
 
 
 

 
 
 
 

Yucatan: Maya Ruins and Exquisite Haciendas 
February 10-19, 2017  

 
Led by Dr. William Saturno 

Professor of Archaeology, Boston University 
and Dr. Michael Brown 

President, School for Advanced Research, Santa Fe 
 

 
The School for Advanced Research offers a unique opportunity to explore Mexico's past 
as we focus on two very different periods in its fascinating history: the origins, culture, 
and ultimate demise of the ancient Mayan civilization, and the varied fortunes of the 
Yucatan Peninsula's 4oo-year-old hacienda culture.  
 
During the 16th century, the Spanish Crown generously rewarded New World conquerors 
and colonists with large land grants throughout the region called New Spain, which 
included the Yucatan Peninsula. Originally set up as cattle ranches and sugar cane 
plantations, many of these properties had, by the end of the 19th century, converted to the 
production of sisal (henequen), which supplied binding twine and rope to the world. This 
booming monoculture generated a lavish lifestyle that included the construction of 
fabulous mansions and manicured grounds. At the turn of this century, these estates 
represented the richest society in the young republic of Mexico. Fifty years later, 
however, as nylon and other synthetics replaced natural fibers, the market for henequen 
disappeared, and many haciendas were abandoned and overtaken by thicket and jungle. 
 
Recent renovation efforts have restored a number of these fabulous buildings and grounds 
to their original opulence. During our travels we stay in four of these unique mansions, 
enjoying the elegance of an immensely prosperous golden age in the region’s history. 
From these lavish surroundings we make excursions to the numerous Maya 
archaeological sites.  We will stay at a private hacienda--Katanchel--which is very 
special, not open to the public and enjoy the cooking of Monica Heranadez, who grows 
her own produce and cooks amazing meals--a combination of French and Mexican 
cuisine. 
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Itinerary 
 
Day 1, Friday, February 10: Houston/Mérida, Mexico 
You will find many flights from the US to Mérida. United goes through Houston, 
American has several flights. There are other airlines that will go through Mexico City, 
and many that take you to Cancun, where you can get a very nice bus (4 hours) to 
Mérida. Since these flights may change, we will wait and see what people are doing, and 
then arrange the pickups in Mérida.   
 
After landing in Mérida and we have a transfer to Hacienda Katanchel, a thirty-minute 
drive. We will have two pick-ups at the airport, scheduled around inbound arrival times. 
We will be the only guests of the hacienda. 
 
 Hacienda Katanchel (D at Katanchel)  
 
Day 2, Saturday, February 11: Hacienda Katanchel/ Izamal  
We awaken surrounded by splendid Spanish Colonial architecture in the midst of almost 
750 acres of verdant jungle growth. Hacienda Katanchel is one of the largest and best 
known of the haciendas in the state of Yucatan. The owners, the Spanish architect Anibal 
Gonzales and his wife, the delightful Monica Hernandez, have found a third-century 
Mayan astronomical observatory on the property. They have also undertaken a 
reforestation project that is reintroducing original vegetation. There are many birds, trails 
and quiet spots to enjoy. Generally there are not many insects, but there are no guarantees 
so come prepared. An introductory lecture on Mayan civilization and the history of 
Yucatan's haciendas follows breakfast.  
 
Then we visit nearby Izamal, one of Yucatan's most beautiful colonial structures, and a 
UNESCO World Heritage Site. Here, built on top of a huge pyramid, Spanish priests 
built a massive Franciscan monastery and church, whose rambling structure might well 
have been designed by the surrealist di Chirico. It is a fascinating place with 75 arches 
surrounding a huge atrium. The site takes its name from the Mayan god of intellect 
Itzamna (God of the Dew that Falls from Heaven). The town is all painted yellow, and is 
a jewel of a colonial city, with cobblestone streets and calesas, little horse drawn coaches.  
There are many large pyramids in the town, incorporated in newer structures, and one 
very large pyramid, Kinich Kakmo, which the very hardy can climb. 
 
Hacienda Katanchel  (B, D Katanchel, L Izamal,Kinich) 
 
Day 3, Sunday, February 12, Campeche, Hacienda Puerta Campeche 
Depart for Campeche. We will circle around Mérida as we head south (remember that 
Yucatan is a peninsula that faces north) and arrive in the early afternoon. 
 
We will visit the Baluarte Museum, originally a fort built to protect the city of Campeche 
from pirate attacks, a constant hazard for this old deep-water port. The Baluarte Museum 
contains a small excellent collection of objects from the remote site of Calakmul, 
including the famous Jade masks. Campeche, like Izamal, is a world heritage site and has 
been carefully restored through support by UNESCO. During Campeche’s glory days, 
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wealthy Spanish families built lavish mansions. The town once earned fame for the 
production and exportation of the red wood dye used to produce the royal purple robes 
worn by European nobility. French and English pirates preyed on the exports of timber 
and, particularly, of shipments of silver bullion en route to Spain.  
 
In the evening people walk along the sea wall and stroll around the square.  We are 
spending Sunday here so that you can enjoy the scene, the easy slow pace of this 
charming town, and stay at the fabulous Puerta Campeche. A palette of richly chosen 
colors and an assortment of textures characterize the Hacienda Puerta Campeche. This 
luxurious hotel is a gem, a collection of restored 17th century historical houses in the old 
city, and includes a one-of-a-kind pool, secret alcoves and lovely rooms. 
 
Hacienda Puerta Campeche  (B Kalakmul, L La Pigua, D Puerta Campeche)   
 
Day 4, Monday, February 13, Edzna, Uxmal. 
Depart Campeche for the nearby archaeological site of Edzna. An unusually high number 
of structures remain standing here, including some 32 stele, the last of which indicates 
that the site was abandoned ca. 800. This is an important site, and not often visited. 
 
We continue on to the famous ruins of Kabah, fine examples of the ornate Puuc style of 
Mayan architecture. The exquisite site of Uxmal is best known for its Pyramid of the 
Magician. Following lunch here we explore Kabah, where the Palace of Masks presents 
an ornate facade covered with repeating images of Chaac, the god of rain.   
 
We will stay at the Haceinda Uxmal in Uxmal.  In the evening we may choose to return 
to Uxmal for its Sound and Light show, highlighting the site's history. 
 
Hacienda Uxmal. (B Puerta Campeche; L Pickled Onion, Sta Elena; D Hacienda Uxmul) 
 
Day 5, Tuesday, February 14, Uxmal/Katanchel 
Depart Uxmal for Katanchel, again we will circle around Mérida.   
 
We’ll spend the morning at Uxmal, perhaps one of the most beautiful Puuc style Mayan 
sites. Uxmal means, “the trice built city”. It’s a huge site, surrounded by other large sites.  
There is the large pyramid of the Magician, Palace of the Governors, and other iconic 
buildings. In this very dry area, the Maya worked out a system of “chultunes” which 
caught and held water. The distinctive Puuc architecture was influenced by highland 
Mexican architecture and images, including serpents, phallic symbols, and intricate 
geometric mosaics sweeping across the upper parts of elongated facades. We will spend 
the morning and then depart for Katanchel. 
 
Lunch at Ochil, where there is a James Turrell space.  Arrive Katanchel late afternoon. 
 
The rest of the day, which is Valentine’s Day, is open.  Relax, have a swim, massage or 
whatever pleases you.  
 
(B Uxmal,L Ochil, D Katanchel)  
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Day 6, Wednesday, February 15: Hacienda Katanchel (Chichén Itzá ) 
We will visit Chichén Itzá  this morning, and spend the day touring this most famous 
Mayan site in the company of a local guide. Highlights include the monumental Castillo, 
or the Temple of the Plumed Serpent, known as Kukulcan; the Temple of a Thousand 
Columns; the Observatory; the Sacred Well of Sacrifice and the largest ball court in the 
Mayan world.  
 
Chichen is the grand old touchstone of the Maya world, the most famous and in some 
ways, the most spectacular. It was abandoned in about 1220 AD, but never forgotten.  We 
will have lunch at the Hacienda Chichen, where the history of the exploration of the site 
by Edward Thompson and the loss of some of the treasures dredged up from the sacred 
cenote will be discussed. 
 
You will have a very special tour of the site. 
 
Return to Hacienda Katanchel (B, L, D on site)  
 
Day 7, Thursday, February 16   
Today we visit Dzibilchaltun, one of the oldest Mayan sites. Located not far from 
Mérida, it was inhabited continuously from 500 B.C.E. until the arrival of the Spaniards. 
At its height, it had more than 40,000 inhabitants.  
 
Afternoon visit to Xcambo, a Maya salt processing site. As we drive back we will pass 
the mangrove flats where sometimes there are great flocks of flamingos. 
 
Return to Katanchel (B, L, D on site) 
 
Day 8, Friday, February 17 
We end our journey in Mérida, founded by Francisco Montejo y Leon in 1542 on the 
ancient Mayan city of T’ho. The stones of the Maya served as the foundations of the civil 
and religious buildings of Mérida. Our tour of the city includes the Municipal Palace, the 
Casa de Montejo with its ornate facade, and a wealth of 16th-, 17th-, and 18th-century 
churches. The city’s own palm-lined version of Paris's Champs-Elysees is lined with 
imposing mansions built a century ago to reflect French styles and taste. We enjoy a 
leisurely lunch of regional specialties before checking into our hotel. The balance of the 
day is free to explore this gracious city. This evening we will enjoy a private reception at 
the home of at Quinta Mari, the home of Joanne Andrews. Quinta Mari was built in the 
early 1960s by the famous Maya archaeologist E.W. Andrews IV (1916-1971), who was 
the excavator of Dzibilchaltun, Becan, and many other sites in Yucatan. Joanne Andrews 
is a leading figure in efforts to preserve Yucatan’s environment, and she has served as 
president of Pronatura. Quinta Mari features an amazing library of rare books on Maya 
archaeology.  
 
Hotel Casa San Angel, (B, Katanchel, L, D Hotel Casa San Angel) 
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Day 9, Saturday, February 18 
Morning visit to the Mundo Maya Museum which is now in a newish building, outside 
the historic center of town.  
 
A world-class museum celebrating Maya culture, the Gran Museo houses a permanent 
collection of more than 1100 remarkably well-preserved artifacts, including a reclining 
chac-mool sculpture from Chichén Itzá and an underworld figure unearthed at Ek' Balam. 
Inaugurated in 2012, the contemporary building was designed in the form of a ceiba, a 
sacred tree believed by the Maya to connect the living with the underworld and the 
heavens above. 
 
We will have lunch at the museum. 
 
Free time this afternoon, you can walk everywhere or take a carriage about. 
 
The farewell dinner will be at the beautiful Casa Lecanda. This elegant boutique hotel is 
owned by the team that owns the two Oliva restaurants, and is a fitting place for us to say 
farewell to Yucatan. 
 
Hotel Casa San Angel (B San Angel, L at Maya Museum, D Casa Lecanda)  
 
Day 10, Sunday, February 19 
Sunday Mérida closes Montejo Boulevard and everyone rides bikes--all sorts of people, 
all sorts of bikes. They turn around right in front of the hotel, at the “remate” of Montejo. 
You can have breakfast outside the hotel and watch the parade or even rent a bike. It goes 
on until about 1 pm. There will be shuttles to the airport arranged when we know your 
departures. 
 
The hotel will extend its rates if you have fallen in love with Mérida and want to stay 
longer. 
 
(B San Angel)  
 
 
	  


