Cozumel 6/01-6/09/09

We drove 5 hours to Houston on Monday evening and got a room at Baymont Inn near the airport. Our flight left Tuesday AM on time and we actually arrived a little early. Got thru customs in a reasonable amount of time and were at Casa Del Mar eating lunch by around 1PM. We rented tanks & weights at Del Mar Aquatics ? (the house op) and did a shore dive that afternoon. The shore diving here was better than at Scuba Club, in our opinion, if you take time to swim out to individual rock/coral formations in about 25’ of water. We dove 5 days with Blue XTSea including a night and afternoon dives. Spent our last day (Monday) driving around the island, etc. Our flight out Tuesday was on time and although there was a long line at customs in Houston we were back in our car in about 1 ¼ hrs after landing. Got home Tuesday night and now we are semi in the real world. I have broken the trip down by category below to save time for those who are only interested in certain aspects. We had a great time and are already looking to book again.
Airline/Travel

Continental did a great job and we did not experience any delays, lost luggage, etc. There were 8 of us in the group and 2 were children and 2 teenagers so we had a lot of baggage, etc. We did have to pay an overweight charge on one bag coming back that could have been avoided had we checked an empty suitcase for one of the children on the way down to use for souvenirs. Baymont Inn had a decent room at a fair price but if you stay here request a room away from the dumpster. The trash service ran at 3 AM and woke us all up. I don’t think any of us went back to sleep knowing we were getting up at 5 to get ready. Travel went as planned except for one glitch with currency changing. Last year I used the ATM’s without a hitch to get pesos out. I only brought enough cash to pay for diving & the room plus a small amount. When I went to the ATM it would not allow me to withdraw any money. I called my bank and they informed me that due to identity theft they had decided to put a block on all transactions in Mexico. Instead of risking more identity theft by using my credit card issued from another institution I converted the room cash to pesos as needed. The rate was 12 to 1 at the hotel and 12.8 to 1 at the cambios. There was a sign at Mega the last day saying 13 to 1. At the end of the stay I went to pay my room bill on the credit card and it was denied. Called them and they said I should have called before leaving Mexico and let them know….well true but I wasn’t planning on using that card as it was only a back up. I could not use it for ATM cash as it required a PIN number that I never activated since I only used that card for credit back home. They were nice enough at the card place to fix all this and hopefully I won’t have any crazy charges when my bill comes in. Moral of the story, even if you have used your ATM card in Coz before, check before you leave. The rate is still 7 pesos or so per transaction and our friends used their ATM card from a separate bank with no issues. There were no fever/temperature checks at the airport and other than the people handling vegetables & meat at Mega/Chedraui we saw no masks for swine flu.
Food

We rented cabana rooms so we could cook to save money but didn’t much as the breakfast was included even though it was not in our package and we mainly ate sandwiches for lunch on our dive days. I did cook hamburgers in the room one night with fries and they were good. The ground meat we got there was very lean and had an excellent flavor. I found pre-cut fries and bought a small thing of oil. The stove did not get very hot and even though I had to cook the fries slowly they turned out great. We ate out most nights and some lunches. Following is a list of places we visited and our opinion: Casa Denis-dinner- good food & something for all here. Nice wait staff. You have to go past Casa Blanca and some other places to get there that haggle with you to eat there unless you go in the back way. El Pique-dinner- what can I say! We ate on 6 bucks a person including drinks with cajas para llevar (to go boxes). Great tacos & fajitas. I also had tacos de lenguia which were good in spite of the texture. One of the sauces is fairly hot and you may want to know some basic Spanish if you go here although our waiter knew enough English to compliment my bad Spanish. Great to experience a more local feel than closer to the ship terminals. Papa Hogs Café- lunch- decent burger and burritos. They have dollar draft Dos XX. Worth the walk from the hotel but probably not worth driving to if you are in town as there are so many equally good places closer. La Candela- recommended by one of our dive masters. Excellent lunch with great soup. Ask for the special of the day as it is not listed on the menu. Great potatoes, fish, pork and beef.  The Mayan fish is good. Great wait staff, atmosphere and food. Gotcha/Paintball Café- We were going to go to Ernesto’s or Papa Hogs Saturday night and both were closed. This café is actually in conjunction with a disco and paintball field next door to the hotel. We were pleasantly surprised with the food. We were the only customers and they fired up the grill for us and we had some excellent fajitas & salsa. Very reasonable prices too. This appears to be a new place. Again probably not worth the drive from town as there would be so many equally good places closer but if you were going to the disco or paintball and wanted a meal it is definitely a good deal.El Foco-dinner- Good tacos at a fair price. Probably along the lines of El Pique or the Gotcha place but cost a little more. There is a lot of writing on the wall & ceiling here and they give you a pen and let you leave your mark.Mezcalitos-Nice atmosphere with cool ocean breeze. I could have sat there all day. We had fish & fish tacos which were good. More of a tourist place and they brought our order out as it was ready thus most of us were done by the time the last person got his food. Price was ok considering the location. Again not a place to drive that far for the food but if you are over there anyway it’s not bad. Definitely a good place to stop and sun, have a cool one or lay in the hammocks. From the pictures we saw it can get wild there but was pretty tame when we were there. Some of the folks may have been glad to see us leave with 4 minors in tow. Not really a nightclub/bar but with the right crowd I’m sure it turns totally into that. Guidos-dinner- A great place with excellent food. I had fish meat balls & spaghetti. I had never even heard of this but it was excellent. The wait staff was top notch and it was a great break from tacos and Mayan food. A little expensive but not too bad. 8 of us ate for $150 before tips including drinks. Casa del Mar house restraint- OK food at OK prices. Ate lunch here a couple of times and it was decent. Would not want to be on an all inclusive and tied to it though. The breakfast was pretty much the same every morning. Cereal, fruit, wieners & onions, beans, Mexican casserole, pancakes or omelet. I did get Montezuma’s revenge and I cannot say 100% it came from here but my doctor thought so and the day I got it the omelet lady did not cook my fillings on the omelet as I had her add them since she did not understand me the first time. I should have known better that to eat it but I have never gotten sick out of the country before and always ate everything I was told not too. It was bound to happen sooner or later. Wait staff here is good and service fast. You can also eat at the swim up bar which we did after our last dive of the trip.
Diving
Shore dive on our own and rented tank/weights from house op. Was 15 bucks for one tank and weights. He tried to charge us double and I don’t know if this was on purpose as we told him we were not diving thru them or if he was just thinking we were getting two tanks. They did tell us if we wanted to dive on shore at night they would let us get tanks before they closed and we could leave there when done. It appears the boats leaving there are bigger “cattle” boats although we dove off some that size at Scuba Club and had no issues. Again the shore dive was decent if you went on out past the piers and went to the individual rock/corals. The current was backwards that day in spite of them telling us it was running from South to North. It was rough coming back and next time I am going to check for myself first and get this right with my buddy before descending. We saw a lot of fish and thought it was better than the shore diving at Scuba Club. Wanted to do a night dive here but were too tired.
Dove 5 days with Blue XT Sea. Dive masters were Pablo, Blanca and Arturo. Dove Palancar Gardens, Horseshoes, Tormentos, Chakanaab, Dalilah, C53 Wreck, Paradise Reef, Santa Rosa Wall, Punta Tunich, Columbia Deep and Paso Del Cedral. Visibility was down from what we saw last year. According to our dive masters it was around 80’ tops due to a sponge spawn. It seemed a little better at the wreck maybe because no sponges were there. At Columbia Deep it was more like 50-60’ due to rain runoff according to Arturo. This was still much better than 20’ on a good day closer to home. Currents went from mild to very swift depending on the site & day. Saw lots of fish especially big groupers and a few sharks and some turtles. The swim thrus at several of the sites were neat and I finally made it to 100’ at Columbia Deep on our last day. 

Blue XT Sea is a great dive op that I highly recommend. If you are a new diver (as was one of our group), rusty or just want to improve your diving try to get booked with Pedro Pablo. He shed a couple pounds off 2 of our divers and really watched everyone to see what they could do to improve their diving ability. He also shared tips such as using baby shampoo for defog which worked better than anything I have ever used. We never had more than 6 on the boat and most of the time it was just the 4 divers in our group. Boat was always on time or only a couple minutes late when they had to pick up another group. We were never pressed to come up and got in one dive at 1HR 20 min. The only negative I had, which is not inclusive with this op alone, but any using small boats is there is not a head on the boat. One day the urge hit me after the surface interval and the captain took me on over to the bank. Another day I got the Montezuma’s revenge during the second dive at 50’. This was not a pleasant experience. I was going to do a 3 minute safety stop and go on up but I never made it that far. This naturally was the 1hr 20 minute dive and I thought it was over until I came up and drank some water. Luckily we were were diving close to the room and the rest of the day, needless to say, was miserable. I don’t think anyone on the boat knew what was going on until I told them later(and it is now funny) but at the time I would have given a mint for a head on the boat. I have never experienced this before and hope no one else ever has to. I called my doctor and he advised me to skip the night dive. Luckily my symptoms were better by the next day and I resumed normal diving & eating but just didn’t eat anymore omlettes. Again this is not a negative on the dive op only on the smaller boats in general. I will definitely go back with this dive op and we are already discussing another trip.
Hotel
We booked a cabana room with microwave, 2 burner stove top, dorm type fridge and small sink. There was a full bath with shower & tub downstairs and a half bath with shower upstairs. The a/c worked well and there was a TV upstairs and down. One of the rooms had two double beds downstairs and the couch made a queen size bed. The my wife and son and I stayed in had a king bed downstairs with the couch bed upstairs. We went inside one of the standard rooms and its floor plan was pretty much that of a standard hotel room with a shower and no tub. The only negative we had on the room we cannot blame on the hotel. I “gleaned” on the message boards that the hotel would provide pots/pans to cook with if you asked. Well they DON’T. I was told they really did not want you cooking in the room and when I asked the guy at the desk what the stove was for he called a manager on the phone and said you could cook what you wanted but they didn’t provide pots. A trip to Chedraui and 20 bucks fixed this and I brought a nice aluminum wok home with me. Their website did not say they provide pans, etc. but it was sort of implied. 
The grounds here are immaculate with a garden setting. You can see the ocean if you really look but there are so many plants, etc. its not the place you can just walk out your balcony and gaze unobstructed at the sea. The pool is small but clean and has a neat swim up bar. A bridge goes over the road to the “beach” and swim area. This is a nice place to watch the sunset or ships come and go. The atmosphere is laid back and the resort was almost empty after a large group left on Saturday. Room was cleaned daily and the staff were all accommodating. More of a quaint, quiet place than a 5 star resort but that is what we like. The only real negatives were the pots & pans incident and there were some minor hot water issues when the resort was full of people earlier in the week. This was more than offset by the unexpected free breakfast and general atmosphere.
General/Other

On our last day we rented a car and made the trip to the South and East sides of the island. Definitely worth doing! The scenery was great and it was nice to get to see unspoiled beaches. Reminded me of the Alabama coast I knew as a child but with a lot more rocks. There were only two negatives on this trip. One we had made arrangements with ISIS which was recommended more than once to rent 2 Volkswagens for 40 bucks a day. Well they never showed up at our hotel and after waiting 45 minutes I went in the hotel lobby and asked if they could look up the ISIS number for me. After stalling and pretending she couldn’t find it the concierge came up and wanted to know what we were paying. He made a call and in 5 minutes another company was there with 2 cars at the same price. The company was Pixoy and this turned out to be a positive instead of a negative. The other negative was El Cedral. It was a disappointment and not really anything to see. 
Although the cruise ships have returned they have not returned to their normal schedule. There were no ships in port the Monday before we left and most days there was only one and at the most two. One of these was the Holiday which is a small ship.  In general it appears to me that a lot of the businesses are still hurting. A lot of the cafes, etc. near our hotel were not open regularly or at all. We never got to try Ernesto’s Fajitas as it was closed and a lot of the stores closed early, etc. Also it appears tourism in general is down except for divers. Again the last 3 days at our resort were dead and we only saw 2 or 3 other “groups” of 2-4 people those days. Most of them were divers. Most of the rooms appeared to be deserted. Hopefully this won’t last much longer as the businesses will have to raise prices sooner or later just to pay expenses or simply close the doors. On a positive note the plane was full both coming and going but on the Tuesday we left there were only 2 flights total listed that day on the board. Between the bad economy, crime scare and swine flu bull it looks like times are tough. But for those of us who appreciate taking some small risks for a great vacation at a great price now is the time to go.
