
Antigua Coffee Plantation – Lake Atitlan

Day 7 – Antigua Coffee Tour – Lake Atitlan

The wake up was at 07:30, bags and breakfast at 08:00 with departure at 09:00 hrs.

We left the Porta Hotel at 09:00, but not before Pedro had made a killing selling wooden flutes at $5

each for grandchildren. The police tolerate the Pedros until they become too numerous or too 

aggressive. Pedro has no licence and he can undercut the merchants who have to pay rent and be 

licenced.

On the way the subject of the racoon-like coatimundi came up. Apparently, the locals call them by 

the name “Gwash” because that is the sound when they get transformed into road kill.

Eighty percent of the country was hit by a terrible 7.5 magnitude earthquake in 1976. It happened at 

night and killed 23,000 people.

Did you know that the Poincietta is native to Guatemala? I managed to photograph some evidence.

The morning visit was to the Centro Cultural La Azotea. It is a coffee plantation with other 

attractions to fill the void while the coffee beans are growing between harvests. Off to the side was 

an equestrian centre, which is way above the pay scale of most Guatemalans.

The weather was just simply superb and lived up to Guatemala’s claim to be “The land of eternal 

spring”.”

We started out with a complete tour of the museum that explains the whole coffee bean cycle. Coffee 

is thought to have originated in Ethiopia and is now grown around the world in the band that is 

twenty-five degrees north or south of the equator. Guatemala, which is spread between 14 and 17 

degrees north of the equator, fits the profile. Coffee grows best when there are distinct wet and dry 

seasons – Guatemala gets a thumbs up. Jesuits priests are thought to have brought coffee to 

Guatemala as an ornamental plant.

There are two main types of coffee. Robusta, which is only 5% and Arabica which makes up the 

remaining 95%. Brazil is the major producer of Robusta which grows in full sun. Arabica likes shade 

and has a more better taste.
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Arabica has been hit by leaf mould which prevents the berries from ripening. Farmers must pick the 

unripened berries because they drain energy from the plant and berries would not appear the next 

year. In order to reduce disease, Arabica stems are grafted onto Robusta root stock. After grafting it 

will take four years before any usable product appears. Such bushes will produce for 25-30 years and

then have to be harshly pruned to get another 25 years of production.

Since there are no tall Mayan coffee pickers, the plants are pruned to reduce the height and to get 

fuller bushes. The cycle starts with the onset of the rainy season in April/May. About two weeks later

the coffee bushes are covered with dense blossoms that look like snow. Wherever a blossom appears,

a berry will develop. By November the berries are ripening. Only the red berries are picked so the 

process has to be repeated many times. A male picker can probably pick 150 pounds in a day and 

receive about Q85 ( US 11) per day while a woman could pick 100 pounds and earn Q50 ( US 6.67).

The berries must be processed with 24 hours of picking. The cherries have to have their red skin 

removed to reveal two green beans. The process continues by separating the good from the bad, then

fermentation , washing and sun drying. The beans are spread manually on outside drying patios and

racked into piles each night and covered with sacks so the dew does not dampen them. Then they 

are spread out again the next morning – it takes four to five days to dry them. Once dry they are 

weighed and put in sacks for storage.

At this stage the beans have no aroma. The roasting develops the smell and taste and only takes 

place in the consuming country.

The dollar wheel for coffee reveals that the picker makes 8 cents, the farmer 5 cents and the exporter

3 cents. Fair trade does not seem to have trickled down to the bottom.

As an aside, an expert has said that the civet cat coffee, that can cost as much as $100 per pound, 

tastes the same before and after passing through the civet’s intestines.

We then went for a stroll through the coffee plantation where a sign proclaimed “Prohibito Cazar” – 

no hunting. Since the coffee grows under shade trees, the working conditions are quite pleasant. 

Mixed in were some banana trees and custard apple trees.

Guatemala is the world’s largest producer of cardamon, but uses very little domestically.

We had a break at 10:50 to taste the coffee – excellent.
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At 11:00 we visited a museum highlighting Guatemala’s unique musical instruments, including the 

Marimba. A video showed various festivals in which these instruments were featured.

Afterwards I snuck away to visit the stables to get some horsey photos.

Then we had lunch featuring Pepian Chicken with rice-stuffed peppers in tomato sauce. This trip has

not lacked for excellent fare and my waist band is tightening every day. At 13:55 coffee was served by

the eighty-eight year old Dona.

After lunch we had the most incredible and unique musical performance I have witnessed. Three 

men of Mayan ancestry played a variety of flutes, whistles, shells, turtle carapaces and drums to 

create wonderful sounds. Their first number mimicked daybreak in the jungle and you could hear 

the various animals and birds waking to the dawn.

We got onto the Pan American Highway that goes all the way from Alaska to Tierra del Fuego, with 

only the Darien Gap marring the passage.

As we passed through urban areas I could not help but notice that everything is behind a tall wall, 

that is usually topped with broken glass or razor wire.

By 14:15 we were into an agricultural area growing maize, cabbage, potatoes and carrots.

We had a short comfort stop at a restaurant founded by widows from the Civil War – it is called 

Chichoy, which I thought was a cute play on words. I bought a neck pouch for $2.66 to replace the 

one I had repaired with duct tape.

On our twisting ascent we topped out at 9,040 feet ASL. Today’s profile was Antigua 5,000 feet, up 

to 9,000 feet and back down to Lake Atitlan at 5,000 feet.

This area was particularly hit hard during the Civil War. After the Peace Treaty the garrison of the 

army base was dispersed and the base is now a university.

Lake Atitlan is actually a giant caldera, covering 130 square miles, that was formed about 80-85,000

years ago and it is about 1,200 at its deepest. The stars are three volcanoes, San Pedro, Toliman and 

Atitlan, formed about 10-11,000 years ago.

At 16:05 we left the Pan American Highway and started our descent to the lake.
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By 16:15 we were passing through Solola, with a population of 48,000, but could see little because 

the heavy mist had turned into the hard stuff called rain. Apparently the men still wear traditional 

garb. At dinner the waiters had a colourful headscarf, dark vest and red and white vertically striped 

three quarter length pants.

The twisting road took us past the hospital that serves the whole lake basin with a population of 

250,000.

We turned the coach around in the gas station at Panajachel as the turn into the hotel was 

impossible. Panajachel is a town of 14,000 and is the base from which most tourists launch.

We arrived at the Hotel Atitlan at 5,000 feet at 16:45 hrs. Even in the rain the first impression was 

stunning. I had always wanted to stay here after I had visited about six years ago just to board the 

boat for the run to Santiago de Atitlan. My suite 222 is just exquisite, with a huge balcony 

overlooking the gardens and the lake.

Dinner was from 18:00 to 20:00, so I went down at 18:45 hrs. The decor in the hotel is so authentic 

and warm.

I finished typing my notes at 21:00 hrs and called it a day.
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