
The Mexican Riviera According to the First Mate: From Puerto Vallarta (La 
Cruz) to Barra de Navidad 

This is the last leg of our trip south. We will go no further than the Barra/Melaque/Manzanillo area. From 
there it would be 200 miles to anything more interesting, and another 200 miles back. So we will enjoy 
this, I hope, and then slowly move north with the warmer weather until it is warm enough to visit the Sea 
of Cortez. 

Our first challenge was rounding Cabo Corrientes, known as the Mexican Point Conception. For you non-
sailors, Point Conception is a much storied and often feared point of land above Santa Barbara. Like all 
west-facing points of land that intrude into the Pacific Ocean, it can be exceptionally nasty, with large 
seas and high winds that can spring up without warning or prediction. We had a surprise 40 knots the last 
time we rounded it. So we were cautious in our approach to Cabo Corrientes. The predictions were for 
little wind, and that is what we found. We did find what's known as the Washing Machine, an area of 
confused and very rough seas which can stretch a few miles offshore. It was lumpy and full of whitecaps, 
but nothing to bother us this time. I snapped one photo of the point, where it looks like a nice, placid 
place with a lighthouse on it. I only hope we are as lucky coming back north. 

 

Tiny Ipala was our first overnight stop. I'm not sure why they even named this place. There were a few 
falling-down buildings, some pangas tied up at a little concrete abutment, but hardly a sign of life in the 
place. Plus in the middle of the little anchorage, we found what must have been a fish pen, or aquaculture 
facility to give it a nice name. The holding ground is poor anyway in that little cove. And the fish pen 
took the best of the middle where the (good-holding) sand was supposed to be. We tried twice to anchor 
along the side, and ended up further out in 50 feet, with less protection but at least we didn't have to worry 
about bumping into the pen when the wind changed. Shortly Katie Lee came in too, and squeezed into the 
east wall in about 40 feet. Ed remarked that the locals may eventually figure out they are not getting any 
cruising dollars when cruisers can't anchor there. There was no possibility to go ashore for a meal. We 
had chili in an avocado for dinner and went to bed early. 



      

Next morning we had a five-hour leg to Chamela, much more to our liking. Chamela has a large, pretty 
bay lined with wide sand beaches and then a fringe of coconut palms, with palapas scattered down at the 
west end. Ed had promised me a palapa lunch, even if it was a bit late. So we shut down the boat, readied 
the dinghy with its motor, and headed for the beach. There was some surf running, and the pangas were 
beached waiting for calm tide. That should have been our clue. But we proceeded apace until near shore. I 
always sit on the front of the dink, and when I judge I can touch bottom without wetting my shorts, I jump 
out and pull the dink far enough onto the sand that Ed can climb out without wetting his long pants. This 
time a wave caught the back of the dink and raised it, just as the trough caused the bow to dip. Together 
the two motions tipped me out into the surf, and the dinghy, still moving forward, ran over the top of me. 
I realized as I came up that the dink was above me, but of course I couldn't tell which part of it pointed 
which way. I managed to free myself sideways, and luckily Ed cut the motor so that if I tangled with the 
prop, at least it wouldn't be turning. I was, of course, soaked, but otherwise unhurt. My hat was tied on 
tight, I held onto my dark glasses, and kept my eyes tight shut so as not to lose the contact lenses. The 
only casualty was the little plastic pill box I keep in my pocket. It must have floated out, and I never did 
find it. As we pulled the dink up on the sand and I began to peel off my "stuff", a Canadian couple at the 
nearest palapa asked "Did you rent that?" I admit I must have looked pretty stupid, but wasn't that a dumb 
question? Perhaps they meant my good pink hat. Here is one shot of Ed, who also got wet, checking out 
the dink. 



       

 

In spite of our introduction, we totally enjoyed Chamela. After a good shrimp meal, we found a mini-
tienda, a tiny store tucked behind the palapas. It was the only store nearby, and even though I was not 
cold with the wet clothes (due to 90-degree temperatures) I didn't feel like a long walk. The woman had 
no yogurt, the thing we needed most, but she had a large pineapple which I bought and cut up the next 
morning. We spent three days enjoying the scenery, the good food, and a well-deserved rest. 

 



I forget that Christmas is approaching until I see the decorations, tropical style. One day we walked into 
town to see the town square and to get more groceries. This tidy scene was the entry to a tire business, 
and the proprietor clearly intended his tree to light up the holidays. 

 

It was a 20-mile run to Tenacatita (about 3 hours). The further south we go, the calmer it gets, and the 
warmer it gets. We did not sail at all, having no wind. Enroute, we passed Punta Farallon, and on it, near 
the lighthouse, was a very odd structure. It can best be described as a giant turned bowl. It looks like Paul 
Bunyan would like it. There it sits right at the edge of the point, with the lighthouse back a bit and higher. 
Still, the thing must be 100 feet high. Odd, indeed. 

  



< Next Stop: Tenacatita Tenacatita is listed as one of the four favorite cruising spots on Mainland 
Mexico. So we had high hopes. We entered the big bay, avoiding rocky islands in the center, and 
anchored well tucked-in on the northwest corner, right where the books recommend. There is a little river 
which empties there, and one lone palapa sits on the beach. Once we were anchored, we launched the 
dink, without motor, and rowed ashore. People were swimming at the confluence of salt and fresh water, 
waist deep and 200 yards offshore alongside a rocky reef. We avoided the confused confluence and reef, 
and beached it downwind with some difficulty. There was a surf running. Here we go again. The palapa 
had maybe a dozen cruisers sitting at tables in the sand. We listened to the tales of how you take the 
dinghy up the river at high tide, eat at palapas on "the other side", to float back down with the falling tide. 
Unfortunately our timing was bad. The tides would dictate a 3 a.m. departure time. Maybe next trip. Next 
we asked about amenities, like bank, food and laundry. The locals take their boats over to La Manzanilla, 
a tiny town on the far side of the big bay, anchor, go ashore to do their business, then up-anchor and 
return to Tenacatita. Takes all day, and you are on a lee shore while you are there. Didn't sound too 
exciting. 

The guidebooks show a little town between our anchorage and La Manzanilla. So next day we resolved to 
walk in and see. It appeared to be about 3 miles, less than an hour's walk. We walked past a big hotel near 
our anchorage. They not only don't welcome tourists, you are not allowed to enter. It is a walled enclave 
now used as a high-end all-inclusive American Plan tourist hotel. Needless to say, we walked briskly past 
it, and on up the hill. Associated condos stepped up the steep hill. We walked about 45 minutes over a 
very rough and winding cobbled road, stopping at the front gate only long enough to be told it would be a 
$20 US taxi ride to town. Forty dollars to buy groceries struck me as a little much. One glance at the line 
of taxis waiting told me a question about the bus would not get a helpful answer. 

A bit further, a large SUV with booming American voice offered us a ride. Sure enough! We may be 
selling ourselves to the white slave trade, but it beats being lost in the jungle. Our host was Joe Santana, 
ex-pat and local real estate broker, and knower of all things about the area. He drove us into La 
Manzanilla, right past the spot in the books where there should have been a convenient town, then pointed 
out the high spots: one laundry, about 4 little groceries, a handful of beachside palapas, and the taxi stand. 
No bank, no ATM. Here is a view, dirt streets and all. 

 



There is also a string of fishing pangas on the beach. Through Joe, we tried to enquire about a panga ride 
back, the most direct and easy way we could imagine. No one was interested in taking us. It wasn't an 
issue of dollars, simply no one was willing to go. So after buying basic groceries and libations to refill the 
stores aboard, we found the local taxi stand. $20 later, our driver (who said it would have been much 
more had we succeeded in getting a panga) dropped us off at "our" palapa, and we retreated to the boat. I 
am low on cash, although Ed is still flush with pesos. We had not planned all meals aboard, and when the 
next day our palapa was inexplicably closed, we decided maybe the next port of Barra should be 
scheduled sooner than planned. 

             

Barra de Navidad: Our Southernmost Destination 

Barra de Navidad is just around the corner from Tenacatita, and 10 miles south. We timed our entry into 
the lagoon to coincide with high tide. Barra is Spanish for a bar of the sand variety. Past the narrow 
harbor entrance, there is a big sand bar island to one side and a plush five-star hotel to the other. Past the 
hotel and it's Pemex fuel station, you thread your way through a narrow passage with an even narrower 
navigable depth channel. Keeping carefully in the established channel, you make a dog-leg turn and can 
then find a spot in 20 feet of water in the middle of what appears to be a large lagoon. Most of it is less 
than 3 feet deep. We did as the guidebooks recommended and we anchored in 18 feet with no problem. 
Over the course of our stay, however, we watched three other vessels go aground on various parts of the 
bar. It's no problem, a panga can pull you off for some number of pesos if there is a panga near. If not, 
well, you can hope the tide is still rising or at least not falling quickly. 

The local fishermen work the lagoon from before sunup until well after sundown. I was fascinated 
watching them throw their net, gather it in and dump a load of small silvery fish in the bottom of the 
panga; then repeat. I imagine they have been doing this for hundreds of year, although now the nets are 
made of synthetic line. Here are three pix of a sequence. The digital camera didn't deal well with such 
quick motion, so please forgive the fuzziness. In the background, you can see the little green panga "Get 
Lost", our friends from Isthmus. 



 
 

  

 



It's almost Christmas at this point in the log. The set of cruisers in Barra had a nice brunch at the Hotel's 
Golf Course Restaurant for Christmas Eve morning. The funny thing about the Golf Course is that 
nobody ever seems to use it. It looked like a nice course, designed by some big name golfer, and nicely 
maintained. The Clubhouse is near the lagoon, so that it is easy to dinghy to the Clubhouse dock and walk 
a short distance up the hill. But in the three times we've been there, we have seen two golfers and two 
other couples, total, in the restaurant. Never mind, it's a nice restaurant with reasonable prices and, get 
this, real ice tea! Here are views from the tower looking over the course. In one direction, you can see the 
lagoon spreading past the jungle, and the other direction looks toward the ocean. The literature says you 
can play several holes right beside the surf. 

 

 



  

Try to imagine 50 people in this patio. We staged a photo after brunch, and somebody sent it to Electronic 
Latitude, the online arm of Latitude 38, a magazine for local sailors. Or see www.latitude38.com, look for 
Electronic Latitude for the online version with all the people smiling at the camera. It should have been 
the issue right after 12/24/06, although I cannot check that now. 

 

Let me take a minute (ha, try and stop me!) to discuss iced tea. I love it, and routinely order it when I go 
out to lunch. In the States, it's a no-brainer. Here it is mostly non-existent. For starters, nobody but the 
Yankees drink iced tea. The Brits, bless them, appreciate good tea but only like their tea hot. Order an 
iced tea in the British Isles, and you are likely to get instant! In Mexico, a few selected destinations who 
cater to lots of Americans may provide iced tea. But it's liable to be already sweetened. An alternative is 
to serve it with simple syrup on the side, a civilized choice for those who feel compelled to adulterate it. 
Every restaurant table in Mexico comes with cut fresh lime segments, and they go well in place of lemon 
in the tea. But I have basically learned not to order it here, unless I want a small glass of very weak sweet 
tea which arrives a long time after I order it. 

Side Trip to Colima 

One of my dream destinations was Colima, capital of the state of Colima and a small city three hours 
inland from Barra. My friends Bill and Leonard (from Isla Isabella fame) and Kathi, now crew aboard 
Peregrine, expressed interest too. So we set up a plan, and at 6:45 a.m. on the assigned day, Leonard and 
Kathi picked me up and we dinghied ashore to start our great adventure. First a first-class bus from Barra 
to Colima. Then a long walk around all the museums and shopping area, followed by lunch at the main 
Jardin, the garden square around which every Mexican city seems to be built. Here is a view from our 
lunch table, looking under the table umbrellas and out toward the hot tropical sun which heated up one-
way traffic around the square. 



 
 

 

More online ranting: I wanted a photo of the three of us. Waiters and local walk-ons are always happy to 
take a photo, but don't seem to notice that they are cutting off our legs, or shooting into the sun, or making 
some other basic photographic blunder. So, I made certain to take a few shots of each "two of us" which 
were in focus, in sunlight, etc. To wit: here you see me first with Kathi, then with Leonard. 



  

And here we are, all three of us standing in front of the central Jardin, with most of our feet. 

 



 
Leonard was a real trooper. Kathi and I gabbed, shopped, and had a wonderful time in the four museums 
we tracked down. Leonard was ever pleasant, didn't fuss about shopping, and seemed to enjoy himself the 
whole time. Thanks, Leonard. He even helped us carry back our treasures. I bought a couple of museum 
copies of the wonderful Pre-Colombian pottery so prevalent in Colima. Hope I can manage to get them 
home in one piece each. I also bought some local coffee as a gift, and even found a cookbook (in Spanish, 
of course) of local dishes. Kathi is a chef and I tried to tempt her with it, but the Spanish is admittedly a 
tough go. 

Our last lesson of the day was that those who do not buy their return trip tickets early do not necessarily 
get home on time. You guessed it, we failed to get our return first-class tickets. By the time we got back 
to the bus terminal after a frantic search for a taxi right at shift turn-over time, the nice bus was sold out. 
We had a few moments of panic, including discussion of hiring a taxi to drive us home, but we settled on 
a first-class bus to Manzanillo followed by a chicken bus home. We got home an hour or two later than 
the plan, but it sure looked good to us at that point. 

To give you an idea of the charm of Barra, here are some views with an attempted explanation of 
geography. The entrance channel has the little town to the left, with a long narrow peninsula between 
town and breakwater. From the tip of the breakwater and looking back toward town, you see: 

 



Turning around to look across the channel, here's the view. Notice the green channel marker almost in 
mid-channel. And this outer channel is the deep, wide one. 

 

One of our first lunches was at the Seafarer, a bright yellow spot right on the beach and visible in the first 
beach photo too. Here are the views up and down the shoreline from our table. These typify our palapa 
lunches, even though Seafarer was a real building and not a palapa, with prices to match. (Yes, they had 
real weak iced tea) I even like the brightly painted crude furniture and brighter tablecloths. Too bad they 
only sell them in small sizes. 



                                                 



 

Once in the lagoon, we could imagine we're miles away from civilization. We had some picture perfect 
days at anchor with nothing but the boom box of the nearby shrimper to bring us back to reality. Here is a 
shot I took from the dinghy one morning when I went out to go rowing before sunrise. The view is 
looking back through the anchored boats. The bit of land to the right is another peninsula which includes 
the golf course and which terminates at the big 5-star hotel complex across the channel entrance from the 
Barra seawall. 

 

 

 



Getting Ready to Leave 

I made a quick trip back to San Diego. Well, it was quick once I got there. It took me 5 hours on a "first 
class" bus from Barra to Puerto Vallarta, then a 45 minute walk to the airport, a 3-hour line for a boarding 
pass, more waiting, and a quick flight home. As I pulled my tiny bag onto the dining room table, I 
realized it is winter in much of the world right now. I turned on the furnace, put a warmer blanket on the 
bed, and set the alarm to wake me normal time for this timezone. My early morning run nearly gave me 
frostbite, and the rough surf in my usual OB cove reminded me why we don't do much sailing locally in 
winter. But just to prove to Ed that San Diego is a nice place to live, I took a few pix of the things I enjoy: 
the local ocean, view to La Jolla and lunch on the Yacht Club patio (that's Fred). And drat, I forgot to take 
a picture of the house! It looks great too, Dale has been doing a wonderful job of caring for it. 

             
 

  



 

We took one quick daytrip to Manzanillo, just to see the "big city" to the south of us. It was Ed's first 
experience with a First-Class busride, and I think he liked it. Of course I managed to forget the guidebook 
that morning. And the bus depot had no city maps for sale. No matter, we caught a chicken bus into 
downtown, heading for the ever-present Jardin. When we saw a big building with a sign "Archaeologica 
something-something" we jumped off the bus. My number one goal was to see the local Pre-C pottery 
which is supposed to be so good here. Just our luck, the guard explained that the museum is closed 
because they have to do something to the floor. When will it open? "Several months", which means so 
sorry, you are out of luck. Drat, and when we had hit the first archaeological museum in Colima, half of 
their exhibits were under black plastic and being tented for termites. Clearly the tourists covet the pottery 
more than the locals. 

We seized the moment to use a nearby ATM, one that was guarded by several armed uniformed guards. I 
felt quite safe, because all the ATMs in Mexico seem to be in their own small locked glass rooms. One of 
the nice fellows had to help me use the entry door, which usually opens when you insert your ATM card 
into it. We never figured out why there were so many Army guys roaming around. Later downtown, we 
even found a USCG vessel tied up at the dock. From the shore you could not see its name, but the friendly 
orange stripe made me think of home. As I was taking a picture, another American couple came and 
asked that we take one of them with their camera, so we did the camera exchange routine. And guess 
what? We both have two feet. 

The last picture is just a typical view. Manzanillo is a commercial port first, and then a working city next. 
Nobody said anything about tourist destination. It was hard to take a flattering view of the waterfront, and 
even tough to take a pretty lunchtime Jardin view. 



           
 

           



  

We are now preparing for the next leg, from Barra back to Puerto Vallarta. We moved the boat to the 
Marina, a story in itself. We did not go aground, but instead used some GPS waypoints gathered by 
another cruising boat. Ed put them into the hand-held and blew up the display to give us resolution of a 
foot or two. I read off depths as he watched the display and did the steering. And we never saw less than 
about 12 feet. Here is a dawn view of the Marina taken just before we left. Unfortunately, Chamber of 
Commerce weather was showing some place else. I also have a panorama taken from high above the hotel 
of the entire lagoon. I'll have to learn how to knit that together before I can add it to your views. 



 

We joke that the hotel is 5-star, and the marina is 2-star. This morning I had a cold shower in the third of 
three ladies shower rooms here. Boaters are not allowed to use the nice shower room which is next to the 
Spa (and closer to our boat). The first allowed shower room did not drain, so that a short shower filled the 
entire room with water, including where I might want to stand to dry my hair with an electric hairdryer. 
As they don't use GFI plugs here, that seemed like a bad idea. Next day I tried the second shower room, 
but it too lacked a soapdish and a lightbulb in the shower area. Now I should explain that the Spa shower 
has a soap dish, a real soap dispenser by the sink, all of it's light bulbs, and functioning drains. But the 
woman from the hair salon which shares that powder room banged on the door the first day when I used it 
and said that boaters are not allowed here, it is for Spa patrons only. That caused me to use the Spa a 
couple of mornings and shower in the nice facilities. A discussion with the Harbor Master about 
maintenance squawks resulted in absolutely no remedy. So what to do tomorrow? Perhaps I'll shower 
early before that territorial little lady in the hair salon gets in. 

And we are making plans for provisioning. It will be just a short trip, 35 miles and a few days at Chamela 
again, then a long (55 mile) leg to Ipala, where we will pause just long enough to rest overnight and head 
around Cabo Corientes (35 milesand weather permitting) and into PV. I have been spoiled by the French 
Baker and his fresh croissants and baguettes delivered to the boat every morning, by Maria and her 
bottomless supply depot fueled by the Costco in Guadalajara; by the friendly local merchants who seem 
to genuinely enjoy having the town full of tourists who eat funny food and mutter incoherently about 
bilge pumps and alternator output. I guess it compensates for not being able to take a decent shower in the 
Marina. 


