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“Oh, earth, you’re too wonderful for anybody to realize you. Do any human beings ever realize life while they live it — every, every minute?”

— Emily, in Thornton Wilder’s Our Town

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Dedication
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For Jesika Ruth Samuelson Gavilanes, my daughter, and Enrique Gavilanes Santillán, who loves her well—thank you for the home you keep open, the table you keep set, the door you never close.

For Anabelle Maria Gavilanes and Eli Samuel Gavilanes, my grandchildren—you are the future I did not know I was writing toward. Every word in this book was, in some quiet way, written for the world you will inherit.

Family is the one devotion that asks nothing and gives everything. You are mine. I am yours. That will not change.
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​Preface: An Invitation to the Table
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edd’s panama hat — the mark of a Café Society member

Venturing into the Café Society seemed natural for me — being well educated, creative, and also part of the leisure society. In every part of the international landscape are places of conversation, relaxation, and refuge from the mundane. Yes, cafés devoted to the enjoyment of food or beverages, and my favorite: the espresso — usually a single shot, with a glass of water.

This is a book about those places. It is also a book about the people who made them legendary, the cities that gave them their character, and the slow, irreplaceable ritual of sitting down, ordering something beautiful, and letting the world come to you.

I will relate the history, the characters that famously have drifted through the Mexican landscape, and finally my experience by location: Chapala, Jalisco, México; Guadalajara, Jalisco, México; New York City, New York; Seattle, Washington; and my home, Portland, Oregon.
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​On Manners
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Café Society is, above all else, a culture of grace. It asks nothing dramatic of its members — only a certain quality of presence, a willingness to meet the moment with warmth and attentiveness. Conversation is kept at the register of intimacy: one speaks to be heard by one’s companions, not by the room. There is an art to this, and those who practice it find it becomes second nature.

To dine or take coffee in good company is one of the quieter pleasures civilization has devised. One arrives with a settled spirit, leaves the pressures of the day at the threshold, and gives oneself over entirely to the pleasure of the table. This is not a performance — it is a gift one offers to those seated nearby, and to oneself. The café rewards those who bring their better selves to it.

My work in my older years is being part of the joy God intended for all of humanity — enjoying the best of the international café society. And yes, some are lagging behind. LOL :-)
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​Part One: What Is the Café Society?
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At its core, “Café Society” traditionally refers to the glitzy, jet-setting crowd of aristocrats, artists, and celebrities who gathered in fashionable cafés in New York, Paris, and London in the early-to-mid twentieth century. But when you transplant that concept to Mexico — specifically the Lake Chapala and Guadalajara axis — it transforms into something entirely unique: a distinct literary, artistic, and international expatriate bohemianism.

The café functions as an equalizer. It is where an author, a retired diplomat, a local painter, and a traveler sit at adjacent tables — or the same table — trading stories over espresso or tea. It creates a micro-cosmos of global perspectives, localized in a specific geography, elevated by a specific light.

Traditional café society was about being seen. The Mexican lakeside café society is something different entirely: it is about presence. About the slow unfolding of the morning. About conversation that goes nowhere urgently and arrives somewhere profound.
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​The Geography of Inspiration
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Why here? Why does the creative mind return again and again to this particular axis of lake and mountain and colonial city? The answer lies in the microclimate, in the light that bounces off the water at altitude, in the particular quality of stillness that settles over Chapala at dawn. This is air at 5,000 feet, washed by the lake, warmed by Jalisco sun. It slows the mind down in the best possible way.

Guadalajara provided the urban, avant-garde contrast to the lake’s rural tranquility — the city of architecture, universities, and political discourse. In the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, it absorbed a massive wave of French architectural and cultural influence, visible still in neighborhoods like Colonia Americana. That European café culture naturally found its way down the mountain to the lakeside.
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​Part Two: The Famous Characters

[image: ]


The twentieth-century history of Lake Chapala is a masterclass in bohemian migration. What started as a quiet getaway for Guadalajara’s elite quickly transformed into a magnet for international iconoclasts, political exiles, and visionary artists. These are some of the figures who passed through — and left their mark forever.
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​The Literary Pioneers: 1920s–1940s
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D.H. Lawrence & Frieda von Richthofen  (1885–1930)

In the spring of 1923, the English novelist D.H. Lawrence and his fiercely independent German wife, Frieda, arrived in Chapala. Renting a house on Calle Zaragoza, Lawrence was captivated by the lake’s dramatic morning light and hauntingly still afternoons. It was here that he penned the bulk of his Mexican novel, “The Plumed Serpent.” His presence permanently stamped Chapala onto the international literary map.

“Chapala is quite beautiful... the lake is about seventy miles long and very wide, with high mountains all around.”

— D.H. Lawrence, letter from Chapala, 1923

Tennessee Williams  (1911–1983)

In the summer of 1945, a young and relatively unknown playwright named Tennessee Williams arrived in Ajijic. He rented a simple house for less than twenty dollars a month, spending his mornings writing on a typewriter balanced on his knees and his afternoons swimming in the lake. During this intensely productive summer, he wrote the draft play “The Poker Night” — which eventually evolved into his masterpiece, “A Streetcar Named Desire.”
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​The Golden Age of the Ajijic Art Colony: 1950s–1970s
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Peter Olwyler

An American photographer and writer who arrived in the 1950s, Olwyler became one of the foundational pillars of the expat creative community. His black-and-white photographs captured the raw charm of Ajijic — a world where horses still walked the cobblestones alongside foreign painters carrying canvases.

Laura Sanborn

An entrepreneurial force, Sanborn founded the iconic Galería Sanborn in Ajijic. In true Café Society fashion, her gallery acted as the central salon for the region — a meeting ground where artists, collectors, and writers drank coffee, debated aesthetics, and cross-pollinated ideas.

Los Sagrados — The Sacred Ones

In the 1970s, a highly influential collective of international and Mexican artists formed in Ajijic, including Tom Brudenell, a ceramicist who blended modern forms with traditional Mexican materials, and John Brandi, a poet and painter who brought a distinct Beat Generation energy to the lakeside.
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