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Cearons Rasart Punta Mita
has a view of Banderas Bay,
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Conservation Camp, where biologists and
volunteers work to preserve sea turtle popu
lations,
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horsehack 'r-iq'ling are among the attractions

in the sleepy surf towns of the Riviera
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Nayarit, But the area is also establishing
its2lf as a premier golf destination, and the
dim of my sortie is to play the south end’s
. ve goll courses,

Sf."'l'-".' ".5[ l.].'IE :E'FJ rI'IE1!"-' F__'Irl._'.ﬂl & rl'._'l'li.l ccts—
Jack Nicklaus, Greg Norman and Robert
Trent Jones I1—have been creating exciting
new venues here, such as the Bahia Golf
Course and two others in development,
Some of the courses are associated with
grand hotels and housing communities,
while others are available for the public
to play.

‘Soon after entering Nayarit, | come upon

MNuevo Vallarta, an idyllic development that
isa mix of modern glass condos, single-
family homes tucked among palm groves
overlocking the water, and neatly coiffed resorts,
Nueve Vallarta is also home to a vast marina, where
one can charter a fishing boat or sailboat.

I, however, po stra ight to the Nayar Colf Course,
situated just north of where the Ameca Hows into
the salty blue waters of the Pacific. Designed by Jim
Lipe in 2002, this easygoing course winds through
palm-lined fats within the Mayan Resorts complex.
It’s the perfect venue for a family golf outing—or for
a group of friends. The back nine is currently under
renovation (by Nicklaus Design) and will reopen
next March, but the front side is 3,641 vards of
Bermuda-grass fun. Its wide fairways are dotted with
lakes, palms and bunkers. Wind off the occan pro
vides an invisible hazard—and a great excuse to

Links and Luxury

Golfing Mexico's Riviera Nayarit | By jeff wallach

Dl'i'nfil'l!g across the Ameca River—ijust amile north of the airport in Puerto Yallarta,

Mexico—I adjust not only the time on my watch, but also my mind-set. The river marks the border between

EOURTES i PLAYALAS TORTLIGAS

Jalisco and Nayarit states, and time zones. It also symbolizes a transition from the bustling beach scene of
Puerto Vallarta toan area where the word crowd might best describe hatchling sea turtles scrambling into
the warm Pacific Qcean along pristine beaches.

I'm headed to the laid-back Riviera Nayarit, a swath of sandy coast that stretches neatly 100 miles from
Mueve Vallarta out to Punta Mita and up the curving shoreline to the ishing village of San Blas, It is a desti- Releasing hatchlings onta the
beach at PlayaLas Tortugas

nation tor upscale travelers as well as those who crave a genuine Mexican beach experience. The region
sea Turtle Conservation Camp.

boasis propertics as var ieel as the Punta Mite resort and residential community (with Four Seasons amd
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The par-g4 Nagb st El Tigre Golf
Course featuf@s water along the
right-hand shde.
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explain wayward approaches.

Nuewvo Vallarta is also home to Tiger—ne, nol
that Tiger, but El Tigre Golt Course, part of the
*aradise Village Beach Resort, Robert von Hagge
crafted one of his best Mexican courses here among
12 lakes, 144 free-torm and pot bunkers, and grassy
swales. The teatures unfurl across rolling hills
with purple bougainvillea, red hibiscus and gumbo-
limnbas trees.

El Tigre plays to a muscular 7,239 yards: wide
tairways sculpted with gentle mounds and fair
placement of water hazards make for an exciting
round. Although a splashing stream accompanies
golfers from the first tee to the peninsula green on
Hﬁ. ], 1h|." conrse g;rnw.r. i l':.-' iﬂll'_"ﬂ_‘-h'tinl‘ll Ly Ihl:e
par-3 fourth, where sand demands focus on the
secand shot and then encroaches upon the green,
No. 5 presents a monstrous 474-yard risk/reward
pusele over alake and |:|L'1'F::.::1 Iy round pot bunkers,
It's fallowed by a par 3 with an island green fronting
aview of the rugged Sierra Madre in the distance,

Memorable holes on the back nine include the
13th—sporting a double fairway and a fun-house
green—and the par-3 17th. It is 250 yards of may-

nem with a patting surface tucked between sand

and water, not to mention Bengal tigers that live

in a natural enclosure behind the tee box. El '|'1HI'I!"5

elegant Spanish-style clubhouse provides a great
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place to have a drink while your playing
pariner revisits every sho!—even though
WM W there to see cach of them.

Also in Nuevo Vallarta, Flamingos Goll
(by English golf-course architect Percy
Clifford) |Jm‘-’l:|u:¢ a sense of entering t hie
wilderness. While the most obvious attrac-
tion of the town is the seashore, moving
inland tikes me into tropical jungle that is
dense with strangler fig and rubber trees.
| keep imagining that Indiana lones might
ruch from the bordering forcst onto the
Erech al any mwaci, biansesd | Y CTIEIY
caddies,

Holes play around and over (and some
times into) natural lagoons, estuaries and
mangroves full of birds ready to taunt vou
for a mishit. Mango trees and more than
2,000 palms stand ready to deflect errant
glrs, Ft.nningnu_ which niwnwl in 1978
and underwent a 33 million renovation in
2000, has matured into its setting, as
evidenced by how comlbortable deer, hare
and turtles feel occasionally roaming onto
the course,

The 6,853 yard track opens with a
e F Fios |..I;i TWay ~:|i1'i1:|§'_ r|||':r|11_l||!'. the il:lnl.;lq'
The next three holes, though more apen,
nap back with lengih, playing 452, 611
and 547 yards respectively. Respect is the

operative wi wd on the entice tront nine,
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The “Tail of the Whale,"an
optional hole 38 at Punta Mita's,
Pacifico Golf Course, lles194
yards oulin the Pagihc.

-

which is 500 yards longer than the back.
Creat bholes on the back side include No.,
L, which plays over a ravine with Lrees 1o
the right and water to the left.

Moving north from Nuevo Vallara,
the landmass ipears out into the ocean,
transitioning from the forests of the Sierra
Madre toothills into a drier peninsuia.
Punta Mita marks the end of the large
turecn of Banderas Bay and the beginning
of the rest of the Nayarit coast, For those
whao }:rvfu: a sandwich to a sand wedge,
Punta Mita boasts world-class cuisine
(pleass see sidebar). Mountain-biking and
horse trails cut through the area, and
nearby small towns up the coast offer their
T ';E_'Il_'{'l.ll.ltl-l_' H Hll.'l'll.li'_nj |:||_'|"p il _!_:I'l.,'|'|: LT I-
I‘.I:'L"JLJ, Fr.:ut Francisco jnilull].‘ (T ] |,Jn.-.r
club, and 3an Blas leatures a historic
Spanish fort. Many ol the towns also have

galleries of original art and handicraits,
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such as the colorful beaded animals made
by the Huichol Indians.

Punta Mita is the pinnacle of hixury goll
resorts in the area—in fact, last year Condf
Nast Traveler readers rated Four Seasons
Resort Punta Mita as the No. 1 golf resort

#

in North America and the UK. 1 decide to
start with Punta Mita’s 7.035-vard Bahia
Gall Course, the younger ol two Jack Nick-
laus designs, which opened in 2008, Just
getting to some of the greens can prove an
adventure, given ledges that drop steeply
into bunkers and otker entertaining fea-
tures—entertaining if you're the architect.
that is! The par3 hith hole presents a
demanding 173-yard poke that carries over
a nasty bunker but not over the green. The
front nine features three each of par 3s, 4s
and 5s, creating a rhythm as upbeat as a

Mexican mariachi ballad.

I"he back side of the Bahia course opens

lir)




WHERE TO STAY

Sepping into the lobby at THe Grane
Mavan in Muevo Vallarta (Bo0-292 9446,
W mayanresarts,com) pravides the
kind of slightly disorienting eaperience
Uial Lavel is all aborat: The datk room (s
lned with gigantic replica Mayan statues
several stories tall, which become visible
only & your eyes adjust to the light. The
entiré property expressat a fusion of
ancient Mayan styling and supermodern
décor, with sleek lines and polished mar-
ble Moors. Guestrooms are cool and
welcoming (time-share rates are variablz),
The pool complex features a river, foun-
tains and watertalls, and a flume shide,

The luxurious 1500-acre PUNTA MITA
resort and residential community is home
to both Four Seasons (52-320-291-ho00,
www. ourseasons.com/puntamita) and
37, ReGis hotels (52-329-291-5800, www.
wregis.com/puntamita). Four Seasons
Recort Punta Mita features 173 roome,
moastly casta-style and from $a41g per
night, with tiled roofs and views of the
beach and the hills. Highkghts include the
Apuane Spa and the Tamai Pool comples,
enmpiete with 2 waterfall and high-tech
cabanas. The poolside restaurant may
well serve the world's best guacamole.
The 5. Regis Punta Mita Resort consists
of w20 rooms (from $279 per nght) that
utilize river store, marble, onyx, wood and
clay in a convergence of natural lusury,
You may never want to leave your room,
gach replete with terrace or balcony,
outdeor shower and butler service—
they'll ever unpack your bags for you.
Check out the biweekly champagne
sabrage ritual in the Altamira Lobby Bar.

Travelers seeking a different kind of
Riviera Mayarit experience can head north
an hour from Punta Mita to Praya Las
TorTuGAs{(B66-443 0056, www,playalas-
tartugas.com), The secluded resort Fea-
tures villas (from 5220 per night) set amid
acocenut plantation beside miles of
undeveloped beach and a natural estuary.
Kayaking, canoeing, horseback riding and
other activities are available, Guests can
even volumieer at the on-site Sea Turtle
Conservation Camp, and many find releas-
irg hatchlings into the ocean on some
nights to be a highlight of their travels.
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onto a seasicle plain
with twio large lakes,
anel ner shortage of
windd. No. 15 capers
steeply toward the
water while alka
canting left inthe
direction of a bunker.
Hit a low running
draw to the left side
of the Rairway and
you'll feel like a long-
drive champion,

But the real golf
treat at Punta Mita is the older sibling,
ten-year-ald Pacibico Goll Course, Seven
holes samba along the ocean, and 11 offer
coean views, The 7014-vard course opens
with several Rairways defined by sandy
waste areas, No. 3—at least the hrst No.
3—plays over a wetland, and maximizes
excitemert for what's coming next: hole 3B,
an optional hele that Hoats 194 vards out in
the Pacific from the black tees and is the
only natural island green in the world, A

high tide, polters climb into partly submers-

WHERETO EAT

EL TACOM pE MARLIN (52-322-221-1914, 3106
Boulevard Francisco M. Ascensio, Puerts
Vallarta) servesone of the best seafood
hurritas in the universe. Just across the
padestrian bridge from the Puerto Vallarta
airport, this hidden gem has been a secret
fevorite of flight attendants and pikats

for years.

Chef Sylvain Deshais is the cufinary wizard
behind the Mexican-accented Medter-
ranean cuising 2t the 51. Regis Punta Mita
Resort's Camnouna, Try the roasted Carib-
bean lobster or the caneldn—an artichoke
stuffed with lobster, fole gras and truffle.

CAFE DES ARTISTES DEL MaR (52-319-291-
5415), near Punta Mita, plates an upscale
version of a Riviera Nayarit specialty: pes-
cado rarandeade. In this cace, it consists of
grilled salmon with a secret sauce. Grilled
swordhsh, giant Portuguese shrimp and red
snapper fillout the seasonal menu created
by chef Thierry Blouet,

For mere irfarmation about Riviera Nayarit,
visit wawnvieranayarit.com. =W

[ The 187-yard No. 12 at
Flamingos Golf in Nuevo
Vallarta doglegs tothe left.

ible poll cans to reach their birdie {or
double bogey) putts, Other treats such as
cross-bunkering and creck-carries continue
to delight me throughout the round.

As 1 make the turn, uniloomed atten-
dants whigk cool towels and ma P
smoothies out to my cart—service and
great conditioning help Pacifico stand out
from all other courses in the arca. The
bunker in the middle of the lairway on Ne,
13 almost ends ny roraid l:.'llh-; Lhere ane
noeasy shote on the hole, bu hitting sut of
sand beside a lake is one of the tougher
options. At least 1 know U'm headed for a
great hotel after I've lost my last golf ball.

Although most of Riviera Nayarit’s golf
offerings end at Punta Mita, new develop-
ments are under way farther north: a Greg
Norman course at Litibuw, just on the other
side of the point from Punta Mita, and a
new Robert Trent Jones [ layout at Punta
Raca. In the meantime, there's [.'!h?lll!.-' L3
explore up the undisturhed eoast: Pursue
water sports, hiking and other activities,
or enjoy their opposie—pure, laid-back,
turtle-slow Mexican beach time in a qui-
etly developing tropical locale. ab

leff Wallach is a freelance sports and travel
writer living in Portland.

GETTING THERE
i + l Alaska Airlines offers daily flights

1o Pueio Vallarta, To ook a
complete Alaska Arlines Vacations

package to Mexico, visit the Weh at
alazkaaircom or eall Roos-462-2348.
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