


My surfer son headed straight for the folks at Mazatlan Surf Center, near the Dairy Queen. This is the
place to find any surfing equipment you might want to rent and people who can teach you to use it.
They'll even guide you to the beach with the waves suited for your level of expertise. Despite their
advice, my teen emerged from the ocean daily, however, feeling as if no matter which beach he
attempted, the brutal waves got the best of him.

Families are attracted to Playa Las Gaviotas where the newer hotels are located directly on the beach
and offer larger pools. One of the favorites is Hotel Playa Mazatlan, which hosts Mexican fiestas every
Tuesday, Thursday and Saturday, and a huge fireworks display on Sundays. Along this strip, beachfront
vendors will set you up for parasailing, riding a catamaran, hopping on a banana boat or taking a day trip
to snorkel around one of the nearby islands. '

After spending an afternoon on this beach, we settled into a hut of a club with a thatched roof where
young waiters bring beer by the bucketful. Joe's Oyster Bar proved to be one of the best spots from
which to see body surfers and jet skiers wrestle the waves head on.

Apparently the same tables on which you eat burgers and fresh oysters by day at J oe's later become
surfaces for dancing until 2 a.m. If that's not enough for the night owl in you, head south on the beach to
Valentino's and the Fiestaland Complex. You can't miss the all-white, Moorish building that juts out
over the sea. There, they tell those of us who can't stay up so late, you can dance beneath a high-tech
laser light show until 4 a.m.

So, which Mazatlan? Do you go for the historic, cultural center where character reigns and you know
you're in Mexico? Or do you opt for the glitz, the action and the ease of the newer edge?

When you're traveling with a shopper, a surfer and a guy who wants to walk among the locals, a little of
both makes everyone feel as if they got the vacation they wanted.

The shrimp is fresh, the beer cold and the sun shines brightly on both sides of the malecon.

IF YOU GO
GETTING THERE

Flying from Chicago to Mazatlan's Gen. Rafael Buelna Airport, you'll most likely get a one-stop flight
making connections in Mexico City. Book far enough in advance and you can get a round-trip fare of
about $440 in the chillier months. For our family, Mazatlan was one stop in a longer Mexico vacation so
we caught a bus from the town of El Fuerte. It's a cheap, efficient and comfortable way to travel once
you're in Mexico and eliminates the need for rental cars. A Web site with good information about bus
travel in Mexico is http://www.dif ferentworld.com/mexico/buses.htm.

LODGING

Here's where you have to decide whether you want to be in the older, historic section of Mazatlan or the
hip, newer side. We thought we'd found a great bargain at $70 per night for a double in the Hotel La
Siesta, right across the street from a small, rocky beach. On our next trip, we're certain we'll try The
Melville, a new boutique hotel with a charming courtyard and library. Although it's several blocks from
the beach, each of the 20 suites has its own kitchenette and breakfast is included. A one-bedroom suite



for two adults is $70. 866-395-2881; http://www.themelville .com

Head further north and you'll pay twice as much for most hotels. My pick might be Hotel Playa
Mazatlan, which offers fireworks and fiestas on a great stretch of beach. Depending on the time of year,
an ocean-view room may run $160 and a garden view room $135 per night for a double. 800-762-5816;
http://www.hotel playamazatlan.com

DINING

With tremendous fresh seafood and great, local Mexican food from which to choose, it's hard to imagine
going wrong in this city that offers scores of choices. The Shrimp Bucket, located in the Hotel La Siesta,
was the original spot in Carlos Anderson's chain. Mexican breakfasts that ran about $4 there are so large
and good that lunch didn't seem to dawn on us until 2 p.m.

Further south on the beach, we found Copa de Leche, a tranquil sidewalk cafe with a boat-shaped bar.
Again, the seafood and the Mexican food rule here. Dinner entrees averaged $12. If you're looking to
splurge on a night away from the local specialties, a newer restaurant on the block, Olas Altas
Steakhouse, owned by expatriate Texans, has tremendous ambience, superbly seasoned steak (in the $30
range) and a good-looking cheeseburger on the children's menu.

ATTRACTIONS

It's terrific to leave a vacation destination feeling as if you need to come back to have seen it all. That
happened to us in Mazatlan. Some of the top-rated attractions in the city include Acuario Mazatlan, an
aquarium with more than 200 species. It's open from 9:30 a.m. to 6 p.m. daily, and costs $6 for adults
and $3 for children. Brush up on your Spanish before you go so you'll know what's happening in the
shows. Av. de los Deportes 111.

Teatro Angela Peralta: This historic gem built in the late 1800s was refurbished in 1998 and reopened to
the public. With more than 800 seats, the Italian-style theater has three levels of balconies and remains a
working theater. You can tour it for about 60 cents. Carnival No.1024.

Museo Arqueologico de Mazatlan: Admission is free to this archeological museum that features pre-
Hispanic artifacts. Closed on Mondays. Sixto Osuna 76.

Information: Good tips on visiting Mazatlan can be found at the city's own Web site for tourists,
http://www.mazatlan.com.mx , and the Web site for the city's only English-language visitors' guide,
http://www.pacificpearl.com

-- D.D.



