
Antigua

Day 6 – Antigua – 16 Nov

It being Sunday, it was fitting that I was woken up by church bells. I had slept well in the beautiful 

Porta Hotel. I had been here before in happier times.

I decided to make myself some drip coffee using the bag of local fare. The first pass produced a cup 

of clear hot water. That is when I figured out that the contents of the bag had to be emptied into the 

mesh sieve at the top of the coffee maker – duh.

The official wake up call came at 07:30, a full hour after the more aggressive church bells. By then I 

had used the hair dryer to dry out my Tikal Trotters and applied a coat of brown shoe polish.

I had breakfast at 08:00 in the open-sided restaurant overlooking the huge inner courtyard that 

featured the swimming pool. It was a bright sunny day and to the south was the 12,356 foot Agua 

Volcano.

At 09:00 we departed for a walking tour. ‘Pedro the Pedlar’ ambushed us the minute we crossed the 

threshold. We walked south to the old San Jose church ruin, that had been the scene of a wedding 

last night. In 1773 this had been a poor neighbour, with mainly carpenters, hence St Joseph. The 

earthquake did a lot of damage so the surviving building is now low and squat.

The inner core of the town is a grid of nine by nine blocks. Since the town is all cobblestones, sturdy 

footwear was required. Football shoulder pads would be a useful accessory as the wrought iron 

covered windows jut out over the sidewalk to jab the unwary.

Antigua is a UNESCO World Heritage Site, which is both a blessing and a curse. It brings tourists, 

but trying to make any changes is very difficult.

By 09:30 we were at the Main Square. It had the normal colonial Spanish actors. The Cathedral, the 

Palace of the Captains General, City Hall and the Commercial side. Given some free time, I walked 

around the parkette of the central square and took photos of the mermaids from whose breasts 

water flows. Then I went into the Cathedral to atone for my sinful thoughts and to take a couple of 

photos.

By now it was a lovely sunny day of about 75′F. The park benches were full of people simply enjoying
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a peaceful morning. I think I heard a few American ex-pats exchanging gossip. One silly shoe shine 

guy asked if he could shine my Keen sandals. I just gave him a dirty look.

10:15 brought us to the Universidad de San Carlos, founded in 1675. In front of the ruins a full flea 

market was operating. We were warned to watch out for pickpockets.

A major stop was the Capuchin Convent. Founded in 1736, when the population of Antigua was 

about 8-9,000 the Spanish King grudgingly allowed a convent of 33 nuns, representing the thirty-

three years of the life of Jesus. The Capuchins were associated with the Franciscans and it was a 

tough order with a vow of poverty. There was a guard with a shotgun to make sure we got the 

message.

The nuns were cloistered and once you joined you never left, even in death. But, there were white 

veils and black veils – the more affluent whites did a lot of praying while the blacks did a lot of 

working.

The nuns wore a habit made of course cloth, with only a simple shift underneath. They wore this day

and night, bathing only once per month, if they had permission. Why would a woman join?

Spanish society provided few options for women who did not want to marry. If they wanted to study 

music, then a convent was the answer. Widows who did not have family to provide for them could 

take refuge in a convent. Companionship was a major softening feature of a convent.

The 1773 earthquake did major damage to the convent. Today the domes are replaced with 

lightweight fill-in structures and the shell of the building is now the home of the National Council 

for the Protection of Antigua and is used for concerts and meetings.

The 12,346 foot Fuego volcano and the 13,045 foot Acatenango volcano, that last erupted in 1972, 

put in a brief appearance before disappearing behind puffy clouds.

I went to the Noon Mass at La Merced (Mercy) church, the last Mass I attended had been in Poland 

earlier this year. The church was completely full so I slowly moved up the outer aisle towards the 

front. Only one woman was wearing a head covering, and there were girls in the choir. The devout 

kneeled on the bare flagstones. I am not religious, but I really like choir music as it reminds me of 

my choir boy days in England.

I walked Fifth Avenue from La Merced towards the famous arch and then dropped into the familiar 
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Nim Po’t emporium. You can buy an incredible assortment of goods, ranging from wooden masks, to

T-shirts to costume jewellery, religious items and any number of textile products. I bought an eleven

dollar, 100 % cotton T-shirt that had the colours that would make it very flexible. I already had the 

fridge magnet ;-)

I tried to orient using the famous ‘Summers Satellite System’. There was not a dish in sight as the TV

cables and telephone cables were all buried in 2000 – not without some cable cross-talk problems.

Lunch was at 13:15 at a local restaurant called Las Antorchas. As soon as I walked into the courtyard,

I knew I had been there before. The space reserved for Caravan was completely surrounded in 3D by

hard reflecting surfaces. Consequently, it was very hard to converse and my tinnitus started to act 

up. So, I discreetly inserted my ear plugs to mitigate the damage.

The meal was good. We started with a lovely onion and leek soup, served with garlic bread. I had 

chosen a beef steak, but chicken (pollo) and tilapia were on offer. Dessert was crepes, dribbled with 

chocolate sauce and a scoop of vanilla ice cream. If it was not Antigua, I would not have touched the 

bread or the ice cream.

I walked back to the Porta hotel, determined to get some photos of it in case the weather turned on 

us. Then I went to the lobby and used the free WiFi to post Day 5 and to pick up my e-mail. There 

was a wedding banquet in the adjoining room with a band playing off the decibel scale. It took all my

concentration to complete my task. The bride and groom probably suffered hearing damage.

I retired to my peaceful room to do a second round of dress shoe rehabilitation, do some laundry 

and to write the Day 6 journal.

I went to dinner at 19:00 and ate lightly as I am being offered far too many calories on a daily basis.

As a final touch, I ironed my Glasgow chinos to take out the Tikal wrinkles.

Then I thankfully hit the hay, being very thankful that I was not a Capuchin nun in a hair habit.
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