Cancun Journal

Text and Photos by Christopher Oleata

     The Yucatán Peninsula of México is a wonderful place. It contains Mayan Ruins hidden in jungle thicket and moist tropical air. The ruins of Chichén Itzá, Uxmal and Tolum are not to be missed. But many visitors spend their time off the land and below Carribbean Sea, scuba diving around the Great Barrier Reef.  With this story I remember my youth and the light spirit that I was, moving through a risky experience with a simple joy and openness.

     It was the summer of 1990. I was barely 21, living with my brothers Randy and Patrick in Hollywood. We had a small apartment just off Sunset and played the clubs with our band Indian Summer. We were living on pennies, but a cash gift from my grandfather Don Payton gave me the opportunity to buy my first 35mm camera and travel to Cancun with my girlfriend Denise. We both had dreams of visiting the ruins in Mayan country and swimming the Caribbean Sea.

     Cancun was a new thing at this time and tall hotels lay vacant. A major hurricane had also passed a few weeks before so of course we got a great deal on the room and flight. We went down on a shoestring, and the idea that someone was going to wire us more money.

     We left LAX on a DC-10, drinks in Dallas then off over México. We arrive into the steamy incredible air and a strange electric energy. In the lobby we share ceviche and two beers. The room is incredible, a large suite with sitting room and kitchen. Out front we walk the beach and then swim in the pool during a moonrise over the Caribbean.

     So the plan was this, my girlfriend had some sort of “Manager” and he’s going to wire us cash. Let’s say, $1000. In the morning we set out confident and naïve in a taxi. At the Western Union there is no record of the money and we freak out a little while heading to a nearby café. We talk budget under palms and tropical birds and eat breakfast absorbing the sunlight.

     Next the vacation begins in a taxi to Punta Cancun. There we snorkel near the lighthouse and see a puffer fish and big barracudas. I find a nice shell, lose it, and then find it again deep below an arch in the reef. Back on the path iguanas run the hot rocks where we sit and sip a beer. Around the bend there are sea turtles in a pool. A quick taxi to Playa Choc Mole to swim in turquoise waters then we walk, get lost and take a taxi back to the hotel.

     We are confused as the locals say there used to be a big wide beach, but the hurricane took it away. The beach now barely twenty meters wide and the water deep and bright blue. As I swim the warm water boats motor above below a calm sky, hot and speckled with clouds. I surface to breathe and when I look back to shore I see my friend and lover sitting in the sun on the sands of paradise.

     That night, after we walk the beach at sunset we call Bob back in LA. and he says he would have some money by Monday. So it’s $25 a day for two for a week. It’s a shock, but we remain calm and enjoy our time together. In the lobby, or in our room, swimming and having fun.

     We explore hotels and find cheap things to buy like bottled water and six packs of Red Stripe Beer. We swim one beach with deep clear water then walk to the rocky shores of another. I swim to the edge of the reef again and see a pretty fish. Down in a coral cave light dances through me. Finally she joins me. We meet and explore the reef together before returning to the hotel exhausted and happy.

     Again we play the cat and mouse game, this time sneaking into the next hotel to use the phone and Bobs’ ATT number to call Western Union. Bob has sent some money but they can’t tell us how much. Our hopes are up but the reality is true. We have several days left and only 48 bucks to go. So now we play the locals game and only use the buses.

     Saturday morning we begin charging food to our room, starting the day happy and fed. Next we take the second class bus to Playa del Carmen. The two-lane highway is a scary ride through the jungle. Snorkeling we see tons of fish, stingrays and a big scary rockfish, they’re poisonous. We have time to eat the best tortas ever before buying our bus tickets home. Loading the bus is scary, nearly no room. This is a locals bus, loaded with tired, sweaty, and short Mayan descendants. We are tall, white and the only tourists, lucky to get on but forced to stand for the ride home.

     The bus swerved and braked, making passes in the oncoming lane. I have the front position, seeing all the show through the glass. We pass the burned out tour bus we read about two weeks before. Eight Americans died in that one. The bus lay on its’ side, black and resting as the jungle began to sneak up around it. At the hotel we relaxed in a long bath and ordered dinner in the room.

     Monday morning we leave in the bus to downtown early. The post office has our money, but only $300 and we can’t cash it unless we have a signature from the hotel. So back on the bus to make the loop and get the signature. We celebrate at Senor Frogs with food, beer and margaritas.

     Back at the hotel we grab our snorkels and walk the beach to the nearby Club Med where out front is an incredible reef. There are sharp coral heads six feet across. The edge of the reef is a deep wall, a big crab and fish everywhere. We make it to shore just as the sun is setting, with pinks, purples, and greens. It makes us happy.

     The last day, we got up early, paid our room tab, which was difficult as they tried to rip us off by overcharging us and then headed to town. We had a nice buffet breakfast on a patio in the cool morning sun and then a wild taxi ride to Playa del Carmen. On the beach in paradise we sat in the shade of a palm. I snorkeled a lot and even caught a lobster. It was a great end to an exciting and unforgettable trip to the magic country of the Maya in Cancun México. And though I still have not seen the ruins of the Yucatán, I have these memories of drama, adventure, passion and romance.

