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Cozumel a diver’s paradise

Cruise reveals Mexican isle’s once-hidden charm

COZUMEL, MEXICO — You can
lears a Jot about a destination during a
one-day stopover aboard a cruise ship.
Our flrst port of call aboard the crulse
ship Mardi Gras was Cozumcl, on the
Carlbbean coast of Mexlco. It turned
out to be the best part of call, because
we saw Grand Cayman two days later
in the rain and were unable cven to
dock at Ocho Rios, Jamalea, because of
rough weather. That kind of bad luck
doesn't happen very often.

Cozumel ls an istand 12 miles off the
Yucatan Peninsula. The people are
from the same Mayan stock scen by
Cortes and other early Spanish explor-
ers In the 36th century. It was a vHlage
known only lo a few Jucky divers until
Jncques Cousteaw dlscovered black
coral there in the 1960,

+ It Is stil] a dlver's paradise. The Ia-
goon of the Sol Caribe Hotel, across
narrow strip of water from our crulse
ship,’Is a 'bunny pool’ for beginners,
The water.in the lagoon is only waist
high.
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movle team. The rest of us go by taxi
or motor scooter Into the town of San
Miguel, two or three milcs away,

The motor scooters cost $15 a day at
the dock, Smart shoppers found them
for $7 a day at the Hotel Lopez on the
town square. A taxi into town cost §3
no matter how many people ride, so

most of us walted for other passengers

to share the fare.

THE HOTELS stretch out on (his
slde of town, most of them no higher
than a palm tree. The dowatown area
of San Miguel runs from the dock and

school of yellow life fackets In the sea
beyond the lagoon, getting a face-down
view of colored fish, pink conch shells
and the coral reef off-shore. Scuba
divers go out by the boatload.

Some crulse shlp passengers never
get beyond this point. Others taxl to
San Francisco beach, where you can
swim in front of the El Presidente Ho-
tel and snorket around a plane sunk 30
feet below the surface by a Hollywood

Cozumel is an island
12 miles off the
Yucatan Peninsula in
the Caribbean. The
people are from the
same Mayan stock
seen by Corles and
other early Spanish

‘ explorers in the 16th
century. It was a village
known only to a few
lucky divers until
Jacques Cousteau
discovered black coral
there in the 1960s. And
the divers have been
coming back ever
since.

’

front street about 10 streets back
past the town square and the market.

It Is a very polite and fricndly town,
The faces are Mayan, flatter and
broader than those seen around Mexico
City, From the dock, where a glass-bot.
lom boat leaves every hall-hour for the
crulse ship docks, the town spreads out
In either direction: palm trees, stucco
bulldings, sand and boats.

‘The crulse dlreetor typleally recom-
mends one or two shops in a port of
call; usually the better known and most
rellable ones, but not necessarlly the
most interesting shops or those with
the best prices. Our most memorable
stop was at Bazaar Cozumel, where we
found an ex-Detrolter called Hazel
Mrock managing the store. Hazel came
down here 11 years ago and stayed.

She drew us a map marked wlth
places we wouldn’t find on cur own, es-
pecially on the other stde of the istand:
"1t’s sllll llke Adam and Eve In the gar-
den over there, a few restaurants and

ranches, lots of emply beaches, but,

don't snorke? or swim there unless the

Is marked for it." You canride a
Inotor scooter around the Island caslly
in a couple of hours or rent a Volks-
wagen mini-moke for $30 a day, We ex-
plored the restaurants and the people
Intown Instead,

Local people told us that the best
restaurants to visit at night were: El
Ranchlto, good food and scrvice with
Mexican decor; Such Is Life, good Mex-
Ican foad, the best salads on the Istand,
and Mexlcan jazz muslcians and sing.
ers; Las Tortugas, Yucatan pork chops
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The cruise ahlp‘Mardl Gras makes for a dszzling sight on a balmy night in Cozumel, Mexlico.

ship’s Caribbean crulse, and it turned out to be the best,

under a raln roof on an open patio; and
Casa Denlse, where you need advance

reservations and a minimum of six din-_ |

crs {or the Yucatan food (no menu).

Rolandl’s Pizzeria, where an Itallan
famlly taught local Mayans how to
cook thelr food, has “great spaghetts,
lasagna, salad, plzza dough bread and
sinful desserts.” Pepe’s 18 very popular
among the tourlsts. So is the San Fran-
cisco restaurant, several miles out of
town, "where you can get shrimp shish

Mexican musicians
entertain  during
lunch In Cozumel. Al-
though one side of
the island ia bullt-up,
with hotels, fine res-
tauranta and even

offers a more primi.
tive environment,
with lots of open
beaches,
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discos, the other side -

kebabs and live music for about 450
" ($3).

THE YOUNG are very livgly at
discos called Scaramouche, Hippopo-
tamaus and Grips (Grips has a good
restaurant, mixed menv). And young to
not-so-young throng to Carlos 'N Mur-
phys, one of a chaln of funky restau-
rants In Mexico,

You go up the crooked stairs In a
wash of sound to Carlos ‘N Murphys:
music and lavghter from the bar end of
the room, the clink of dishes from the
dining end. Young tourlsts crowd
around tiny tables, drinking margaritas
and Mexican beer, It's a great meeting-
and-mingling place under a ceillng
draped with T-shirts from around the
world.

A man with a glass wine decanter
goes around the room sending streams
of red wine into any willing customer’s
mouth, and sometimes down the cus.
fomer’s neek.

Back aboard the Mardi Gras, we
found a disgruntled group returncd
from an all-day, expensive tour to
Playa del Carmen and then to the sin-
gle Mayan ruln at Tulum. Savvy tour-
1sts in Coztmel go by alr instead to Chi-
chen Itza for about $25, where they can
wander a whole Mayan city in rulns.
Elther way, Mayan ruins are a major
attraction in the Cancum-Cozumel
arca,

For Informatlon on the Mardi Gras,
contact Carnlval Lines or your travel
agent; on Cozumel, your trave) agent or
the Mexlcan Government Tourism Off-
ice, 233 N. Michigan, Chleago, Il
60601, -
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Cruise is rated best vacation value
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Cozumel was the first port of call on the
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1 wk. - alr, htl, tax °
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