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S O M E
L I K E  I T

C O O L

maximo bistrot’s 
roasted beets, 
apples and fig 
purée...

bite into tuna 
tostadas at 
Contramar...

grab a squash 
blossom quesadilla  

in xoChimilCo...

...and 
eat it on 
a boat

...where 
the vibe is 
laid-baCk

...prepared  
by Chef

eduardo garCia

Mexico City is hot—a food capital with a fast and 
furious pace. But the deeper you dive into its 
neighbourhoods, the quieter things become 

By jeremy freed 
PHOTOGrAPHS By LindSAy LAuckner GundLOck
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THe BOAT GLideS 
THrOuGH THe cAnAL, 
pushing aside dead leaves 
and lily pads in its lazy wake. 
It’s late February, and while 
the snow swirls at home the 
weather here is sunny and 
mild. Farther away, a horse 
and pair of cows graze next to 
a cactus on the banks. The air 
smells clear. We’re breaking 
the stillness of the morning in 
Mexico City, one of the world’s 

largest cities, home to more 
than 20 million people—a 
place known for straining the 
senses. It’s a city of incred-
ible street food, terrible traffic 
and spectacular architecture. 
Some of the world’s best res-
taurants and museums are 
here, as are bullfights, lucha 
libre arenas and markets sell-
ing all the ceremonial gear you 
need to start practising san-
teria. It’s also home to where 

we are now—Xochimilco, the 
relatively tranquil neighbour-
hood that’s a UNESCO heri-
tage site and protected habitat 
for dozens of species of birds 
and other wildlife. Something 
you realize quickly after arriv-
ing here is that there isn’t just 
one Mexico City, but many. 

Mexico City is in vogue, en-
dorsed by the New York Times 
as the top destination to visit 
in 2016, attractive for its low 

peso and its high culture—a 
hub for contemporary archi-
tecture, fine museums and a 
frenzied nightlife scene. As 
the Times says, “there is no 
more exciting place to eat.”

THe OLd neiGHBOur-
HOOd Of XOcHimiLcO  
is an unexpected salve—a 
town-within-a-city made 
up of narrow waterways and 

small floating farms called 
chinampas. The region was 
settled in pre-Hispanic days, 
and aside from some power 
lines and the occasional mo-
tor boat, not a lot has changed. 
Residents paddle canoes, kids 
swim in the shallow water 
and dogs nap along the shaded 
banks. Fleets of brightly-
painted flat-bottomed boats 
called trajineras take visitors 
through these canals, pro-

pelled by gondoliers armed 
with long poles. On the week-
ends Xochimilco is a popu-
lar destination for picnics 
on the boats’ long tables, and 
groups of teenagers drinking 
beer and listening to music. 
Trajineras with Mariachi 
bands and portable quesadilla 
grills patrol the waterways, 
too, tying up for customers 
looking for entertainment or 
lunch. At noon on a weekday, 

explorer

...as do vendors  
selling deliCious tamales

mariaChi 
bands Cruise 
through 
xoChimilCo...

trajineras—Colourful,  
non-motorized boats— 
Crowd xoChimilCo’s Canals
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however, you can pretty much 
have the place to yourself. I 
had visited Mexico City for 
the first time last year dur-
ing a backpacking trip across 
Mexico. After a week of walk-
ing the city’s streets, eating 
roadside tacos and wander-
ing its multitude of museums 
I decided that trading the 
grey skies and windchills of 
Toronto for Mexico’s capi-
tal was the ideal antidote to 
Canadian winter. I was travel-
ing solo again, but a handful of 
Mexican friends made on my 
past trip were keen to show 
me around, as was my in-
trepid guide/fixer/translator, 
proprietor of Mexico Cultural 
Travel, Nelsa Ferrugia. 

The idea is to get back on the 
road before the evening rush 
hour hits (it starts around  
3 p.m. and can last until 9) 
but Xochimilco’s town centre 
draws us in. A 16th century 
Spanish church—built on 
the site of an Aztec temple in 
the not-so-subtle style of the 
conquistadores—towers over 
a central square filled with 
Mexican families. They’re 
strolling and shopping, holding 
cups of sliced mango seasoned 
with salt, lime and chile. It’s 
refreshing to see that, com-
pared to the espresso fixation 
in the city’s trendier districts, 
few people here know what 
a cortado is or particularly 
care. After a peek inside the 
church Nelsa and I walk into 
the saloon doors at El Templo 
de Diana, a tavern specializing 
in a centuries-old fermented 
beverage called pulque. Inside 
it’s dimly lit, with sawdust on 
the floor and neighbourhood 
characters sitting on stools 
sipping giant tankards of the 
viscous, milky goo. Pulque is 
available in a range of flavours, 
from the pedestrian (mango, 
apple) to the dubious (oatmeal, 
oyster). It’s an acquired taste, 
but the people watching makes 
up for it.

One Of THe mOST  
difficuLT THinGS ABOuT 
spending time in Mexico City 
is pacing yourself so you can 
eat everything you want to—
it’s a marathon, not a sprint. 
That evening, after napping 
off the pulque, I reconvene 
with Nelsa for a warm-up 
pre-dinner at Contramar, a 
seafood institution in trendy 
Juarez. Its sidewalk tables 
are filled with fashionable 
professionals drinking wine 
and talking on their phones. 
We devour the tuna tostadas, 
crispy corn tortillas topped 
with slices of fresh raw hama-
chi and finished with avocado, 
lime and crispy fried onions. 
We want to order seconds im-
mediately, but that would be a 
rookie mistake.

Instead, we save our-
selves for Maximo Bistrot, 
a short walk away amid the 
leafy streets and midcen-
tury apartment buildings 
of Roma Norte. The bistro’s 
chef, Eduardo Garcia, spent 
more than a decade work-
ing in French kitchens in the 
United States before return-
ing to Mexico City to open his 
own restaurant. Maximo’s 
austere dining room has since 
become a gathering place for 
corporate magnates, govern-
ment officials and devoted 
gourmets. The menu changes 
daily, depending on the sea-
son. Seafood is flown in each 
morning from the Pacific 
coast. The restaurant’s Wagyu 
beef is raised on a ranch in the 
northern state of Durango. 
Today’s carte features Garcia’s 
trademark mix of Mexican 
and continental dishes: stone 
crab ceviche, parsley crusted 
lamb loin and red snapper 
with cauliflower puree and 
mole verde, finished with a 
perfectly tart soursop sorbet 
topped with diced pineapple. 

Comfortably full, particu-
larly with Maximo’s great 
selection of Mexican wines, 

M O R E 
M E X I C O 
C I T Y 
P I C K S
 EAT   mercado roma
The city’s covered markets, or 
mercados, are great places to 
shop for fresh produce or eat 
delicious tacos alongside office 
workers on their lunch break. 
This food hall takes the mer-
cado to the next level, offering 
artisanal cheeses and flavoured 
macarons along with street 
food staples like tacos and tor-
tas. Unlike your standard mer-
cado, this one has a beer garden 
in back featuring local craft 
brews and champagne by the 
glass. mercadoroma.com

 SLEEP   las alcobas
This boutique luxury 
hotel in ritzy Polanco is 
situated in close prox-
imity to just about everything 
you’d want to do in Mexico City, 
including museums, shopping 
and excellent restaurants (the 
highly-rated Dulce Patria is just 
downstairs). With Italian linens, 
massive whirlpool tubs, and a 
selection of handmade botanical 
soaps at your disposal, it’s the 
perfect refuge from the buzzing 
city outside. From $400 a night, 
lasalcobas.com

 DRINK   jules basement
This upscale speakeasy is steps 
away from Las Alcobas, and 
accessible only through a re-
frigerator door in the back of a 
bustling taco joint. A popular 
late-night spot with the city’s 
most well-heeled partiers, the 
decor here is dominated by 
oversized skulls under glass ta-
bles and a ceiling studded with 
pyramids. A menu combining 
prohibition-era cocktails with 
more contemporary in-house 
creations and a DJ spinning 
up-tempo beats, it’s a prime 
location to enjoy a nightcap 
or dance until the wee hours. 
julesbasement.com

sip some 
pulque 
at el 
templo 
del 
diana

...where you Can find 
the freshest CeviChe

treat yourself 
at maximo 
bistro...

explorer
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mexico 
city

FLy Air Canada and AeroMexico offer daily direct 
flights from Toronto Pearson to Mexico City Inter-
national Airport

STay If you’re in the market for a sleek night’s 
stay, check out La Valise, a boutique hotel in the 
trendy Roma Norte neighbourhood. Rooms from 
$480/night. lavalise.com.mx

DO Hop aboard a trajinera at Embarcadero Cue-
manco, one of the less-busy docks in Xochilmilco. 
Approximately $25/hour per person.

Four hours 
and 45 

minutes 
direct from 

Toronto 
Pearson

we cab it back to Juarez for a 
nightcap. Down a dark flight 
of stairs on a narrow street, 
Bar Xaman is a relatively new 
destination for Mexico City’s 
cabal of mixology-savvy hip-
sters. The cocktails, mixed 
at a massive dark marble bar 
lined with jars of mysterious 

botanicals, riff off Mexican 
ingredients and combine them 
in unexpected ways. On the 
barman’s suggestion I order 
the Agua Divina, a mix of top-
shelf Casa Dragones blanco te-
quila, artisanal apricot brandy, 
guava syrup and a variety of 
local sage said to have curative 

properties. The drink, served 
in a conical glass nestled in an 
ice-filled orb, is fiery, earthy 
and sweet, a complete sen-
sory surprise. Such epipha-
nies happen often here—yet 
another side of Mexico City 
revealing itself seemingly out 
of nowhere.

end the 
day with 
an agua 
divina 
CoCktail 
at bar 
xaman

snaCk on 
street food at 
merCado roma

explorer


