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Before returning to the Old World after World War 11, Sybille Bedford resolved to see something more of the
New. | had a great longing to move, she said, to hear another language, eat new food, to be in a country with
along nasty history in the past and as little present history as possible. And so she set out for Mexico--and,
incidentally, to write what Bruce Chatwin called the best travel book of the twentieth century, a book of
marvels, to be read again and again and again.
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Susan says

| think Noel Coward really wrote this.

Sybille and her friend "E" act like they're in adrawing room comedy. | couldn't read the conversations
without hearing the plummy tones of upper crust Brits, usually something | would enjoy. | really expected to
like this, but found them difficult to travel with.

Tony says

A VISIT TODON OTAVIO: A Traveler's Tale From Mexico. (1960). Sybille Bedford. ****.

Ms. Bedford (1911-2005) was an interesting person of many talents. She was born in Berlin, Germany, as
Freiin Sybille Aleid Elso von Schoenebeck. When she was fourteen, she went to livein Italy and later
studied in England. In the 1920s, she and her mother settled in the south of France —living near Aldous
Huxley. During that time, many German writers also settled in the area, including Thomas Mann and Bertolt
Brecht. She was later encouraged to take to writing by Huxley, and this was her first published book. It
originally came out in 1953, under the title, “ The Sudden View: a Mexican Journey,” but was reissued in
1960 under the title above. It is one of those books that fall between genres. It is, ostensibly, atravel book;
but it isalso anovel of sorts. Both genres are well dealt with. When she describes the Mexico that she and
her companion visit over the course of along vacation, she not only talks about the sights, but also includes a
sociological overview of the people she encounters on the way, including Mexico’ s tattered history. It was
interesting to compare her views of the various parts of Mexico that she visited with those same parts that |
had been in over the years. | think that that is why we read travel literature: did the writer see the same things
we saw in the same way? Ms. Bedford didn’t miss much. She wasn't actually atypical tourist, but was
seeking a Mexico that was a place that could offer an “ Other” for aworld-weary traveller. Along the way,
she managed to meet severa people with whom she stayed for various periods of time. Thisiswhere the
book becomes autobiographical and more novel-like in its presentation. In al, | think that thisis one of the
most interesting studies of Mexico that | have read, and would make a welcome addition to any traveller’s
library — though certainly not as a guide book. Recommended.

Raquel Martin says

I'm reading this for the second time and it is still adelight. Thisisthe best travel book I've ever read. Sybille
Bedford isincredibly intelligent, extremely witty, and really GOT Mexico. Her insights are as true today as
they were in the 40's when she visited Mexico and wrote this book. A must-read for anyone who loves
Mexico.

Michael says

It isan account of ajourney of about one year by two women in Mexico. A house at the giite big lake



Chapalas a smalm community of people finds together. A microcosmos community in a part of the world
that has hardly ever been mentioned in literarture. Apart from this the travellers visit various well known
places, they encounter dangerous, shockung, and funny situations, taste and describe food in Mexico and
report on the pre-Diaz history. & Lawrence stay, in particular also tell the drama Habsburgian empereor
Maximilian. | enjoyed reading the book as an authentic long travel account enriched by historical narratives.

Denis says

Delicioudly entertaining, funny, intelligent travel book about Bedford's adventures in Mexico. Her style here
is as perfect asin her novels, and she describes the country she discovers with afascination that is
compelling. It actually reads like anovel - her description of the landscapes and the culture, the characters
she meets, the places she goes, the adventures and misadventures she encounters: everything makes for a
terrific read, and it makes you wish you had been travelling with her.

Peg says

I had higher hopes for this one. Two privileged women go to a 3rd world country and complain about
everything except their stay at Don Otavio's, where they are treated like queens. They don't like the food,
they don't like the traveling, they aren't interested in the lives of the people. Sorry, I'm not impressed!

Jaggerjag says

| first read this book years ago,and on reading it again | still enjoyed it. Certainly Sybille Bedford came from
aprivileged class, but | find so many of her 'complaints' about Mexico to be very tongue in cheek and funny,
proving beyond doubt that the disasters of travelling make for the most entertaining anecdotes.

More than this, though, her travels were done in atime that was just ending completely. When most people
still crossed the Atlantic by liner, and continents by train. A time before cheap package holiday were
available to everyone. When you turned up in a city armed with introductions to people you had never met,
who would then throw a cocktail party for you. And so on.

From that point of view alone | love this book, the history of Mexico and its people on top of al this
provides the backdrop to the country, asif you are with Sybille, reading the tour guide while the vastness of
the countryside moves away from your train window, elusive, not so easily nailed down by print.

I recommended it my book club, several couldn't finish it, and the onesthat did, utterly hated it. . . Ah well!

Elaine says

First of all, atravel writer of yesteryear who is entirely obsessed with food! A woman after my own heart.
Second of al, afrequently laugh out loud book, even as you were learning quite a bit about Mexican history.

Third, awonderfully idiosyncratic and erudite look at a pre-mass tourism Mexico. A bit reminiscent of that



English chap who tromped around Europe on the eve of World War 1l (Patrick Leigh Fermor, it took me a
minute) but where Fermor felt show offy, Bedford just seems smart, wry and like the kind of person I, at
least, would have loved to take along ago trip with.

To beclear, | think you have to like this genre-the highly idiosyncratic travel ogue that gives aglimpseinto a
world we can never see because it is further away intimethanit isin distance. But if thiskind of thing
fascinates you, as it does me, Bedford's cast of eccentrics, catalog of travel mishaps, awe at the hearty cheap
Mexican meals (described lovingly course by course) and occasional pointed historical lecture will not fail to
charm.

Katerine says
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T.D. Whittle says

Thisisamarvelous book. | only wish | had heard of Sybille Bedford sooner. Well, not "only." | wish too that
| could have known her as afriend and travel companion, and been a part of the old-world graciousness that
was life at gentle Don Otavio's hacienda.

An old friend of mine recommended Sybille Bedford's writing to me, and cited this book in particular, telling
me that he thought | would love it. Right he was. Sybille Bedford is erudite, witty, subtle, kind-hearted, and
dedicated to her task of exploring Mexico with her companion E. It would have been enough simply to bask
in the elegance of her prose and her sometimes hilarious, sometimes poignant observations; but, A Visit to
Don Otavio provides more than that.

Bedford gives a concise overview of the history of the country in away that connectsits main events
intimately to the key figuresinvolved, some of whom are tragic figures, such as Emperor Maximilian I, who
was shot by Juarez at the age of 34, and others who seem to leap from the pages of a picaresgue novel, such
as Benito Juérez, who had more lives and bigger balls than a streetwise tomcat.

Bedford, while understated, is never dry. She is always considerate of her readers' time and attention, so that
one can dive into this book with no knowledge of Mexico at all or with areasonable background in its
formation (such is my own situation, due to growing up in nearby Texas) and enjoy it thoroughly, either way,
in Bedford's dependabl e hands.

Paul says

4.5 stars

One of the great travelogues and in Bruce Chatwin's opinion “the greatest travel book of the twentieth
century”. It helps agreat deal that Bedford can write well and has a gift for observation and description.
Living from 1911 to 2006, Bedford had along and colourful life and is not appreciated as awriter as she
should be. Bedford had escaped from France in 1940 and spent the war in the US. After the war she decided
that before returning to Europe she would travel for awhile in Mexico. She went with atravelling
companion referred to as E throughout. E was in fact Esther Mary Arthur (at that point married to the
grandson of the US president Chester Arthur). Bedford and Arthur were having alove affair at the time.

As Chatwin saysin hisintroduction, they approached their adventure “without an itinerary, without
preconceptions, and with their senses wide open”. That propensity to go with the flow makes for an
entertaining read. As | mentioned, Bedford has great descriptive powers, thisis about a bus journey;

“A well-grown sow lies heaving in the aisle. My neighbor has alive turkey hen on her Iap and the bird
simply cannot help it, she must partly sit on my lap, too. Thisis very hot. Also she keeps fluffing out her
surprisingly harsh feathers. From time to time, probably to ease her own discomfort, the bird stands up.
Supported on six pointed claws, one set of them on my knee, she digs her weight into us and shakes herself.
Dust and lice emerge. On my other side, in the aisle, stands a little boy with arod on which dangles a dead,
though no doubt freshly caught, fish. With every lurch of the conveyance, and it isal lurches, the fish, moist



but not cool, touches my arm and sometimes my averted cheek.”

The book moves between pure travel ogue, descriptions of Mexico's bloody history (from Cortes to the
nineteenth and twentieth century dictators), detailed descriptions of food and meals (always a plus), the
vicissitudes of travel, he varying quality of hotels and of course, Don Otavio and his extended family and
servants. Bedford, in aninterview late in her life described it thus; “It is atravel book written by a novelist. |
wanted to get across the extraordinary beauty of Mexico, the allegro quality of its climate, with the
underlying panic and violence inherited from along and bloody history.”

Don Otavio isa dightly down at heel aristocratic type with a colourful family and some interesting
neighbours who are similarly middle class with a smattering of those escaping Europe. Bedford has a sharp
wit and excellent sense of humour. It does have to be noted that the travellers were middl e class as were most
of the people they stayed with and the lives of ordinary people are at a distance. That may have been
inevitable, but there are many good vignettes and descriptions of customs and tradition (especially relating to
the Catholic Church). All in al and excellent read by a very good writer.

Tuck says

utterly funny, informative, historical, picaresgue travel ogue of two women traveling alonein mexico in
1953. it is syhille bedford's debut and she never looked back don't think.

they start by boarding the train in nyc, training and busing to DF, then by train, plane, bus, taxi, foot and car
sweating freezing biting and getting bitten to central highlands, over to colimato acapulco and lake chapala
(where they spend many monthsin idyll and near death) to oxaca to pueblo back to chapala

disasters and delights and wonderful writing.

Chrid says

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Syhbille...
In the book's beginning, Sybille and her friend are on atrain traveling from New Y ork to St Louis.

"In the plains of Indiana, nature certainly hasit. We have been going through the wheat fields for hours;
miles upon miles of fat, yellow alien corn visibly ripening under awide-awake sky. A spread of cruel wealth.
Of human life and habitation there are few signs, no farm houses, no animals by the roadside.

"What part does man play in the farming of these fields? Does he work the earth or does he operateit? Is he
peasant, mechanic, or businessman? Perhaps here is the scene of his last defeat: eating tinned vegetablesin a
frame house, setting out in atractor to cultivate his one-crop harvest mortgaged to the banks, he has been
undone by a monstrous mating of nature with the machine.

"Corrective: if thefields of Canada, the Middle West, the Argentine and the Ukraine were run like so many
farmsin the Home Counties, we'd all starve. Oh, double-faced truth, oh, Malthus, oh, compromise--there are
too many sheep in the pen."”

**

(In Mexico City, a source of museum memories) "One of the happiest placesin thistown is aroom of early



nineteenth-century Creole genre paintings in the Chapultepec Museum. These graceful pictures ... are quite
unlike anything one has ever seen, luxuriant but domestic, naive and worldly, fresh, faintly absurd, wholly
delicious...

"But here too, the other note is sounded. There is a picture of a small boy led by a governess through a most
peculiar garden of sugar can and coffee bush, followed by a curly lap dog and an Indian boy carrying his
doll, aneatly dressed and bonneted baby skeleton."

* k%

One of the placesin Mexico | most remember isMonte Alban. "'S" as she calls herself writes

"They are misnamed ruins: no decay has softened, no restorer's hand has touched, no wars have chipped a
splinter off those monaliths, those walls, those flights of stairs ... They were not meant to please.

"The medium is stone and space ... Everything is repeated, hard, grey ... they imply crushing size ... It
appears colossal ... entirely successful, entirely frightening--

"If the Nazis had not been so cheap, had their taste been better and their instinct for self-dramatization less
Wagnerian, thisis the way they would have built. They would have found in the Zapotec architecture the
expression and the setting of all they stood for. They would have constructed Monte Alban at Nuremberg ..."
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Monte A...

Because I've been to and through the country a dozen times and have read many books about it, much of "A
Visit ..." isarevisit for me, a dated perspective, but one | recommend for explorers of that country's

convoluted complexities. The writing is classical, fine.

https://www.youtube.com/watchv=MQgpl...

Buck says

After agai berries and recycling, travel’s one of the most overrated things around. It s just one long painin
the ass. There' sthe expense, the indignities of airport security, the further indignities of economy class,
crowds, sand in your crotch, very large people with very small fanny packs, and Two and a Half Men dubbed
into Portuguese. And what do you get out of all this? A gnawing sense of disappointment and the realization
that there’ s just no escaping yourself, that your sagging spirit istied to your weary flesh, like a deflated
tetherball to arusty pole, forever. Oh, and maybe some knickknacks. Caelum non animum mutant qui trans
mare currunt.

Aswith so many thingsin life, then, travel is best enjoyed vicariously, through books. A book won't steal
your passport or kidnap you or give you a drug-resistant strain of gonorrhea (unlessit’salibrary book and
you rub it against your privates, but why would you do that?)

Actually, A Visit to Don Otavio is amost worth risking gonorrheafor. It's not only the best book I’ ve ever

read about Mexico; it may be the best travel book I’ ve ever read, period. An odd, clever woman collides with
abig, baroque country, and the result isaminor classic that's better than alot of magjor classics. Init, tequila
is described as ‘raw alcohol with an underwhiff of festering sweetness as though chrysanthemums had rotted



ingin.” (Unfair, | think, but possibly true of the 1940s vintage.) A man has ‘ one of those inherited handsome
faces of Goya s minor courtiers, where the acumen, pride and will of an earlier mould have run to fatuity and
craft.” (She adds: ‘He turned out one of the kindest men | ever met.’) A derelict hotel has ‘athick smell of
dead-town, faded splendours and present bankruptcy.’

Sybille Bedford is the author’s name. She died a few years back, in her 90s. The wiki version of her
biography hints at the sheer fabulousness of her life. She loved Mexico, by the way, the land that has
swallowed so many foreign writers. She saw it whole, the beauty and brutality of it, and came away
composed, and wrote this quirky, gorgeous thing about it. | don’t encourage you to travel—that’ s your
business—but you should probably read the book.

CarolineFromConcord says

How to describe this book? A history of Mexico? A travel book? A novel? A biography? First published in
1953 and reissued in 1986 with an introduction by Bruce Chatwin, it's been called all those things. | will call
it acomedy of manners because that suits the sections | liked best.

The writer Sybille Bedford was a great traveler. Born in Germany before WW [, she lived in many countries.
The book, which she playfully called anovel, recounts her travels through Mexico with an American friend
in aquirky, often telegraphic, style.

Thereisagreat deal of history in the book -- history of Mexico and also of Europe -- and her staccato romp
through the highlights often left me confused. The reader is apparently supposed to know alot more than |
do about history, not to mention how to read bits of French, Latin, German, and Spanish. The author's long
digression on the the tragic life of Mexican Emperor Maximilian (originaly an Austrian prince) was
puzzling. The history of Mexico is so loaded with violence and revolution, why dwell disproportionately on
the fate of Maximilian? Perhaps it's because he was a European like the writer.

The heart, soul, and charm of the book lies in the scenes with Don Otavio at his country home. The
characters and situations depicted there are truly amusing, and when the travelers depart for various
excursions, one cannot wait for them to return to the comforts and entertainments of San Pedro Tlayacan.

| did not care for Bedford's way of talking about the natives, but in spite of her condescension, I'd promised a
friend I'd read the book, and I'm rather glad | did.




