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frozen banana that may not be among the heights of Mexican cuisine but is good, cooling fun in the afternoon after a swim
in the Pacific. Incidentally, a very good book written about buying land
and building a house as a second home in  the area is Barry Golson's
Gringo in Paradise.
      Another of the more picturesque towns along Nyarit--and there are
plenty that are not--is La Cruz de Huanacaxtle, only about 20 minutes
north of Puerta Vallarta and 15 from Punta Mita. Here, set on a hilltop
overlooking Banderas  Bay,  is  an  enchanting little  bed-and-breakfast
named Villa  Bella  (left),  with large, very comfortable.  well  decorated
rooms, and owners who bend over backwards to make you happy, which
includes setting a splendid breakfast at which you will meet your fellow
travelers over  good  coffee,  tropical  fruits,  eggs,  and  terrific  pancakes.
There are rooms with Jacuzzis,  King Size beds, kithcenette,  and other
amenities, and the pool and terraces have a grand view of the water and
sky.

       For the grandest of luxe experiences, however, nothing comes quite
close, as yet, to The Four Seasons at Punta Mita, with its spectacular
golf course (with an optional third hole located on an islet  across the
water from the tee on the mainland), spacious rooms and  public areas,
and excellent restaurants for every taste, including  the large numbers of
families who come here.  When I first visited upon its opening in 1999,
the property was up an unfinished, very bumpy road and the resort was
intended as much for rich Mexicans and South Americans as for the U.S.

clientele, but it has been enormously successful and every bit the catalyst for much of what is now being built in the area.
The casitas and suites are done in  Mexican-style tiled  rooves,  with  marble floors and balconies overlook the beach at
Banderas Bay.
    The most formal restaurant here--which doesn't mean dressy or
pretentious--is Aramara  (right), which offers a 5- and 6-course
dinner of modern  Mexican  cuisine and  plenty of fine Mexican
wines too. Ketsi  is a more casual spot for casual food, but the
newest  restaurant  here,  and  very  beautiful  it  is,  is  Bahia,  an
alfresco  dining area  that  specializes in  a  wide  array of grilled
seafood and meats cooked on the mesquite grill; it also offers a
"catch of the day" programme, where guests can work with the
chef to choose from a variety of fresh seafood right  off a local
fishing boat, with the chef cooking those selections at both lunch
and  dinner.  Every  Saturday  Bahía  hosts  cooking classes  with
Chef Juan Gaffuri.                             photo: Four Seasons

     If you want to see just how rampant construction is in Nyarit,
take a drive to Nuevo Vallarta and see the condos rising, which gives the region more of a cast of Miami Beach than Mexico.
While there, just outside the gates, is a very good, simple seafood restaurant named La Laguna Tina's (left), where beneath

a  thatched  roof  you  sit  at  colorful  tables  and  order
freshly  made  ceviches,  beautifully  grilled  whole  fish,
shrimp  in  a  béchmel  sauce,  and  conch  au  gratin.  Al
fresco,  even  when  the  weather  gets  warm,  there  is
always a breeze and plenty of cold Mexican beer.
    And if, after a few days in Nyarit, you choose to enter
into  the whirl  of Puerta Vallarta (if you  wish  to  read
more about  P.V.  click here),  with  its hawkers outside
restaurants offering dollar margaritas and chain eateries
shipped in from the States, there is one restaurant I was
very fond of, just off the beaten track of the main drag.
It's  called  Los  Xtomates,  a  fine-looking,  two-storied
place with rough stone walls, bright tablecloths, a very
good  stash  of  wines,  and  a  superb  chef  in  Javier
Fernandez  Somellera  Ochoa,  whose  own  training  in
London and the States has given him the finesse so often
missing in the cooking of the tourist areas. The food is
outstanding, with an emphasis on the namesake tomato,

wild mushrooms, and savory coconut shrimp.  If I had one chance to dine--not nosh--in P.V., it would be here.
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