
Tikal

Day 4 – Tikal – 15 Nov

I woke up at 04:00 due to a very noisy rain storm. Things did not bode well for the Tikal site.

It stopped raining just before the 06:30 breakfast. But we got reports that the damage had been 

done. The footing at Tikal was treacherous and the “sancudos”, otherwise known as mosquitoes, 

were lying in wait. Unfortunately, the forecast was for “mucha lluvia”, or much rain.

So we went onto the coach dressed for mud combat. I had slathered my shoes with polish the night 

before to counter the water.

As I got on the coach, my missing rain jacket showed up. We had done a seat rotation at noon the 

day before. While we ate lunch the driver moved the gear. Somehow my rain jacket feel out of my 

back pack. I was relieved as losing a rain jacket was not a classy move.

The coach rolled at 08:00 and the hotel white-tailed deer poked their noses against the fence to say 

goodbye. Little did they know that their cousins live in my back yard in Toronto. The Villa Maya 

hotel is a small chain owned by a Guatemalan family, with links to a bus company.

We had a one hour drive to the Tikal UNESCO world heritage site. On the way we divided into two 

basic groups. The ‘Walkers’ would follow Noah, the local guide for the visit, and the ‘Riders’ would 

sit in the back of an open pick up truck with the Tour Manager. We were told the walkers would 

cover three miles and get a much more detailed flora and fauna briefing. What was not said was that 

it was three miles each way and that it was uphill going both ways.

At 08:30 we stopped briefly for a photo op at Lake Peten Itza. Of course, as a Canadian I could not 

resist the opportunity to take a photo of a lake.

We learned that originally the Tikal site had lots of water. But, there was a 200 and 400 drought 

cycle, the one being more severe than the other. While there was lot of water in the rainy season, the 

dry season became increasingly difficult and may have caused the eventual abandonment.

Noah was giving a lot of Mayan history, but it was like drinking from a fire hose. Worst of all, I had 

no idea how to spell the names that came rattling off his tongue. Needless to say, the best solution is 

probably a search for a Wikipedia article on the Mayan civilization.
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The topic once again switched to the relatively newly discovery of El Mirador, in the northwest near 

the border with Mexico, which basically pushed back Mayan civilization another thousand years.

A great king established a dynasty in Tikal about 75 AD. By 400 AD there was a complete record of 

all the succeeding kings until it petered out about 820 AD. There is complete evidence of a complex 

social structure, and a system of taxation and tribute being levied.

At 500 square kilometres, Tikal is both a game preserve and an archaeological complex. Within the 

park there are jaguars, pumas, ocelots, spider and howler monkeys, turkeys, toucans, pheasants, and

the coatimundi, a racoon variant.

Armed guards met us at the main gate. They do like their guns in Guatemala.

The archaeological site is 16 square kilometres, with five square kilometres at the core, and I swear 

we covered all of it on foot.

It was about seven miles for the gate to the Visitor Centre. The main feature here was a huge model 

of the core site with all the temples displayed. Noah tried to brief us, but he had some fierce 

competition from a Spanish-speaking guide. It is their country.

We took a short comfort stop and I noticed an interesting sign posted beside the small lake. It read, 

“PELIGRO COCODRILO” – crocodiles.

We then set out on the route march through the quagmire. The footing was absolutely treacherous. 

Our first stop was the Ceiba tree, one that the Mayans considered sacred. The tree was about 150 

years old and featured a very tall, smooth trunk with no lower branches. The branches at the canopy 

resembled an umbrella, but were festooned with epiphytes.

By 10:10 we were looking at a minor example of a couple of small pyramids. Sort of starter toys to 

whet our appetite. We all forgot the Mayans when a huge Tarantula was discovered and duly 

photographed in Noah’s hand.

The Mayans had complex arithmetic, using base twenty instead of ten (think bare feet – ten fingers 

and ten toes). Astoundingly, they had zero.

At 10:30 the slithery mud claimed its first victim, but no damage was done.
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Then Noah found the Copal tree, from which the Maya derived incense for their ceremonies.

From 11:00 to 11:45 we were in the Main or Central Plaza. This is the one you have seen in photos. I 

was really struck by how lucky I have been to visit this site, and other similar venues around the 

world.

Rain and drizzle had been bugging us all morning. I took Bucky out of my backpack long enough to 

record his presence in this historic site. This venue would have been great on a sunny day.

Noah mentioned that there was a sauna that had to be used for cleansing before ascending the 

pyramid temples. That sounded a lot like the Muslim ritual. Since there are so few saunas, it is 

surmised that only priests and aristocracy ascended the structures.

Back on the muddy trail, at 12:20 I photographed a major target. A parade of leaf-cutter ants were 

hauling their treasures back to the nest.

We were at the highest Temple #4 at 12:30 and we were given twenty minutes to ascend the stairs 

towards the top. I did a “pain to pleasure” analysis and decided I did not need the experience. Had it 

been clear and sunny, there might have been something to photograph.

I asked Noah whether malaria and yellow fever had been a problem in Mayan times. No on both 

counts – these two deadly diseases were both brought from Africa as a direct result of the slave 

trade.

We slogged our way back through the mud to the lunch venue. It was an open-sided thatched affair 

and the food on offer hit the spot as we had burned off a lot of calories.

We made our way back through another kilometre of mud to the Visitors Centre, and had a few 

minutes for “trinkets and trash”. The unique souvenir was a pair of earrings made from hardwood 

such as teak. I just could not find a pair that I liked.

We departed at 15:00 and had another short video featuring Dr. Richard Hanson and El Mirador. 

What became apparent is that they have only excavated about one percent of the available sites. 

Every hill is a pyramid. We had another explanation of the Mayan creation story that pushed back 

things back to 3114 BC.

Outside the park I again noticed the Seventh Day Adventists and other evangelicals. The explanation
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is that the Spanish did not push into this area until the 1700s – no gold, no silver and a very sparse 

population.

I got back to the hotel and admitted to myself that I was exhausted. Those early starts and lack of 

sleep really drain the batteries.

I took some shots of the hotel venue and then maintained my kit. My shoes were a disaster – the 

Sergeant-Major would not have been impressed. My pants were smeared with mud all the way up to 

my knees. However, I can boast that I have been to Tikal.

Dinner was fixed for 18:30 as we had a local youth dancing group coming to entertain us at 19:30 

hrs. The troupe was composed of boys and girls ranging from about age six to the late teens. The 

girls won the day with their long flouncy skirts, flowers in the hair and big hoop ear rings. The boys 

were just drab stage props by comparison.

At the end of the one hour performance a little girl put out a straw hat at centre stage. We tipped 

generously as we had been told that the dancing kept the kids away from drugs.

The wake up was to be 05:30 hrs.
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