
Lake Atitlan Cruise

Day 8 – Lake Atitlan Boat Cruise

I was up at 05:45 trying to take sunrise photos. It is so peaceful here – all I can hear are the birds 

calling out to celebrate the dawn and the babble of the brook beside my room.

The three dormant volcanoes were tinged with pink. Overnight I had pondered how the lake level 

could come up four metres in three years. All I could conclude is that there is a magma dome 

building under the lake. Of course the government would never announce that as it would kill all 

tourism.

Panajachel, called “Pana” by the locals is a convergence of a resort town, expatriate colony and 

Indian village. San Antonio Palopo, eighteen kms away, is inhabited by the Kaqchickel Mayan 

descendents. Santiago, our destination, is the largest village on the lake and is inhabited by the 

Tzutujil Mayan descendants. The local costume is called the “traje” and is embroidered with birds.

One can visit “Maximon”, an ancient Mayan God, who is a mix of Judas Escariot and Saint Simon – 

the character is a local chosen on an annual basis. You should bring offerings of flowers, alcohol, 

fruit, tobacco and money when visiting the pagan saint.

The Jardines Botanicos have been developed over thirty years by proprietress Susan Rivera on the 

bones of an old coffee plantation. Over two hundred varieties of roses make up the Antique, Modern 

and David Austen Rose Gardens. There are more than 50 varieties of hibiscus, arbors of vines, 

English style knot gardens and a tropical heliconia garden. More than 25 colours of bougainvillea 

and an azalea garden provide a splash of colour.

At 07:30 I had a magnificent breakfast on the outside patio overlooking the lake. Guests from 

Calgary reported that their fair city was sitting at minus 23 Celsius. The BBC had done another 

report on Mayor Ford and that became table gossip.

After breakfast I took a number of photos of the grounds. Then at 08:45 I walked down to the dock 

to board the vessel owned by the hotel. It was a large catamaran that could probably handle sixty 

pasengers.

Our 09:00 voyage was about forty-five minutes to the dock at Santiago. As soon as we were securely 

tied to the wharf, the herd of vendors advanced. I immediately saw an example of a palm tree that 
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had been drowned with water way up the truck. Off to the side were buildings that were half 

underwater.

It was Tuesday Market Day and vendors lined both sides of the street selling vegetables, small 

sardine-like fish and all sorts of day-to-day bric-a-brac. I saw used clothing laid out on long tables 

that I suspect had been donated by a charity. We were cautioned that the crowded streets encourage 

pickpockets. Some men were wearing beautifully embroidered pants, but I could not imagine where 

I would ever wear such clothing.

It was about three quarters of a mile to the main church, gently uphill. The main hazard was the 

endless parade of TukTuks hauling passengers up the hill. The drivers were as crazy as the Bedouin 

cart handlers at Petra.

Along the way “Maria” persuaded me to buy a pen upon which she would wind coloured cotton and 

spell out DAVID. She asked for two dollars and I countered with one dollar. About an hour later she 

found me in the crowd and I paid up. It was the least I could do to boost the local economy.

After a while we dropped in to see Dona Maria. She was a gentle lady who posed charmingly, 

revealing her gold tooth, while she demonstrated the winding of the “tocoyal” headdress. A cloth 

band about two inches wide and fifteen feet long was first wrapped around her long hair and then 

turned around the head in succeeding layers until a “hat” about eighteen inches in diameter perched

on her head.

The “tocoyal” has special significance as it is the breath of the rainbow serpent that protects from 

harm and is the umbilical cord connected to the moon.

The Roman Catholic church was established in the sixteenth century by the Franciscans. Due to 

earthquakes, the church had been remodelled and side chapels housing various saints had been 

removed and the saints lined up like soldiers along interior ledges. One could see some blending of 

catholicism and shaman practices. Of note were the three wooden altars in a pyramid shape 

presenting the three volcanoes.

The steps leading up to the church were in fact the only remnant of the original Mayan place of 

worship. The church had simply been built over the Mayan platform. Until the 1980s the pagan 

Machimon had been allowed limited access to the church. Thereafter, Machimon was excluded, but 

he has a mini chapel on the church square that he is allowed to use for Easter.
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Then we got into the ugly part. During the Civil War many parishioners had been killed or simply 

“disappeared”. Before the Civil War there had been no resident priest. In 1964 Oklahoma City 

adopted Santiago and in 1968 Father Sammy Rocher arrived. In July, 1981 he was murdered by the 

Guatemalan Army. In 1991 the town had had enough and successfully petitioned the President to 

expel the Army from the town.

Father Stanley Francisco Rocher had sensed the trouble coming and had gone back to the States. 

However, he decided his place was with his flock and he returned. In the church there is a moving 

monument in his name.

“No Hay Amor Mas Grande Que Este Dar La Vida Por Sus Amigos”. My Spanish is limited, but my 

interpretation is: No greater love hath a man than he gives it up for his friends.

I slowly walked back down the hill towards the dock. As a single male I was a sitting duck for all the 

vendors. So I married up with a bevy of women who knew how to handle the situation. It struck me 

that the textiles presented a kaleidoscope of colour that was very seductive. You felt the urge to buy 

something just to incorporate the warm colours. I kept telling myself to get real and figure out where

I could possible use such items. Notwithstanding, the rule of thumb was to buy at two thirds the 

price quoted, whether you needed it or not.

On the wharf the vendors were laying seige. So you had to walk the gauntlet turning down 

impossible bargains. Once aboard, the sales pitch continued through the open windows of the 

launch. At 12:25 we cast off leaving the vendors waiting for the next group of suspects.

On arrival at the hotel we went straight onto the patio for a buffet lunch. I felt so sorry for the folks 

in Canada digging out their driveways. Guatemalan food really is excellent and was topped off with a

baked banana, pineapple and raisin dessert that was very special. By the time we finished it was only

four hours until dinner.

In a side conversation I heard a very cogent saying about Tour Managing. To wit:

” People will forget what you said, people will not remember what you did, but they will NOT forget 

how you made them feel!”. Credit: JHG

The afternoon was free and the weather was magnificent. I changed into my beige shorts so I could 

take photos of my new beige and blue Guatemalan T-shirt. Colour me vain.
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I spent a long time on the second deck balcony of my suite. Afternoon heating had brought up puffy 

cumulus clouds that hid the tops of the volcanoes. But a lovely cooling breeze was blowing across the

lake from the south.

Walking down to the garden I was ambushed by a peacock. He let out an awful squawk that sounded

a bit like the old rubber bulb horn on a 1920s car. The local macaw was lighting up a tree with an 

incredible splash of colour.

I must seriously look into a winter long-stay in an expat community, perhaps taking Spanish 

lessons. Having travelled the world, I know it does not get much better than this.

Dinner was too early so I delayed until 19:00 and tried to eat lightly. Ha!

For all intents and purposes this trip is over. However, the planners got it right. It has ended on a 

highlight that will be impossible to forget.
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