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Being both an avid traveler and an 
avid reader is a blessing and a curse. 
Traveling provides plenty of oppor-
tunities to get to those books on the 
to-read list, but it can be hard to find 
quality reading material in your own 
language in foreign countries. In 
Mexico City, besides a few old copies 
of French or Italian classics tucked 

away in the used bookstores of the Ro-
ma neighborhood and a small section 
of both languages in Condesa’s Bella 
Epoca bookstore, non-Spanish speak-
ing readers are most likely to encoun-
ter books in English. 

I set out to track down the best 
places to get a good English book. De-
spite warnings that stores were hard 
to find, non-existent or void of plea-
sure reading, I was pleasantly sur-
prised by what I discovered. 

UNDER THE VOLCANO 
Celaya 25, Colonia Condesa
For over 50 years the American Le-
gion has called 25 Celaya street in the 
hip Condesa neighborhood its home. 
The place can feel a bit abandoned, 
and the Legionnaires are getting on 
in their years, but their new tenant 
might be bringing some life back in-
to the place. Under the Volcano Books 
is the only 100 percent English-lan-
guage bookstore in the city. Grant 

Cogswell has owned the place since 
2009, when he moved to the city. 

Under the Volcano, in a back bed-
room on the second floor, has the 
widest selection of English-language 
books in Mexico city and if you’re a 
foreigner with little to no Spanish, 
Cogswell can suggest some good 
reading. The books, all used, are on 
the pricey side, but Cogswell says he 
personally “ensures that the collec-
tion is of a very high quality.” Instead 

of shelves and shelves of Steven King 
and Danielle Steele, you’ll find Stein-
beck and Kerouac, along with nonfic-
tion on any subject imaginable. The 
store also hosts Friday night happy 
hour and other events for the Eng-
lish-speaking community.

BELLA EPOCA 
Tamulipas 202, Colonia Condesa
The Bella Epoca Bookstore, accord-
ing to its manager, is the one of the 

largest bookstores in Latin America 
and the largest in Mexico City. Bel-
la Epoca feels the most like Barnes 
and Noble of all the bookstores on 
the list. If rows and rows of books un-
der cheery lighting and matching so-
fa-chair reading nooks sounds appeal-
ing, you’ll love the place, which has an 
incredible selection of over 200,000 
books, a cute cafe and an immense 
CD selection on a second-floor bal-
cony overhanging the main room. 
The problem? Most of those 200,000 
are in Spanish. The English-language 
books that fill the store’s two book-
shelves are mostly classics by well-
known authors. You’ll find alot of Ag-
atha Christie, Margaret Atwood, Jon-
athan Franzen and Salman Rushie, 
mixed in with an abundance of Dick-
ens, Woolf and Twain. There is also a 
weirdly broad section of Toni Morri-
son. Bella Epoca’s shelves have at least 
five copies of every book, narrowing 
the collection down to even fewer op-
tions than appear at first glance. 

Bella Epoca is located inside what 
was once the Cine Lido theater. The 
store hosts book presentations, musi-
cal performances and theater events. 
But if you are in Condesa looking for 
new books in English, you might as 
well go to El Pendulo.

EL PENDULO 
Various locations
Besides a pretty decent English sec-
tion, including a real selection of au-
thors and genres, El Pendulo chain 
provides perhaps the most pleasant 
reading ambiance in the city. The 
stores have a certain local feel and 
each one is uniquely designed and of-
fers different perks. My favorite is El 
Pendulo in Roma, which has a side-
walk cafe perfect for people-watching, 
a second-story lounge area, a rooftop 
bar and a small theater presenting lo-
cal shows and stand-up comedy. Most 
El Pendulo stores have a bookshelf 
or two dedicated to the English lan-
guage. You’ll find a grab bag of every-
thing from Bukowski to Auster, “The 
Hipster Handbook” and Dante’s “Di-
vine Comedy.” Most of the books are 
wrapped in plastic — there’s no flip-
ping through the pages before you 
buy, and most branches also sell vinyl 
records, and the Polanco store has a 
disproportionately large number of 
Philip Roth’s novels. El Pendulo makes 
for a nice Sunday afternoon, but if you 
are looking to read the morning pa-
per in English over coffee, first visit La 
Torre de Papel downtown. 

LA TORRE DE PAPEL 
Filomena Mata 6A, Colonia Centro
Tucked away on Filomena de Ma-
ta street is La Torre de Papel, which 
sells newspapers like The New York 
Times, The Financial Times, USA To-
day and The News in addition to mag-
azines and maps. Magazine junkies 
can find The Economist, Playboy, Na-
tional Geographic, People, The New 
Yorker and Reader’s Digest. The own-
er of the shop says for the day’s paper, 
the earlier the better. Be prepared to 

pay double what you might pay in the 
states. Two other downtown book-
stores are Globalbook and The Amer-
ican Bookstore. Both are located on 
Bolivar street — and I was told that 
neither still existed. 

THE AMERICAN BOOKSTORE 
Bolivar 23, Colonia Centro
Angel Bortolo, the store’s manager, 
told me that The American Book-
store was started by an infamous “Mr. 
Hill” (Bortolo says no one remembers 
his first name) in 1928. The huge col-
lection of textbooks, “For Dummies” 
books and dictionaries greeting the 
pleasure reader walking in the door 
is not encouraging; however, besides 
books like “Managerial Economics” 
and “Options, Futures and the Deriv-
atives” there is a healthy section of 
literature and a lot of beach reading 
(romance, crime and mystery novels) 
with quite a few classics and bestsell-
ers mixed in. It’s a great find for travel-
ers staying downtown who don’t have 
time to go to some of the other book-
stores on this list. Don’t plan to go and 
hang out, though. There are no chairs 
or couches and the store has a very 
busy, businesslike vibe. 

Bortolo says that the store is main-
ly geared toward Spanish speakers 
learning English. That explains the 
massive amount of English-language 
workbooks and professional how-to 
books. He explains their literature 
section by saying that once Spanish 
speakers learn English, “they start 
to devour any kind of book in Eng-
lish” and want more than just dry text-
books and marketing tomes. 

The store has more than 10,000 ti-
tles, but again, most of them are not 
for fun. Bortolo said the store can or-
der any book for its customers, which 
might be the easiest way to get a book 
to Mexico without a permanent ad-
dress here. 

GLOBALBOOK 
Bolivar 31, Colonia Centro
Globalbook is an impoverished ver-
sion of The American Bookstore, 
with even fewer titles on display and 
hardly any fiction. The majority of the 
customers are also Spanish speakers 
learning English, so the selec-
tion includes lots of dictionar-
ies and professional and techni-
cal books. Olga Lidia Martínez, 
who works at Globalbook, said 
that they too are willing to or-
der books for customers, so it 
might be worth it to comparison 
shop between Globalbook and 
The American Bookstore when 
thinking about ordering. 

The ambiance is decent, although 
the store is a little tricky to find. Glo-
balbook is about a block down from 
The American Bookstore, but hid-
den in an open courtyard behind an 
arched entryway. The cafe is pleas-
ant, but the courtyard is surrounded 
by a boutique, restaurant and offices 
on the second floor, so it can be noisy 
if you want to sit over coffee and read 
your latest find.

Where can I get a

good book
in this town?
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