
Day 2 – Guatemala City -13 Nov

I woke up at 05:45 after a rather lovely slumber. The city had quietened down quite nicely after the 

sun set. I had set up the air raid siren wake up call on my iPad but had locked it in the safe so that 

the bed bugs would not steal it – duh.

CNN forecast 75′F and showers for the city today. That was a bit better than Toronto.

There was no need for an alarm clock as the first flight roared over my head at 06:00 sharp. They 

obviously have a noise abatement programme in effect.

A Continental Breakfast was available from 05:00 to 06:00 but I wanted an omelette so I waited 

until 07:00 hrs.

At 08:00 we all gathered in the lobby and then went into a conference room to get a ninety minute 

briefing from our Tour Manager. I gave her full marks – she is really looking after us. I was happy to 

learn that we were entering the dry season where there is no rain for six months.

Our Tour Manager is English, originally from the island of Jersey, but met her Guatemalan husband 

in Antigua when travelling and forgot to go home. She has lived in Guatemala for over twenty years 

and has two adult children. She refers to Guatemala as “Our country”.

The overview of Guatemala is that of a rich coastal plain on the Pacific side, then the folds of tectonic

uplifts and wrinkles resulting in hill country and then the flats on the interior stretching to the 

Carribean. The latter, Petan Department, is one third of the land mass and is hot, humid mosquito 

country.

Unhappily, we learned that Guatemala sits on the intersection of three tectonic plates. This results 

in many earth tremors, most of which are not noticeable, and earthquakes are on a 30 to 50 year 

cycle. We were due and a sturdy door frame was recommended as a refuge. In Jamaica I had jumped

into the bathtub.

The population of the country is made up of four groups. The Mayans make up 45-50 percent, there 

is a minority of other indigenous, a small former slave group and the white Spaniards.

Pickpockets love to liberate cell phones. We were warned not to take passports and credit cards off 

the coach. It was best to just have a little local currency.

           Previous            Scroll Down          Back to Photos             Scroll Down                   Next

http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/GuatBlog/Day1.pdf%20
http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/GuatBlog/Day3.pdf
http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/2013_Photos.htm


Before we departed I noted that the hotel was a miniature fortress. It is surrounded by high walls 

with razor wire on top and the guards are armed. At 10:00 we boarded the coach and drove in traffic

to the Archaeology and Textile Museums. We were to learn about Guatemala’s pre-Columbian 

cultures. In summary, we viewed a priceless collection of Mayan pottery and jewellry.

First was the Museo Popol Vuh. Jorge and Ella Castillo had donated their private collection to the 

Universidad Francisco Marroquin to form the basis of the museum. The artifacts were grouped into 

the Pre-Classic – basically the Pacific Coast Region – (1,500 BC to 250 AD) featuring advanced 

pottery, the Classic Period (250 to 550 AD) with very sophisticated coloured pottery full of 

symbolism and the late Classic Period (600 to 900 AD). The latter showed an obvious division of 

labour and superb pottery complete with name tags. By the way, they did not have the potter’s 

wheel.

Delightfully, they domesticated the cacoa tree and became experts in making chocolate, consumed 

mainly as a luxury drink. This chocolate later was sweetened in the hands of the Spanish.

The Post Classical Period was 900 to 1524/1697 AD. The Spanish came in from Mexico in 1524 and 

they finally took the Tikal area in 1697.

We saw an example of a codex. Basically, it was a long, narrow accordion card with “how to” 

instructions. The particular example was a copy of the Dresden codex, but there are also the Paris 

and Madrid examples – they are named according to the city in which the original resides.

Unfortunately, a Roman Catholic bishop declared the codex pagan and ordered all of the destroyed.

The Colonial Period lasted from 1524 to 1821, the latter being Independence.

The Spanish found very little gold and silver in Guatemala, the land of the trees.

Then at 11:30 we walked over to the Museo Ixtel. Ixtel was the Mayan moon goddess, and Ix is the 

word for woman. This was the textile museum, featuring 4,000 exhibits from 120 towns and. 

villages.

First we watched two videos to understand the background to the textile production. Clothing was 

mostly made from indigenous cotton, of various colours. But a courser Magueye was also used to 

weave cloth. Most of the work was done by women using cotton, but when the Spanish introduced 

sheep, men became involved in the whole process from shearing to weaving.
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Key to the weaving the women did was the stick loom. I had seen this being demonstrated in Peru. 

One end was tied to a tree or other immovable object and the working end secured by a strap around

the woman’s hips. Sitting on the ground, the normal weaving process was performed. By age 40 the 

suppleness of the fingers and wrist, not to mention the uncomfortable sitting position, forced 

retirement. Typically grandmothers taught their granddaughters the art form, the older women 

having more time and patience than the mothers.

Comment: Why are weaving and bows and arrows so common in widely separated early cultures. 

Equally, why did women carry burdens on their heads, while men did not.

At the end we saw examples of paintings by the peasant artist Andres Curruchich (1891-1969) and 

Carmen G. de Pettersen (1900-1991), both of whom were awarded the highest civilian honour (The 

Order of Quetzal). Both had portrayed peasant life in order to create a record before modernity 

wiped it out.

It had rained while we were in the latter museum, but it cleared up nicely for the rest of the day. We 

drove back to the Barcelo for an included lunch, which I enjoyed with two Calgarian table mates.

After lunch we did a sightseeing drive towards the historic centre. Traffic was terrible as there were 

demonstrations in the Plaza de Armas.

The Spanish had no luck trying to establish a capital in Guatemala. The first three, all called 

Santiago (Saint James), had to be abandoned due to natural disasters. Antigua (1543 to 1773) almost

made it, but after the twelfth earthquake the capital was moved to Guatemala City in 1776.

Tourism is a large part of the Guatemalan economy. Efforts are being made to make the city more 

attractive.

We slowly inched our way to a major roundabout featuring a huge artificial Christmas Tree that was 

about 150 feet tall and adorned with hundreds of coloured balls. It was topped with the rooster logo 

of Gallo, major beer company. Then we did a circuit up and down the Avenue of the Americas. 

Several American countries had venues with statues symbolizing their identity. The Tour Manager 

told us that Canada’s “pile of stones” was coming up only to reveal an Inukshuk. The Canadians 

quickly explained the function of the Inukshuk and hopefully the guide will spread the word among 

her fellow guides.

           Previous            Scroll Down          Back to Photos             Scroll Down                   Next

http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/GuatBlog/Day1.pdf%20
http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/GuatBlog/Day3.pdf
http://www.ironsides.net/IronTrip/2013_Photos.htm


Then we turned onto La Rambla and tried to work our way into Zone 1, the historic city centre. This 

Rambla was way down scale from its namesake in Barcelona. Pedestrians were making faster 

progress. However, this gave us ample opportunity to examine in detail the crumbling infrastructure

and the elaborate security precautions. Many businesses were secured by guards sporting shotguns.

Instead of building a subway, there is a dedicated bus lane that achieves much the same purpose. Of 

course, that means the loss of one traffic lane. We noted that motorcyclists must wear a crash helmet

and a fluorescent safety jacket. Both have the licence plate number inscribed on them. We wondered

if this was an anti-theft scheme. The guide noted that traffic regulations were enforced by white 

helmeted traffic police, the PMT, and that enforcement relaxed in direct proportion to the distance 

from the capital.

At 15:50 we finally got into the Plaza da Armas. A police officer had blocked our way but the clever 

driver said we had to get through to pick up others. The square was filled with protesters.

We saw many examples of run down red busses that the locals call “Killer Tomatoes” – we saw 

examples of new blue busses that will replace the red ones.

The Metropolitan Cathedral dates from 1782 but was only consecrated in 1815, even though 

unfinished. There was a definite French influence evident in the National Palace.

Two hundred thousand died in the thirty years of civil war, that ended with a peace treaty in 1996.

On the way back we passed through an area featuring pinatas for kids parties. I got some great shots 

of these party favours. Then we stopped on a bridge spanning a ravine, on the slopes of which 60 to 

100 thousand live in a slum “no go” area known as La Limonada.

We got back to the hotel at 16:40 and I did my laundry and journal until 18:30 hrs. Then I went 

down to the included buffet dinner.
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