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How the crumbling
haciendas of the Yucatan
have been reinvented as
ultra-stylish hideaways
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warehouses and even lighthouses that are now hotels - the

haciendas of the Yucatan in Mexico are the most distinctive I
have come across. They are a call from another era, hauntingly
beautiful, each with a run of Romanesque arches supported on slender
coral-stone columns, and they stand out boldly in the luxuriant greens
of their tropical gardens, painted in blood-red and gold.

O fall the old functional buildings turned to leisure - the forts,
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These beauties are situated in the west of the Yucatan peninsula,
around an arc of colonial towns - Valladolid, Mérida, Campeche - and
the many extraordinary Mayan ruins. The area has its own extremely
strong character, and it’s a sort of cultural antidote to the Caribbean
side at Canciin and Playa del Carmen.
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By 1990 most haciendas lay abandoned and in ruins. Now they have a new lease of life

Although I did fly into Canciin, I immediately set off due west, chasing
the sun. It’s weird country, the Yucatan: relentlessly flat and smothered
in dry scrub, where roads run dead straight for three miles at a stretch.
The peninsula is an uplifted bed of sedimentary limestone, now settled
just a few feet above sea level. Limestone is porous, so there are no
rivers. Instead, the rain drips through it into a network of underground
waterways. Occasionally the bedrock erodes, exposing subterranean
sinkholes, or cenotes, filled with cool, clear water. It's odd to know you
are driving over a rocky Swiss cheese.

It’s a long way across the peninsula, so I broke the journey at Hacienda
Chichén Itz4, next to the famous Mayan ruins of that name. The estate
house, with its pretty run of five rounded arches, dates from
extraordinarily early - 1523. And it’s obvious where the building stones
came from: there are Mayan carvings in the walls. The hacienda sets
the scene well. Its dining room sits on the colonnaded veranda
overlooking a profuse tropical garden.

The ancient site of Chichén Itza creoi: PATRYK KOSMIDER - FOTOLIA/PATRYK KOS




The other reason for breaking the journey was the chance of a pre-
opening visit to the ruins, listed by Unesco, before the heat and crowds
arrived. They were liveliest 1,000 years ago. Now they are ghostly
quiet, and for all the extraordinary pyramids and carvings, they felta
bit bald as my guide explained the collision of Toltec and local Mayan
cultures and their fascination with jaguars, eagles, snakes and
sacrifice.

The heyday of the haciendas, mostly hidden in the jungle further west,
was between 1820 and 1930, when they grew “heneken” cactus (the one
that resembles a green explosion, with vicious-looking, 8ft spikes
bursting up in all directions). From it came sisal - a Mayan fibre that
was later used in marine rope and for everything from straw hats to
baler twine. It made the planters immensely rich and they built estate
houses to reflect their grandeur.

By 1990 most haciendas lay abandoned and in ruins, marginalised by
the local Mayan people for the memories of back-breaking, ill-paid
work they represented. Now they have a new lease of life.

Xcanatun lies just north of Mérida and I met owner Cristina Baker in
the hotel dining room, formerly the threshing room. Twenty-five years
ago a tree grew at this spot. “They were so rich they would send their
laundry to Cuba,” she said, “and they built themselves huge mansions
in Mérida”

Today the hotel bedrooms and suites are mostly in the outhouses, in
restored stables and offices scattered around the gardens. Built to be
cool before air-conditioning, they are high-ceilinged with pretty
verandas, elegantly picked out in wrought iron.

Mérida is the capital of Yucatan province and the region’s cultural
centre. It dates from 1540 and has a pretty colonial centre with streets
of brightly painted, single-storey houses that are only gradually being
overtaken by concrete structures. Like their hacienda counterparts,
these houses are being given a new lease of life as restaurants and bars,
s0 you retreat from the heat and hubbub into lovely colonnaded
courtyards.

Mérida’s hippest hotel, Rosas y Xocolate, lies on the Avenida Montejo in
the north of the city. Two houses have been brought together and
restored to create the property. Some traditional elements remain, the
dark wood and patterned floor tiles, but the keynote of the hotel is its
colour scheme of hot pink and chocolate brown, lightened inside with
lime green and yellow. It’'s a very original take on Mexico's earthy
colours.

I discussed Mérida’s history with owner Carol Kolozs over a mezcal and
chilli cocktail. “Avenida Montejo is where the sisal barons built their
palaces a century ago,” she explained.

Temoz6n, south of Mérida




Next morning I saw them, vast French wedding cake affairs, some of
which would look a bit ostentatious in Paris. But it is the plantation
houses that have the strongest signature. I visited Temozén, south of
Mérida, which once stretched to thousands of acres. The estate house is
earthy red and stands commandingly above the stepped lawns and the
narrow-gauge railways that once serviced the plantations. It has been
restored and overlooks a contemporary swimming pool towards the old
factory, now the spa, and a museum of sisal hardware.

Temozon has witnessed the signature of treaties with Mexico by more
than one president of the United States, something that may not
happen again for a while.

At Uxmal, another complex of Mayan ruins, many of them still
uncovered, I understood how to approach these sites better. You must
imagine the pyramids brightly painted, in red, blue and green, with
markets or a game taking place at the ball court. And then, to the sound
of conch horns and drums, the appearance of the cacique, or tribe
leader, bewigged with brightly coloured feathers. Sound is essential
here. The most impressive thing at Uxmal is the echo of a single clap.
Shuffled on more than 100 stone steps, the sound waves return like the
cry of a jungle bird, the quetzal.

The newest and smartest hotel to be built around a restored hacienda is
Chablé, situated about 18 miles south-west of Mérida. As you approach,
there is a nod to the “green gold” of old - neatly ranged lines of cacti, all
diagrammatic explosions of spiky flesh. Then, set among sumptuous
coral-walled lawns, is the colonnaded blue hacienda building.
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Set among sumptuous coral-walled lawns is the colonnaded blue hacienda building
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At one side is their restaurant, Ixi’ Im, a stone ruin to which has been
added an uber-cool glass dining room, with more than 3,000 back-lit
tequila bottles on view. The cuisine is presided over by Jorge Vallejo,
Mexico’s most famous chef. It’s imaginative, locally sourced and
excellent.

The rooms at Chablé have a contemporary feel creor: 22
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If the central area sounds a traditional note, the rooms at Chablé have a
different, recognisably contemporary feel. Qut of the overwhelming
gcreenery, casitas rise in an assembly of white, rectilinear blocks and
columns. Inside them, walls of glass and textured Yucatan limestone
are offset by blond, biscuit and deep brown wood. Each casita has an
outside space, a sitting area and plunge pool contained as much by the
encroaching greenery as by any white wall.




The cuisine is presided over by Jorge Vallejo,

lexico’'s most famous chef

Another departure is that Chablé centres life on a spa, which in turn is
centred on one of the Yucatan’s cenotes. You arrive at a contemporary
building on the lip of the sinkhole, and then, after a small Mayan
blessing, have your treatment in one of the wooden cabins overlooking
the meandering water and palms.
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Another departure is that Chablé centres life on a spa, which in turn is centred on one
of the Yucatan's cenotes

And that’s another counter-clash with the coast. There are hundreds of
cenotes around the western Yucatan. You can take a picnic and spend
the day sunbathing and swimming in their cool, clear fresh water. Who
needs the beach?

How to do it

Steppes Travel (01285 601 050; steppestravel.com) offers a seven-night
itinerary to Mexico’s western Yucatan from £3,360 per person based on
two people sharing. The price includes three nights at Chablé Resort
and Spa (chableresort.com) and four nights in traditional haciendas, all
on a B&B basis, including international flights and self-drive car hire.










