
Petenchel – Antigua

Day 5 – Petenchel to Antigua – 16 Oct

We had another brutal start with wake up at 05:30, bags and breakfast at 06:00 and departure at 

07:00 hrs.

Once again we reviewed the incredible complexity of the Mayan numerical sequence and their 

various calendar systems. Incredibly, they had knowledge of Mars and and figured out the orbit of 

Venus. The mind blower was that they knew about the earth’s precession, the wobble in the earth’s 

own orbit.

We started off in cloudy haze that went to sun that changed to rain – in short we had everything.

Passing a gas station I calculated that ordinary gas costs about $4.25 per gallon. So, that is cheaper 

than Canada, but the wages are so much lower that it represents a much larger slice of a 

Guatemalan’s budget.

Many years ago the government tried to encourage settlement in this sparsely populated area. In the

1960s could get almost free land. Those that came found that the soil and climate were very different

making crops hard to grow. Many went back. The scheme was not a winner.

At 08:00 we spotted a large number of black vultures feeding on the carcass of a cow. It had likely 

been road kill. I got a photo through the windshield.

We had our first pit stop at 08:45 and then we watched a very good video on Garand Diamond’s 

book “Guns, Germs and Steel”. From UCLA, he offered an explanation as to why some groups had 

conquered others. While the following narrative focusses on the Inca Empire, it is illustrative as to 

why it was so easy for the Spanish to conquer the Mayans.

In a nutshell, Diamond suggested that geography separates winners from losers. Key is the east-west

orientation of the Asian-European landmass, versus the north-south axis of North, Central and 

South America. On the same latitudes, temperatures and times are relatively the same so similar 

plants grow. Not so on the vertical alignment.

Plants and animals that originated in the Mesopotamian Fertile Crescent spread along similar 

latitudes. Once animals were yoked to the plough, food stocks increased and populations exploded.
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The Inca Empire, about 2,500 miles from north to south, had no such animals and all labour was 

performed by humans. The only animal of any use to the Incas was the llama and it was useless for 

ploughing or heavy load carrying.

The horse was key and after 1,000 years the Spanish became equestrian masters. In battle, the Incas 

were defenceless against a mounted Spaniard.

For 700 years Spain had been at war in Europe. In order to keep up with the arms race, the Spanish 

had to adopt each new technology. In Toledo they perfected steel production and produced the 

finest swords. When the Arquebus, arrived it was incorporated as much for its ‘shock and awe’ as for

its clumsy killing ability.

The Inca were Bronze Age people and were technologically inferior.

In 1532 a Spanish force under conquistador Pizaro of only 168 defeated an Inca army of 80,000.

The unequal outcome was due to the incredible treachery of Pizaro and the hubris and naïveté of the

Inca King.

Actually germs had preceded Pizaro. About twelve years before a single slave from Africa had 

brought smallpox. The disease spread exponentially.

The Europeans had been in contact with farm animals for centuries. They had caught various 

diseases from these animals and various epidemics had wiped out huge numbers of people. but a few

survived each time and immunities built up. Those in the Americas had no similar experience. When

the Spanish arrived the estimated population was 20 million. Ninety-five percent were wiped out by 

Old World diseases.

Changing gears, we spotted a large number of red TukTuks. These are ubiquitous in Asia. Here they 

cost an incredible $4,000

When we got back to the Rio Dulce we learned that there had been a sizable German presence in the 

area establishing the coffee industry prior to World War Two. Although Guatemala was neutral 

during the war, US pressure caused the Germans to be expelled and their property confiscated. After

the war the property was returned.

At 10:45, and after 232 kms, we had a second comfort stop. Afterwards we went through the 

primary, secondary and tertiary schooling. While free primary schooling is compulsory, the 
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attendance varies between urban and rural populations. It gets worse in secondary schooling. The 

chance for university education falls mainly to the affluent. The three years trades training diploma 

is a more realistic goal.

In 1976 a major earthquake destroyed a lot of schools. Classes were split in two shifts: 07:30 to 

12:30 for youngsters and 13:00 to 18:00 for older kids. This system is still in force, giving the older 

children a chance to work part-time in the morning.

There are 25 language in the first three grades of the primary school system, 22 being Mayan. This 

presents huge challenges in teaching and textbooks. From Grade Four onwards Spanish is the lingua

franca.

The health system is a major weakness. There are only 10 health workers per 10,000 population. In 

the developed world the ratio is 26 per 10,000.

There is no Unemployment Benefit. There is a Sales Tax on everything, but, due low wages, most 

people pay no Income Tax. Many companies support the Social Security System with the employer 

and employee making contributions. BUT, more is taken out than is contributed. The system is 

strained to the breaking point.

There are free hospitals in the main towns. The average family has 3.14 kids (remember pi).

Then we got into the heart-wrenching Civil War. The United Fruit Company and the names of John 

Foster Dulles and Allen Dulles came up. The CIA invaded Guatemala in 1954. In 1960 there was a 

failed coup. The losers formed guerrilla groups and faded into the jungle. The fight simply became 

uglier, 1982 and 1983 being the worst. By the 1990s it was obvious that nobody was winning. The 

guerrillas united as URNG and on December 29th, 1996 a peace agreement was signed.

We stopped for a fixed menu chicken lunch and were rolling again by 13:50 hrs.

We had a short video on jade. The Mayans thought jade represented eternity, and nobles were 

buried with jade death masks. Jade comes from the Motagua River valley, which runs along a 

tectonic plate.

Most Guatemalan households do not have a washing machine. It is easier to hire a maid at $1.50 per

hour.
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By 16:10 we were stuck in traffic trying to get through Guatemala City. The city is remarkable litter-

free thanks to an army of garbage workers.

On the way out of the city we popped through 6,000 feet. At 17:15 we were held up due to an 

accident. A youth was stretched out in one lane of the two lane carriage way. His motorcycle was 

rather bent but he was alive and being attended to by emergency people.

We descended into the valley back to 5,000 feet, being greeted by yellow tree daisies and purple 

imperial dahlias. Finally we arrived at the Porta Hotel at 17:40 after 69 speed bumps and 526 kms.

We had a buffet supper starting at 18:30 hrs. Afterwards I used the hair dryer to try to dry out my 

shoes from Tikal and to write this journal, sipping a cup of Red Bush tea.

It was a very tiring day.
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