
Panama Vacation with Susie  -- Part 2 

 

109 – The ladies pose with the tropical plants. 

 



 

110 – I "ride" the stone alligator (or crocodile) at the restaurant Los Lagartos. 



 

111 – Enjoying a dinner at the Los Lagartos restaurant beside the Chagres River 

(with the Puente Bridge in the background).  

Susie described it as: "a buffet, and they had this delicious sea bass cooked in a 

creamy sauce with calamari. I've never had calamari so soft and amazing. I ate 

so much that I was in a food coma - fell asleep at 6:30 and couldn't wake up 'til 

like 8 am. But it was worth it." 



 

112 – All three of us enjoyed the dinner at Los Lagartos. 



 

113 – A beautiful jungle mosaic mural at the resort. 



 

114 – A Carybara, again. The large rodent-like animal roamed all over the 

resort. 

 



 

115 – Sunrise on our last day at the rainforest (jungle) resort. 



 

116 – A chief from the Embera tribe (indigenous people) comes from across the 

river to take us (Susie and me) to their village. 



 

117 – The chief helps the passengers get into the boat. He is dressed in his 

people's traditional male clothing. 

 



 

118 – Susie and I are looking forward to seeing indigenous people. Everywhere 

I've traveled with my daughter, indigenous people were the most alluring for us. 

Our most memorable adventure together, I would say, was the "pilgrimage" in 

Peru and Bolivia. To read about that incredible adventure, see:  

Inka Pilgrimage: Hidden Treasures of Pachamama  (book on Amazon) 

http://wigowsky.com/travels/inca/book/book.htm


 

119 – The white-haired chief steers the boat toward his village. 



 

120 – The boat is arriving at the dock, where a female villager waits to greet the 

visitors. 



 

121 – We climb up the steps to the beats of drums and music that welcomes us to 

the Embera Village. 

Panama Embera Village  

http://youtu.be/PBRkXSJlafc  (You Tube video) 

 

http://youtu.be/PBRkXSJlafc


 

122 – A Spanish-speaking Embera male tells us about the handicrafts and village 

customs. The meeting hall where we gather is the main tribal meeting hall and 

ceremonial gathering place. 

Village chief (Alorfo Zarco) says a blessing 

http://youtu.be/wA708QReyeU  (You Tube video) 

http://youtu.be/wA708QReyeU


 

122a – We are shown a picture of the legendary Chief Antonio Zarco, who 

trained members of NASA and the US military in jungle survival. 

Master of Survival, Chief Antonio Zarco (google the webpage) 

http://www.escapeartist.com/efam/76/Zarco_Panama.html


 

122b – Newspaper article about Chief Antonio Zarco: Chief Antonio Zarco, of Panama's Choco 

Indian nation, has received the highest US civilian award given by the Dept. of Defense. The medal 

for Distinguished Public Service was awarded to Chief Antonio for his outstanding service and 

work for the US Air Force Tropic Survival School between 1955 and its closing in May, 1975. 

Mr. Zarco was cited for saving American lives and equipment, and teaching jungle survival to more 

than 11,000 students during that time. He taught a generation of US military and civilian personnel 

how to survive. Not just how to survive in an alien environment, but also how to culturally interact 

with different peoples of the world. 

Among the students trained by Chief Antonio during his career were Air Force Special Operations 

personnel, Army Special Forces troops, State Department employees, ambassadors and embassy 

employees, Panama National Guard members, civilian scientists, and NASA astronauts including 

John Glenn, Mike Collins, and Charles Conrad.  

Since the closing of the Tropic Survival School, Chief Antonio has continued his simple life in the 

Panamanian jungle near Gamboa where he lives with his wife and children. He still hunts, fishes, 

makes his own bows and arrows and lives off the land. But the lessons he taught about the jungle 

and living with other peoples continues to influence and affect the lives of thousands that were 

students at the Tropic Survival School. 



 

123 – The Spanish-speaking male demonstrates the type of clothing that the 

female member of the indigenous community (of about 50 members) wears. The 

interpreter Susana tells us about the clothing in English. 



 

124 – Iguana wood carving. The indigenous people make a lot of handicrafts. 

They sell them to tourists and to stores in Panama. 



 

125 – The male spokesman demonstrates the use of the plant fiber called 

"Nahuala." He hit the cane-like reed against the pole and it opened up into the 

green fibers that he shows us. 



 

126 – Woven baskets and a black mask are passed around for us to see. 

 

In Emberá basketry the fibers of the nahuala plant are used for the foundation 

while strands of the finer chunga palm are used as the sewing material. A basket 

begins at the bottom with the artisan forming a spiral shape with the nahuala 

and chunga fibers. Baskets often have complex bottoms and the artisan might 

put her "signature" design there, perhaps a turtle or butterfly, that will identify 

the basket as her work. Some baskets have such beautiful bases that they are best 

displayed upside-down or hanging on a wall so that this part of them can be 

appreciated. [http://www.panart.com/bask_info2.htm] 

 



 

127 – Strands of various colored fibers are passed around for us to see. I placed 

the strands on the back of Susie's head to show how beautiful it would look on 

her head. Very stylish! 

Dyeing the chunga fibers involves complex recipes to obtain the desired colors. Black 

requires boiling fibers with shavings of cocobolo wood, then burying them in mud for 

several days. The mud from mangrove wetlands is said to give the best results. 

Yuquilla root (tumeric) provides shades of yellow and gold. The "pucham" 

(Arrabidaea chica) leaf is a common and useful dye material since it combines with 

other substances to produce a variety of colors. The dried leaves of pucham with ashes 

produce a rust brown; used alone it gives a soft violet-pink shade. The "solimon" plant 

( probably a Justicia species) is also used in various combinations to produce colors 

such as blue, green, purple and gray. Teak leaves give rust with slight cooking and a 

purple brown with more cooking. Another common dye material is the fruit of the 

"jagua" tree (Genipa americana) which is used for traditional body painting and 

provides a blue-black color. The bark of "jobo" (Spondias) has been discovered to 

produce a pleasing tan. [http://www.panart.com/bask_info2.htm] 

Panama Embera dancers 

http://youtu.be/2hAIbKvm6Xs  (You Tube video)  

http://youtu.be/2hAIbKvm6Xs


 

128 – A mother and child stay near the meeting hall. The little boy caught our 

attention because of the "loincloth" that he was wearing. Several times it fell off, 

and the mother put it back on. The small ribbon-like covering seemed to be 

needed (by the mother) for the sake of modesty while the visitors were around. 

The child seemed more comfortable when it was off of his body. 



 

129 – We were allowed to wander through the village and take pictures. I noticed 

that there was a new building being built for visitors to stay in during their night 

in the village. 



 

130 – We noticed a 3-year-old girl swinging in a hammock. Susie made friends 

with her, and the girl seemed to be able to communicate in a broken-Spanish 

language. 



 

131 – Susie also made friends with the village mutt. 



 

132 – We were told that the village spread out at least a kilometer into the 

rainforest. 



 

133 – Susie tries on an owl mask that I bought for my grand-daughter. 



 

134 – We try the owl mask on the 3-yr-old girl for size. 



 

135 – Susie wants to buy a necklace made of antique silver that the indigenous 

women wear. I buy it for her as a gift. 



 

136 – The saleslady -- with the blouse made of coins -- counts the money. US 

dollars are used in Panama as the main currency, alongside the "Balboa" 

currency. 



 

137 – After buying Embera handicrafts, I ask if I can take a picture with the 

Chief. I later learn that the chief is Alorfo Zarco, son of the legendary Antonio 

Zarco. 

 



 

138 – I wave good-bye to the boys who watch as we leave the village. The little 

boy with the "loincloth" waves good-bye to me. 



 

139 – We return to the other side of River Chagres. 

 



 

140 – The Medicine man shows us several medicinal plants. 



 

141 – The Medicine man shows us the "Hands of God" plant, which can be used 

to cure many maladies. 

 



 

142 – The Medicine man shows us the "Dart tree," which was used before to 

gather the sharp "darts" (needles) for hunting. 



 

143 – We walk on the trail back to the resort. 

 



 

144 – When we return to Panama City, we go to Playa Bonita, where we stay at 

the InterContinental hotel. Playa Bonita has a beautiful sandy beach with lots of 

seashells. 

 



 

145 – The view of the ships lining up to go through the Panama Canal, and the 

islands in the distance. The hotel is on a beach just west of the Bridge of the 

Americas, which connects to Panama City. 



 

146 – "Happy Hour" at poolside at the InterContinental, with the Westin resort 

in the background. 

 



 

147 – The sandy beach of Playa Bonita. The InterContinental is in the 

background. It was fun walking on the kilometer long beach and collecting 

seashells. 

 



 

148 – Sign: Want to have your own piece of Paradise? 

 



 

149 – The ladies like to walk on the soft sandy beach. 

 



 

150 – We leave footprints in the "sands of time and space." 

 



 

151 – In the morning, at around 6am, I heard a loud motor outside the porch. I 

looked out and saw a man walking through the premises and around the pool 

area, spraying for tiny thrips that like to bite the skin. 

 



 

152 – A Map of Panama, showing the nine provinces into which it is divided. Five 

regions (comarcas, "shires") are populated by a variety of indigenous groups. 

The region we're heading to is Kuna Yala (Kuna-land), aka Guna Yala. 

 



 

153 – On our way to Kuna Yala, we stop at a small restaurant called "Fonda 

Alicia." 



 

154 – We stop at the border of the Kuna Yala region. We had to pay a $30 fee 

(round trip) to get into the region. A "swastika-type" symbol is on the regional 

flag, symbolizing the cyclical nature of life (time/space).  

 



 

155 – The ladies wanted to pose with the indigenous boys from Kuna Yala. 



 

156 – Arrive at the terminal/dock. Terminal de Transporte Terrestre y Maritina. 

We had to pay a $6 fee. 

 



 

157 – Boat launch to Kuna Yala islands. It took us about two-and-a-half hours to 

go through the mountainous pass from Panama City to Carti (the boat launch 

area). 



 

158 – The driver (on the left) Luis Herrera introduces us to "Tony" the Kuna 

guide. It seems that the Kuna people took on Western names to accomodate the 

many tourists who come to the islands. 

 



 

159 – Boatman "Eddie Boyd" starts the motor and sets out to the islands. 

 



 

160 – The first island we're taken to is Carti Sugdub. We see many buildings 

made of sticks and tin roofs. 

 



 

161 – The boatman takes us slowly along the island of Sugdub ("Crab Island"). 

 



 

163 – View of a distant island from the dock of Carti Sugdub. 

http://youtu.be/c7vtJZgc3N8 (You Tube video) 

 

http://youtu.be/c7vtJZgc3N8


 

164 – I stop to watch a group of boys playing marbles. They entertain me with 

their antics. 

 



 

165 – Mural with a slogan: Olonibiginya - Un indio sin tierra, es indio muerto! 

(an Indian without land is a dead Indian) 



 

166 – A School with four classrooms 



 

167 – Elementary school children in the classrooms. 

 



 

168 – A teacher and the active children in her classroom. I watched as the 

teacher sang an instructive song with the children, and the students acted out the 

song with hand signals. It looked like most of the students adhered to a uniform 

dress code. 

 



 

169 – We walk down "Main Street," following our guide Tony. 

http://youtu.be/5jcbUcc73gA  (You Tube video) 

http://youtu.be/5jcbUcc73gA


 

170 – Walking down "Main Street" past bamboo fences and bamboo houses. 

 



 

171 – We glanced into a church interior, and we saw some elders of the island 

holding a meeting. They were swinging in their hammocks while discussing the 

various issues. There was a banner with writing on it hanging from the ceiling. It 

said: "El Pueblo que puerde su tradicion, pierde su alma." (The people who lose 

their tradition, lose their soul) 



 

172 – Writing on the Wall: 86 Anos de la Revolucion Kuna, 1925. February 25, 

1925, Kuna Revolution. El Pueblo Que Pierde su Tradicion, Pierde su Alma. The 

same slogan appeared inside the church. 



 

173 – We see dugout canoes at the dock. 

 



 

174 – We sail past some dilapidated "stick-houses" on another island. We found 

out that there are 49 inhabited islands out of a total of 365 islands. Some islands 

just had a single building on it. 

 



 

175 – Another view of the island. 

http://youtu.be/v63dydLZfPs   (You Tube video) 

http://youtu.be/v63dydLZfPs


 

176 – A palm-covered island with just a few buildings on it. 



 

177 – Another view of the palm-covered island with sandy beaches. That's the 

kind of island Susie wanted to stay overnight on. However, we had committed 

ourselves to a one-day trip, and we had to leave to the airport the next day. 

 



 

179 – Another small island. 

 



 

179 – We land on one of the islands with the sandy beaches. 

 



 

180 – We see a boat filled with fresh crabs as we dock on the island. The 

fishermen tried to sell us a crab for $5, but we found out from the cooks in the 

cafeteria that it would cost us another $20 to have them cook it for us. We 

declined the deal. 

 



 

181 – We pose for a picture at the entrance to the island ICODUB (Isla Aguja, 

which means "Needle Island"). 

 



 

182 – We inquire about the food choices in the cafeteria that serves all the 

tourists who come to the islands. 

 



 

183 – The ladies enjoy a "Balboa" -- the local beer. 

 



 

Kuna Yala (San Blas islands) 

184 – The island store. Molas were plentiful at this store. The molas are the 

traditional handcrafted blouses that the women wear. Pieces of molas can also be 

used as pillows, wall hangings, etc. The molas are made from several layers of 

brightly colored cotton cloth. Kuna women create these works of art using a 

technique of cutting and sewing sometimes referred to as reverse application. 

Molas have their origin in the body painting. Only after the colonization by the 

Spanish and contact with missionaries the Kuna started to transfer their traditional 

geometric designs on fabric, first by painting directly on the fabric and later by using 

the technique of reverse application. It is not known for certain, when this technique 

was first being used. It is assumed that the oldest Molas are between 150 and 170 

years old.  

As an inspiration for their designs the Kuna first used the geometrical patterns which 

have been used for body painting before. In the past 50 years they also started to 

depict realistic and abstract designs of flowers, sea animals and birds.  

[http://www.panama-mola.com/history-en.htm] 



 

185 – The ladies like shopping for souvenirs. The island doesn't have much to 

offer, except for the traditional molas. 



 

186 – We spend some time enjoying the warm sun, the clear water, and the soft 

sandy beach on the palm-covered island in the Caribbean Sea. 

 



 

187 – We finally get our whole fish dinner. The food was good. 

 



 

188 – A plate full of whole fish, beans, rice, cole slaw, and plantains. 

 

 



 

189 – We return to the island store to buy a mola as a souvenir. I buy myself a 

mola with an eagle design.  

 

 



 

190 – Molas have such an importance for the Kuna and their traditional identity that 

they can be made responsible for the independent status of the Comarca San Blas. 

After the attempt of the Panamanian government to "westernize" the Kuna in the 

beginning of the 20th century by forbidding their customs, their language and their 

traditional dress, a huge wave of resistance arose. This resistance movement 

culminated in the Kuna revolution of 1925 where, after heavy battles, the Panamanian 

government had to make the concession of giving the Kuna people the right to govern 

their own territory autonomously.  

[http://www.panama-mola.com/history-en.htm] 

 



 

191 – I watched a political meeting (rally) for the presidential candidate (in 2014) 

Juan Carlos Navarro. According to a journalist covering the event, the Kuna 

people liked the candidate because he promised to help them. 



 

192 – A speaker representing Navarro's views on issues talks to the Kuna people 

about Navarro. Navarro himself couldn't make it to the island, but he sent his 

representative to speak for him. 

http://youtu.be/-H_pN5Owhi8 (You Tube video) 

 

http://youtu.be/-H_pN5Owhi8


 
193 – On our way back to the mainland, we see a boat full of children heading 

home to their respective islands. It looked like they were older students returning 

home from school. 



 

194 – We returned to Panama City, and the next day we flew back to our 

respective homes. Susie flew back to Colombia to pursue her career, and we flew 

back to the United States. We had a great time together! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

 

 

 

 


