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WHY

MATTERS
MEXICO

THE SUN, SERVICE, AND SAFETY 
OF NAYARIT, FOR STARTERS.

BY  DAVID HOCHMAN

Eco-chic Imanta.
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“SO, TELL ME PLEASE – WHAT WOULD YOU LIKE?”
There are no dinner menus at Imanta, a swank boutique resort in a private rain-forest 

reserve on Mexico’s Nayarit coast. Instead, the chef himself spends a few minutes at each 
table to figure out what guests are craving. A salad from the organic garden perhaps? 
Maybe some mango gazpacho? What about local lobster with hibiscus mole? 

It all sounds delightful, but it’s hard not to read something deeper into pampering like 
that. There’s a hunger these days to understand exactly what visitors want from a Mexico 
getaway and what can be done to restore faith in a destination rattled by misfortune and 
shocking headlines in recent years. After a swine flu outbreak, drug violence in places like 
once-glamorous Acapulco, and an economy hit hard by the global recession, relaxing in 
Mexico suddenly didn’t sound so relaxing anymore. For many travelers, the question be-
came, why risk it when you could go to Hawaii or the Caribbean or anywhere else instead? 

Here’s why: Mexico still matters. Just about everything that’s always been magical 
and alluring about the place remains magical and alluring – the age-old traditions, the 
barefoot luxury, the mariachis, the margaritas, and the kind of service that brings you 
four types of homemade salsa when you ask a chef for just one. This isn’t to downplay the 
difficulties the country faces or the very real dangers in some places. But for visitors, a 
little knowledge and guidance quickly separate misconceptions from the reality of, say, 
sipping exceptional tequila under the Milky Way on a perfect night like this. 

 “Mexico is no more or less dangerous than it’s been in the last 20 years for visitors in 
tourist destinations,” says Zachary Rabinor, an ex-New Yorker and president of Journey 
Mexico, an upscale Puerto Vallarta-based travel company. Drug cartels aren’t targeting 
tourists. The secret, as always, is knowing where to go and where not to go. “Fortunately, 
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... and another reason  
Mexico matters.

Nayarit night-light: Lively Sayulita is just  
ten miles from Punta Mita resorts.

 
“All of Imanta’s rooms are great in 

terms of view and decor. My favorites 
at the Four Seasons are in the Rana 
building – four secluded rooms with 

direct access to the beach.
If you venture to Sayulita, Don Pedro’s 

serves a great lunch or dinner, or, for a 
simple but very good option, grab a  

stool at Burrito Revolución.” 
–  Raul  Lazo  de  la  Vega,    

Mexico  City-based  advisor
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the most popular tourist attractions” – the 
beach resorts around Cancún, Cozumel, 
Cabo San Lucas, and Puerto Vallarta; the 
Mayan ruins; the colonial cities of Queré-
taro and Campeche; and even Mexico City – 
“are unaffected by the chaos you hear about 
on the news.”

“CHAOS” ISN’T A WORD THAT COMES TO 
mind on the Riviera Nayarit, as this 200-
mile stretch of the Pacific is called. An easy 
45-minute ride from Puerto Vallarta Air-
port, itself a quick two-hour flight from 
Los Angeles and Houston, the region once 
known for fishing villages and secret surf 

spots retains a sunny, get-it-done-mañana 
feel. Skies are deep blue, breezes are gentle, 
and temperatures hover between 75 and 85 
year-round.

There’s something different about this 
part of Mexico. Los Cabos and the Riviera 
Maya have powder-white beaches and ac-
commodations nothing short of paradise. 
Colonial destinations like Oaxaca and San 
Miguel de Allende offer culture, history, and 
traditional cuisine. Punta Mita has all that 
too, yet with fewer crowds, more undiscov-
ered nature, and not a zipline or parasail 
hawker in sight. 

There’s also serious sophistication on the 

Punta Mita peninsula. Open for two years, 
Imanta has nine magnificent casas and two 
villas overlooking a private two-mile beach. 
One inlet down, Four Seasons and St. Regis 
resorts share nine and a half miles of glittery 
shoreline, two Jack Nicklaus Signature golf 
courses, and – take note – a traveler-friendly 
perspective on the current market. Of the 
three, Imanta is the most intimate and ex-
clusive, though its stone stairways aren’t for 
the weak of knee; the St. Regis brings a re-
gal touch even to hammock swinging; and 
the Four Seasons is best for families. All are 
working overtime to keep guests satisfied. 

“We’ve had to become more flexible and 

GETTING THERE  American, 
Alaska, Delta, and US Airways 
offer daily direct flights to Puerto 
Vallarta from across the U.S.

STAY  Imanta’s 11 rain-forest 
casas and villas feature private 
pools, furnished balconies and 
alfresco sitting areas, Wi-Fi and 
other tech touches, stunning 
ocean and jungle views, and 
deep soaking tubs cut from rock 
the locals call “imanta stone.” 

Meals are tailored to individual 
cravings 24/7, and mariachi 
bands – and just about anything 
else – are available upon request. 
Casas  from  $800,  including  

breakfast  daily  and  dinner  once  

during  stay.  

Set on 26 lush acres along the 
Pacific, Four Seasons Resort 
Punta Mita has 173 guest rooms, 
including 32 suites, in tile-roofed 
casitas. Rooms look out to the 

ocean and/or the Sierra Madre, 
and pampering is standard, with 
smoothies, frozen cucumbers, 
Popsicles, and other treats passed 
at the oceanfront pools; cabanas 
on the beach; and two stunning 
golf courses, one with a natural 
island green.  Garden  casitas  from  

$295,  including  breakfast  daily  

and  an  $85  dining  credit.  

In its quiet quest to outdo its 
neighbor, The St. Regis Punta 

Mita Resort opened on 22  
adjacent acres with impres-
sive amenities not available 
elsewhere in the area: outdoor 
showers in each of the 120 low-
rise guest rooms and suites, a 
10,000-square-foot Remède spa, 
ten tennis courts, butler service, 
and (arguably) the area’s only 
true fine-dining restaurant, 
Carolina. Doubles  from  $315,  

including  breakfast  daily  and    

a  $100  spa  credit.

NOW’S THE TIME FOR NAYARIT 
Day-trip plans disappear faster than poolside margaritas at Punta Mita resorts. 

Day’s plan: Beach time at the  
Four Seasons, a new sport, and ceviche.

A taste of Nayarit, times three.
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that’s part of a national reserve. It’s a marvel 
to look at. Massive windows face the jungle 
and sea. To minimize the ecological footprint, 
builders cut minimum vegetation and used lo-
cal granite and hardwoods. Seventy percent 
of the staff comes from the nearby village of 
Higuera Blanca. But Imanta is as luxe as it is 
conscientious, with enormous beds and pri-
vate infinity-edge pools at most casas, some of 
which feature deep freestanding tubs carved 
out of stone. 

One evening during my stay, the resort 
quietly buzzed with the arrival of a Holly-
wood star. She and her family took over Ca-
sona Jaguar, a three-story hideaway with its 
own 65-foot swimming pool, rooftop Jacuzzi, 
and private beach. Even when full, Imanta 
never has more than 30 guests, so it was a bit 
of a fiesta for everyone when an eight-piece 
mariachi band turned up to entertain the ac-
tress en casa as night fell on the Pacific. The 
sound of violins, trumpets, and vihuela gui-
tars drifted sweetly through the palms. 

Up in the open-air restaurant, mean-
while, the chef worked the room as dinner 
came to a close. How about some Mexican 
coffee? Perhaps a little crème brûlée? A trio 
of chocolate desserts? What about an ex-
ceptional cigar? It’s hard not to read some-
thing deeper into pampering like that. 
Then again, sometimes a cigar really is just 
a cigar; it’s best to sit back, strike a match, 
and simply go with it.  

spoke dresses hand-embroidered by a fam-
ily of artisans in Guadalajara (they also have 
shops in Bora-Bora and Saint Bart’s). At Gal- 
eria Tanana, UCLA-anthropologist-turned-
jewelry designer Susana Valadez supports  
local Huichol artists with a nonprofit bou-
tique featuring the finest examples of tradi-
tional beaded jewelry and decorative art. 

“We feel like the gatekeepers of a beauti-
ful secret around here,” says Canadian ex-
pat Ed Rinas, who owns Libreria Sayulita, 
an English-language bookstore with the 
best coffee and conversation in town. He 
splits his year between Edmonton and Sa-
yulita (guess which seasons he lives where). 
“When you’re not here, you want to be 
here,” he says. “Something always pulls you 
back to Nayarit.” 

FITTINGLY, IMANTA IS SPANISH FOR “MAG-
netic attraction.” At the end of a long jungle 
road with no signs marking its gated entrance, 
the resort is a challenge to find. In fact, its 
Mexican owner says he searched his whole life 
to discover it. 

Juan Mario Sahagún, a charismatic Gua-
dalajara businessman who helped bring Hy-
att hotels to Mexico, dreamed of creating an 
intimate escape on land he bought 20 years 
ago. Inspired by Aman resorts he and his wife 
visited throughout Southeast Asia, Sahagún 
set out to channel simplicity and elegance 
with stone casas scattered on a mountainside 

creative in how we attract guests to Mexico,” 
says José Adames, the Four Seasons’ gen-
eral manager. After opening 12 years ago, 
the resort quickly became the busiest non-
city property in the family, and it’s easy to 
see why. Most guest rooms look out to the 
Bay of Banderas, cabanas dot the beaches, 
and children run off giggling to one of the 
world’s most engaging kids’ club programs. 
But headlines took a toll: At its low point, 
resort occupancy fell to nearly ten percent. 

Time and word of mouth have brought back 
the faithful. “My favorite thing is when ner-
vous people arrive and I get to watch their slow 
transformation,” Adames tells me. “They get 
out of the car, see the views in the lobby, sit and 
have a mango margarita, and in five minutes 
they’re saying, ‘I never want to leave.’ ”  

You’ll hear that in Sayulita, too, a peaceful 
boho-chic outpost down the road from the 
resorts where more than a few visitors come 
and stay forever. Once a poor fishing village 
known mainly to surfers for its long, steady 
waves, Sayulita today is a happy convergence 
of locals, day-trippers, and stylish expats, 
with a town flair unlike anything in Mexico. 
Vendors sell flan and chocolate-dipped ba-
nanas out of well-worn storefronts. Dogs 
snore away the afternoon on mismatched 
cobblestones. Meanwhile, the fabulous dip 
into shops like Pachamama, where French 
sisters Nathalie and Sophie Laurence Mignot 
sell Tahitian black-pearl necklaces and be-

Relaxing at The St. Regis: Your pool  
butler will be with you shortly.


