had no streams.  Roads and power line right-of-ways provided the same edge effect and Yucatan was a few hundred miles less of a migration flight.


Hundreds of longtailed swallowtail butterflies, Papilio polyxenes, were "puddling" or taking water from puddles and muddy spots at the rest stop.  I picked several from the bus radiator along with a Queen butterfly, Anosia berenice, that looks much like the Monarch.


Tropical almond trees (Terminalia Catappa) were in fruit and the butterfly bush (Budhinia sp.) was also covered with red-orange blossoms.  Mostly, the stop was for sodas and souvenirs before we got to the shops at Tulum.


Tulum was unique in that there were only three walls.  It was built on a thirty foot limestone bluff overlooking the sea.  The walled area covered    several hundred acres and had a number of native stone structures.  Entrance to the site was single file through a Judas gate in a wall about fifteen feet high and almost as thick.  Watch towers were located on the two inland corners of the wall.  Several thousand peasants had lived outside the gate to provide food and other products that kept the thousand or so soldiers, priests, scholars and royalty going.  Our guide was not very knowledgeable and preferred to speak Spanish.


The first structures we visited were tombs dedicated to the temple of the sun.  They, like most of Tulum structures, were closed to public and were being restored.  Next was the Temple of Frescoes which had a number of paintings still visible and a sundial in the inner court that had been used to determine the equinox.  Many of the frescoes have fertility connotations.  We passed Temple of Columns and House of Halach Uinik with a carving of the Descending God, “the first skin diver” according to our guide.  It and the Temple of the Descending God near the Castle were probably related to the sunset.


The path wound over what had been the market place.  A few stone platforms and foundations were still  visible.  The House on the Cenote sat on an outcrop above a shallow cave with a spring.  The cave roof was home for a hundred or so cave swallows, Petrochelidon fulva.  The guide said  the park was closed at night because wild animals still came there to drink at the cenote including Jaguar. 


Several small shrines and the Temple of the Wind stood on a high bluff over looking the beach.  These were not explained but they had obviously been used because the rock access was worn and polished and slippery to the unwary foot.


Below this was a small beach that had been used as a natural harbor for the royal trading fleet.  The beach was now occupied by bathers.


The Castle was located on a hill south of the beach.  It was the largest complex in Tulum and primarily used for ceremonies.  The complex contained several temples, alters and ceremonial platforms including the Temple of the Ascending God.  Below the Castle was a narrow cut in the bluff that allowed access to the sea


Tulum was a holy site during the Caste War.  It was located about sixty miles northeast of Santa Cruz, the rebel capitol and thirty miles from Chun Pom, the home of the Maya rebel prophet, Florentino Cituk.  The Tulum structures were smaller and crude compared with other temple sites like Chiche’n Itz’a.


In 1842, John Stephens was one of the first Europeans to visit and describe Tulum.  Explorers did not return because of the rebel scare.


In 1895, a group from the Field Columbian Museum anchored off shore.  They were afraid they would be attacked and did not land.


Several other expeditions did not land because they did not trust the rebel intentions.  Howe and Parmelee from Harvard spent two days exploring the ruins in 1911 but left when fresh signs were found. The pair were apparently trying to remove some artifacts. 


 Drs Sylvanus Morely and Jesse Nusbaum, sponsored by the School of American Research in Santa Fe, spent a few hours in Tulum in 1913.  Hearing of a peace agreement Dr Morely returned for four days in 1916 sponsored by the Carnegie Institution.  


Prince William of Sweden visited Tulum in 1920 and was met by a small group of Mexican soldiers that showed them through the ruins.


It was 1922 before a relative peace that permitted  the  continuing investigation of the site.


After only an hour at Tulum we  reboarded the bus for the twenty five mile ride to Akumal.  This was a bay protected by the reef with a narrow white sand beach.  Thousands of sea turtles formerly came to this beach to lay their eggs.  It is now home of several beach resorts.  We had lunch and were allowed an hour to swim.  I walked a mile of beach and found no shells.  I did find a used plastic syringe.  We tried to snorkel but the tide was turning  with turbulent water due to density layers and sand/silt.  The hotel freshwater pool offered a welcome rinse.  We reboarded the bus about 1500 and were back in Cancun by 1730.


Supper on this last night was at the Hard Rock Cafe.  It was much like Planet Hollywood in being a pleasant surprise.  It was full but not crowded and the food was good and moderately priced. It is definitely my kind of place.

A Saturday morning walk down the beach to Punta Cancun essentially finished the trip.  We packed up and checked out.


 While waiting for transportation to the airport I called Ms Green, the editor of Cancun Tips.  She said they were not interested in my book and did not know how they would use poetry.  We discussed several of my observations and she gave me the number for the Sian Ka'an  Biosphere Reserve.  I called this number and talked with one of the staff.


We were on the plane by 1300 and in San Antonio about 2200.


AFTERTHOUGHTS


A Mayan proverb says, “He who makes an enemy of the earth makes an enemy of his own body.”  In my opinion Cancun and Yucatan have several   environmental and infrastructure problems with fairly easy solutions at this time.  The longer they wait the more expensive the solutions will be to implement.


1.
Air pollution.  Presently there is no serious smog problem but there was one in the 14 days I spent there.  Most of the vehicles are old, many are diesel powered, and there does not seem to be any emission standards. Set and enforce air emission standards.
 
2.
Noise. People do not like noise.  It’s time to for controls  when some of the clubs can be heard blocks away.  Set and enforce noise standards.


3.
Montazuma’s revenge did not appear to be a problem.  However, a good water and sewage treatment to meet US EPA standards would be good advertising for the tourist dollar.

 
4.
Although the tourist industry preaches green or environmental tours none of the tours I took stopped to look at the vegetation, etc. and the guides could not answer most of my questions.


5.
Guides need a certification program to weed out the baloney and pass on accurate information. 

Yucatan Birds

11-18 Dec 1993

Beaches, Bay and Mangroves on Cancun (CA); state park and shoreline on Isla Mujeres (IM); Chankanaab Park on Cozumel (CZ);  Puerto Morales (PM); Dr Alfredo Barrera Mari'n Botanical Garden to Pto Morales (BG); Playa del Carmen (PDC) in Quintanaroo state and Chitzen Itza (CI) and Valladolid (VA) in Yucatan state, Mexico 

Family

Common name 

 Specific name          
Location/notes

Phaethontidae: Tropicbirds

1. White-tailed Tropicbird

Phaethon aethereus

CA Beach, IM,CZ 

l

Pelicanidae: Pelicans

2. Brown Pelican

Pelicanus occidentalis 

CA Bch/Bay







Anhingidae: Anhingas

3. American Anhinga

Anhinga anhinga


CA Bay, PM

Ardeidae: Herons

4. Great Blue Heron

Ardea herodias


PM

5. Cattle Egret

Bubulcus ibis



PM

6. American Egret

Egreta egreta


CA Bay, IM, PM

Threskiornithidae:  Ibises

7. White Ibis

Eudocimus albus    


CA Mangrove

Laridae: Gulls

8. Caspian Tern

Hydroprogne caspia  

CA Beach

9. Ringed-billed Gull (immature)

Larus delawarensis     

CA Beach

Cracidae: Curassows

10. Central American Curassow

Crax rubra




BG

Cuculidae:  Cuckoos

11. Groove-billed Ani

Crotophaga sulcirostris


VA

Picidae: Woodpeckers

12. Guatemalan Ivorybill


Campephilus guatemalensis 

BG

Tyrannidae: Flycatchers

13. Giraud's Flycatcher

Myiozetetes texensis


CA Hotels, PM,PDC









Corvidae: Crows and Jays

14. Yucatan Jay

Cissilopha yucatanica


BG

Mimidae: Mockingbirds

15. Graceful Mockingbird

Mimus gilvus




CA Hotels

Turdidae: Thrushes

16. Gray's Robin

Turdus grayi




BG

Vireonidae: Vireos

17. Yucatan Vireo

Vireo magister



CZ

Icteridae: Blackbirds

18. Great-tailed Grackle

Cassidix mexicanus



CA Hotels, CZ

19. Sumichrast's Blackbird


Dives dives




CI, CZ

20. Orange Oriole

Icterus auratus
  


BG

Coerebidae:  Honeycreepers

21. Cozumel Bananaquit

Coereba caboti



CZ


Yucatan Shells

11-18 Dec 1993
CANCUN ISLAND AND  BEACH, 

Quintana Roo, Mexico

11-18 Dec 93

Fine, light tan coraline sand with off shore reefs.  Dead in drift lines and at bottom of seawall and construction.

"Sea Beans"

1. Lucky Bean (Mucuna  sp.)

2. Sacoglottis sp.

3. Sword Bean [Entada gigas (L.) Fawc. & Rendle]

4. Palm (Elaeis guineensis  jacq.)

5. (Astrocaryum sp.)

6. Tropical almond (Terminalia Catappa L.)

7. Avocado (Persea americana Mill)

8. Anchovy Pear (Grias sp.) 

9. Navelwort, Navel-seed, Navel spurge.  (Omphalodes sp.)

10.Mangrove (Rhizophora Mangle)

Other 
Sand dollar (Mellita sp.)

Goose-neck Barnacle (Lepas sp.)

Sea Whip corals

Shells
Class GASTROPODA Cuvier, 1797

subclass PROSOBRANCHIA

Family FISSURELLIDAE

1. Fissurella angusta Gmelin, 1791

Pointed Keyhole Limpet

Family TROCHIDAE

2. Tegula livivomaculata C.B. Adams, 1845
West Indian Tegula

Family ASTRAEINAE

3. Astraea tuber Linne, 1758


Green Star-shell

Family VERNETIDAE

4. Petaloconchus mcgintyi Olson & Harbison, 1953
McGinty's Worm Shell

5. Petaloconchus floridanus Olson & Harbison, 1953 
Florida Worm Shell

Family CREPIDALIDAE

6. Calyptraea centralis Conrad, 1841

Circular Cup-and-Saucer

Family CASSIDAE

7. Phalium granulatum Born, 1778

Scotch Bonnet

8. Phalium cicatricosum Gmelin, 1791

Smooth Scotch Bonnet
Family MURICIDAE

9. Murex cellulosus Conrad, 1846


Pitted Murex

Family OLIVIDAE

10.Oliva reticularis Lamarck, 1811

Netted Olive

Family CONIDAE

11.Conus ranunculus Hwass, 1792

Atlantic Agate Cone

Subclass OPISTHOBRANCHIA 

Family BULLIDAE

12.Bulla striata Bruguiere, 1792


Striated-bubble

Subclass PULMONATA

Family ELLOBIIDAE

13.Melampus monile Bruguiere, 1789

Yellowish Melampus

Class PELECYPODA

Family ARCIDAE

14.Arca zebra Swainson, 1833


Turkey Wing

15.A. imbricata Bruguiere, 1789


Mossy Ark

16.Anadara notabilis Roding, 1798

Eared Ark

Family MYTILIDAE

17.Brachidontes exustus Linne, 1758

Scorched Mussel

Family PECTINIDAE

18.Chlamys imbricata Gmelin, 1791

Little Knobby Scallop

19.C. benedicti Verrill and Bush, 1897

Benedict's Scallop

20.Leptopecten bavayi Dautzenberg, 1900
Bavay's Scallop

Family LIMIDAE

21.Lima pellucida C.B. Adams, 1846

Antillean Lima

22.L. scabra Born, 1778



Rough Lima

Family OSTREIDAE

23.Ostrea frons Linne, 1758


'Coon Oyster

Family CRASSATELLIDAE

24.Crassinella guadalupensis Orbigny, 1842
Guadeloupe Crassinella


Family LUCINIDAE

25.Lucina blanda Dall and Simpson, 1901
Three-Ridged Lucina

26.Anodontia alba Link, 1807


Buttercup Lucina

Family CHAMIDAE

27.Chama sarda Reeve, 1847


Red Jewel Box
28.C. macerophylla Gmelin, 1791


Leafy Jewel Box

Family CARDIIDAE

29.Trachycardium magnum Linne, 1758

Magnum Cockle
Family VENERIDAE

30.Pitar fulminata Menke, 1828


Lightning Venus
Family TELLINIDAE

31.Tellina radiata Linne, 1758


Sunrise Tellin

32.T. laevigata Linne, 1758


Smooth Tellin

COZUMEL, QUINTANA ROO, MEXICO

16 DEC 93

Fossil coral/live coral reefs with turtle grass beds.  Dead on beach. 

Class ANTHOZOA

Family MUSSIDAE

1. Lobophyllia sp. Blainville 1830


2. 
Lobed cup corals

Class GASTROPODA Cuvier, 1797

Family FISSURELLIDAE

1.  Fissurella barbadaensis Gmel


Barbados Keyhole Limpet


Family NERITIDAE Rafinesque, 1815

2.  Nerita fulgurans Gmelin, 1791


Antillean Nerite

Family LITTORINIDAE Gray, 1840

3.  Littorina (Littorinopsis) angulifera (Lamarck,1822)     
Angulate Periwinkle

Family COLUMBELLIDAE

4.  Columbella (Pyrene) mercatoria L.

Mottled Dove Shell

5.  Mitrella (Astyris) lunata (Say, 1826)

Lunar Dove Shell

6.   Psarostola monulifera Sowerby

Many Spotted Dove Shell

Class PELECYPODA Golgfuss, 1820)

Family MACTRINAE Lamarck, 1809

7.  Mulinia lateralis (Say, 1822)


Dwarf Surf Clam

Family VENERIDAE Rafinesque, 1815

8.  Dosinia elegans Conrad, 1846


Elegant Dosinia

Class POLYPLACOPHORA Blainville, 1816 =

 [AMPHINEURA Von Ihering, 1876, in part]

Family CHITONIDAE

9.  Chiton marmaratus Gmelin, 1791

Marbled Chiton

Isla Mujures, Quintana Roo, Mexico

14 Dec 93

Sandy beaches with off shore reefs and sea grass beds.  Dead on beach.

Class GASTROPODA Cuvier, 1797

Family FISSURELLIDAE

1. Diodora cayenensis Lamarck, 1822

Cayenne Keyhole Limpet

Family TROCHIDAE

2. Tegula fasciata Born, 1778


Smooth Atlantic Tegula

Family TURBININAE

3. Turbo canaliculatus Hermann, 1781

Channeled Turban

Family ASTRAEINAE

4. Astraea tecta Solander, 1786


Imbricated Star-shell

Family LITTORINIDAE

5. Littorina ziczac Gmelin, 1791 


Zebra Periwinkle

Family NERITIDAE

6. Nerita tessellata Gmelin, 1791


Tessellated Nerite

Family TURRITELLIDAE

7. Vermicularia knorri Deshayes, 1843

Knorr's Worm Shell

Family CERITHIIDAE

8. Cerithium variable C.B. Adams, 1845

Dwarf Cerith

Family CALYPTRAEIDAE

9. Calyptraea centralis Conrad, 1841

Circular Cup-and-Saucer

Family COLUMBELLIDAE

10.Columbella (Pyrene) mercatoria L. 1758
Mottled Dove Shell

Family MITRIDAE

11.Mitra barbadensis Gmelin, 1791

Barbados Miter

Family MARGINELLIDAE

12.Hyalina avena Kiener, 1834


Orange-banded Marginella

Family CONIDAE

13.Conus jaspideus Gmelin, 1791

Jasper Cone

Class BIVALVA Linne, 1758 =(PELECYPODA Golgfuss, 1820

Family CARDIIDAE

15.Americardia media Linne, 1758

Atlantic Strawberry Cockle

Family VENERIDAE

16.Antogina listeri Gray, 1838


Princess Venus  

CANCUN ISLAND BEACH, 

Quintana Roo, Mexico

21-28 May 94

Fine, light tan coraline sand with off shore reefs.  Dead in drift lines and at bottom of seawall and construction.

"Sea Beans"

1.  Coconut (Cocos nutifera)

2.   Elaes guineensis jacq

3.   Anchovy pear (grais sp)
Shells
Class GASTROPODA Cuvier, 1797

subclass PROSOBRANCHIA

Family FISSURELLIDAE

1. Diodora variegata Sowerby 1862

Variagated Keyhole Limpet

Family HIPPONICIDAE

2. Chilea equistris L. 1758



 False Cup-and-saucer

Class PELECYPODA

Family NUCULIDAE

3.  Yoldia perprotracta Dall 1912


 Long Yoldia

Family TELLINIDAE

4.  Tellina mera Say 1834



 Mera Tellin

CANCUN ISLAND Bahia de Mujeres 

Quintana Roo, Mexico

21-28 May 94

Fine, light tan coraline sand with off shore reefs.  On the channel facing Isla Mujeres. Dead in drift lines and at bottom of seawalls.

Shells
Class GASTROPODA Cuvier, 1797

subclass PROSOBRANCHIA

Family FISSURELLIDAE

1. Diodora listeri Orbigny 1853


Lister’s Keyhole Limpet

2. Acamea antillarum Sowerby 1831

Antillean Limpet

3.  Lucapinalla limatula Reese 1850 

File Fleshy Limpet

Family VERMETIDAE

4.  Petaloconchus floridanus Olson and Harbison 1953    Florida Worm Shell

5.  Vermicularia knorri Deshayes 1843 

Knorr’s Worm Shell

6.  Sarpulorbis decussata Gmelin 1791 

Decussate Worm Shell

Family OVULIDAE

7.  Cyphoma gibbosum L. 1758 


Flamingo Tongue

Isla Mujures, Quintana Roo, Mexico

26 May 94

North Beach.  Sandy with off shore reefs and sea grass beds.  Dead on beach.

Shells
Class GASTROPODA Cuvier, 1797

subclass PROSOBRANCHIA

Family FISSURELLIDAE

1. Fissurella barbadensis Gmelin 1791 

Barbados Keyhole Limpet

Family MURICIDAE

2.  Purpara patula L. 1758 



Widemouth Purpura

Family TEREBRIDAE

4.  Terebra protexta Conrad 1845 

Fine-ribbed Auger

Family COLUMBELLIDAE

5.  Columbella mercatoria L. 1758 

Common Dove  

Class PELECYPODA

Family MYTILLIDAE

6.  Branchiodontes exustus L. 1758 

Scorched Mussel

Family CHAMIDAE

7.  Chama congregata Conrad 1833. 

Little Corrogated Jewel Box
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