



The bar at Tequila Restaurante, in San Jose del Cabo. San Jose is a beautiful town and a great place to eat; it lacks the party scene of neighboring Cabo San Lucas. Photo courtesy 
	Fernando Hernandez.
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	Er, yeah, but did I mention the fabulous spa?

If all of this sounds familiar, it should. After all, what else is Aspen but a case of massive wealth squeezing out real people and local culture - with the notable fringe benefits that implies? Perhaps it's not surprising to find a Roaring Fork Valley company at work in Esperanza: namely, the Carbondale-based Timbers Company, developers of The Timbers Club in Snowmass. Timbers has created a similar residence club at Esperanza, a fractionally owned retreat that exists in seamless companionship with Auberge Resorts' boutique hotel. The residence club was what I was down there to visit (and in the interest of full disclosure, I should say that I subsequently did some copywriting for its parent. Can you tell?).

A decade ago, my aforementioned friend worked in luxury real estate in Cabo, but in luxury real estate that was still, so to speak, grounded. "The million-dollar villas these people were buying didn't have phone service back then, and I honestly think that was part of the charm for them," she says. How quickly times have changed. Because I had some actual work to do during my press trip, I had my laptop computer with me, and with my digital camera and my villa's high-speed Internet connection, I was able to relay my husband a kind of visual diary: pictures of the terrific walk-in shower, or of the view over the water, or of me smirking on my way to another bang-up meal. Esperanza's executive chef, Flynt Payne, is a vegetarian who dresses up meat in bright, meatless sauces. Tellingly, he can also produce a raw menu.

"We think of it as California South," Timbers Company president David Burden told me. "It's just putting your toe in the water of going out of the country."





El Squid Roe, a Cabo cathedral that draws pilgrims from every college in the States. It’s one of the most popular dance clubs in Cabo San Lucas. Photo courtesy Los Cabos Tourism Board.
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Postcard from Cabo, No. 2
I'm having lunch at The Office, an institution of sorts on the beach in Cabo San Lucas. The white sand between my toes is grimy and studded with cigarette butts. The fish is fresh and the drinks are good. At the neighboring bar - differentiated on the beach by the color of its tables - an emcee puts contestants through the sequential acts of slamming a Corona; spinning around a baseball bat that is touched to the ground and to their foreheads; and doing push-ups with a bikini-clad woman sprawled across their backs. The youngest contestant is about 14.

I catch a glimpse of a family who flew in, first class, on my plane from Phoenix. The teenage daughter is in a bikini. She's carrying a Louis Vuitton tote.

What seems clear is that Cabo has reached a tourism tipping point - somehow, it has become solidly established as an A-list destination. Enrique Silva, co-owner of the excellent Tequila restaurant in San Jose del Cabo, traces the advent of that status to the opening of Las Ventanas al Paraiso ("Windows to Paradise," a Rosewood Resort favored by celebrities including Stewart). Cabo was established as a high-end tourist destination in the 1950s. In the years that followed, it built up infrastructure, but the tone of the place slipped.

"In 1997, something different happened, Las Ventanas came into the picture," Silva e-mailed me. "These guys came to take care of the people who were not very happy with the high-end resorts. So, new celebrities started to arrive in Cabo, it was really good to the area, lots of press. With the opening of Las Ventanas, Los Cabos came back the way it started." Though Sept. 11 was a blow to its tourist economy, the area seems to have recovered. According to Silva, the upscale resorts in particular have thrived.

You know you're on a press trip in Cabo when an excursion for hard drinking is not something slipped in after hours, but an integral part of the agenda. Before hitting the bars, my group takes in dinner at Nick San, a sushi place in Cabo San Lucas. Now here is something on which my friend and I can completely agree. As she puts it, "the head chef Angel is like a god." Indeed. Nick San is nontraditional but extraordinary - a surprise, although it shouldn't be. The seafood in Cabo is incredible and abundant. What better use for it than sashimi?

The bars that night are loud and crowded, but not merely with American tourists. Watching and listening to the locals, I sense that there is a savvy community here - one that, like all communities, is happily absorbed in its own dramas. As a casual tourist, I can't really parse the dynamics of the place. But I get the impression that they're a lot more complicated than my liberal guilt would have me predict.

Postcard from Cabo, No. 3
It's the morning after, and although I came home early - midnight - I'm still feeling less than well. But I'm flying back to Phoenix today, and before I do, I want to swim.

The hotel pool is an elegant rectangle. Like most swank pools, it has a negative edge, and it appears to spill water into the sea. I pull myself up to the side and watch the surf. At 7 o'clock, the grounds are very quiet, and this time there are no intrusions.

I'm not leaving for another three hours. Already, I can't wait to come back.

Elan Head is a freelance writer based in Phoenix. She has family in Aspen and her margarita limit appears to be three.




