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MEET ME IN THE
MAYAN

aven't you heard? Everyone’s
talking about the Mayan Riviera.
Fortunately you don’t have to
venture halfway around the
globe to reach this hot spot,

as it's in Mexico, where
luxurious resorts such as The
Tides, Rosewood Mayakoba
and Mandarin Oriental beckon.

Seeking isolation, my sister Liz and | jetted off
to the Hotel Esencia — a posh, marvelously under-
the-radar 29-room hotel that's 20 minutes outside
Playa del Carmen. This is the farthest thing from
ostentatious. Guests are ushered through security
to the hotel’s front desk, which is housed in a
humble Mayan-style hut with mud-cloaked walls
and swinging hammocks. Beyond that point, golf carts are the only vehicles with access to
grounds rife with tropical greenery, indigenous iguanas and colorful birds.

This Mexican villa was built in the 1990s by an Italian-born duchess. A little more than
three years ago, it was transformed into a hotel with garden suites and ocean-view rooms
accessible to those in the know. Yet somehow, whether you check in for a long weekend
or a luxurious week, the property maintains that unmistakable air of privilege. You feel like
a houseguest at an estate run with a lot of help.

Liz and | holed up in a two-story garden villa— Liz on the ground floor and | perched
above. Our surrounds were awash in white with native hardwood furnishings and
mahogany louvered sliding doors that opened to a terrace overlooking a swath of lush
tropical forest. We each enjoyed plunge pools off the master baths and double-rain-head
showers (and in her case, a whirlpool tub, too), while we slept soundly under pristine
600-thread-count Egyptian-cotton sheets.

We woke by nine to enjoy tai chi and hatha yoga classes overlooking the beach before
venturing to the loggia by the pool for machacados, scrambled eggs with shredded salted
beef. Hotel Esencia has two restaurants on premises (Sal Y Fuego is open after dark), and
both serve remarkably well-prepared food native to the region.

Slip on your sandals and head to the shore, steps from the pool, where terry-cloth-
upholstered teak lounges await and the water is six shades of cerulean blue. Complimentary
snorkels in your room inspire you to swim out to see the reefs — which are studded with
coral, from fan to finger to brain varieties — and the sea life that inhabits them. If you're
inclined, venture a little farther on property to find isolated lagoons with crystal-clear water.

Embrace spirituality? You'll appreciate the Mayan spa. The massages, facials and
exfoliations are derived from the ingredients grown in the spa‘s own gardens. Information
877.528.3490; hotelesencia.com. Laurann Claridge
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