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            Introduction

            by Pico Iyer

         

         “Candles glow like fireflies through the smoke,” Ronald Wright observes as he climbs up to Mass in a Catholic church that doubles as a Mayan site in Chichicastenango, Guatemala. “Women on the lower steps are selling arum lilies and other flowers, as bright as their striped huipiles; silent babies stare wide-eyed from brilliant carrying cloths on their mothers’ backs. Most of the Quiché men wear straw Stetsons and cheap manufactured clothes, but at the top of the platform, there are half a dozen chuchkahau dressed in the outfit we’ve seen on the hotel staff. Here the strange blend of Mesoamerica and Europe seems appropriate, adding dignity to the lined, fervent faces swinging censers, calling on ancestors, kneeling in quiet supplication, oblivious of the orderly turmoil all around them.”

         It’s only one paragraph among a thousand such, at once vivid and suggestive, drawing expected exoticism together with unexpected details into a fine, complex mesh. I can see the candles like fireflies, the wide-eyed gaze of the babies amid the dazzling colours. Yet I can also see how the local indigenous population has a genius for surviving by taking in the ways of the conqueror and making them its own—the central theme of Wright’s account of travelling through Guatemala, Mexico, and Belize in 1985. I see how Stetsons and somewhat inauthentic local costumes merge, and how shades of Europe (those “swinging censers”) flit through the New World setting. Everything is “orderly turmoil.”

         In the same breath, I notice how my guide to the site can recognize lilies as well as esoteric customs, can register how the scene before him is and is not something authentic and traditional. Our author is a passionate empiricist, we realize, less interested in passing judgment than in collecting observations, sensory and human and historical, so that we xfind ourselves constantly encircled by the world he is describing, and subliminally aware of how Mayan culture can sustain its cyclical calendar in the midst of a younger world committed to linear “progress.”

         By the time, in the next paragraph, we encounter “hymns in Quiché” and a mix of “candlewax and pom incense,” we’re ready to be taken even deeper into a subtle, constantly shifting and conscience-driven examination of what happens when opposing cultures, as described by someone who’s a master of them both, converge. We’re also being imperceptibly prepared for perhaps the climactic scene of the entire book, barely twenty pages later and right at the centre of the long narrative, in which our watchful, scholarly, apparently non-believing author enters a tunnel during a private ceremony and finds himself transformed amid all the candles and incense, carried into a “double night.” The candles on the ornate alterpiece at Chichicastenango, one can’t help recalling now, looked like “a distant town on fire.”

         
             

         

         In the year Time Among the Maya came out, 1989, the literary charting of the world was enjoying a glorious Indian summer. At almost exactly the moment when Ronald Wright published his work of rich cultural and geographic exploration, Bruce Chatwin was celebrating Australia’s indigenous wisdom in The Songlines; Colin Thubron was beginning to compile his patient, masterful portraits of modern China and Central Asia; Charles Nicholl was bringing a gift for raffish Elizabethan scholarship to the seaside bars of Colombia; and a college-age William Dalrymple was journeying all the way to Xanadu.

         Groups of Englishmen were fanning across the globe—increasingly joined by women and un-English types, too. As in the Golden Age of Greene and Waugh and Huxley between the wars, the subjects of Pax Americana were scrutinized as rigorously as once those of the British Empire had been. It’s a striking feature of this work written by an English-born Canadian, long committed to Latin America, that one of its secret subjects is the devastation wrought on ancient, complex cultures by young America, whether through its spies or its business interests, its evangelicals or their fugitive opponents, the hippies.

         You realize from the opening sentences that Wright is a traveller at once contemporary and classical; he can catch the reggae dishevelment xiand ganja rhythms of Belize as immediately as if he were shooting a video, and yet he is also bringing with him a deep stash of knowledge, so he is not surprised, in the opening pages, that England is a long-time enemy of the people he finds himself among. He’s travelling in the classic English style—staying in fleapits that charge fifty cents a night for mattresses (and sheets) made of stuffed flour sacks—yet he can call upon an elegant frame of reference that includes the European culture he absorbed growing up, along with the Peru and Egypt he’s visited already. We’re in the hands of a future novelist able to catch every cadence of Irish priest and Californian biker and Frenchman chuckling “like a concrete mixer,” but also of a historian so steeped in archaeology and Mayan belief that he can offer a brilliantly lucid and sustained explanation of the Mayan calendar.

         Even before the first sentence, in fact, you may have noted that Wright’s very title points in two directions at once, suggesting both a traveller’s casual sojourn and a researcher’s driving theme; Time Among the Maya tells you that you’re going to spend some months in an ancient, long imperiled world, but also that in fact the book’s concern, deep down, is with the central organizing principle of that world, more important than (and sometimes indistinguishable from) its God: Time. It’s a flash of wit appropriate to a people who, as Wright will tell us, exemplify and love wordplay. It’s not every travel diary, after all, that comes with an thirteen-page Bibliography and a Glossary explaining terms in three languages.

         True to the English tradition in which he writes, our author always takes pains to stress that he’s an amateur, a “dilettante” who, in fact, didn’t have it in him to become a professional archaeologist. But any reader soon notices that this is a traveller who doesn’t take shortcuts and whose colourful descriptions, out of a García Márquez novel, are but a frame for a very thorough and intensely sensitive look at how Mayan culture thought and worked—and, exhilaratingly, how it survives. I traipsed through the jungles of Tikal as a teenager, five year after Wright’s first visit in 1970, and in later years, I watched places like Tulum turn into a “Riviera Maya” of uninterrupted all-inclusive seaside hotels. But I never knew until reading his book how a fissiparous, wildly diverse, secretive Mayan world could see its xiiresidents as “guests” in Eden rather than refugees from it and look on a ruined city as we would on a parked car.

         And yet all this wisdom—intricately showing us how the Maya used their calendar not just to record events but to plan them—is delivered with an unwavering vivacity and sense of forward movement rarely found in any professor’s dry tome. Yes, Wright points out that the Maya never predicted that the world would end in 2012; yes, he discovers Rigobertu Menchú three years before the rest of the world came to know her as a Nobel Peace Prize winner. But his great achievement here is to explain, in detail and across a variety of landscapes, how it was the very dividedness of Mayan communities that ensured at once constant turmoil and, ironically, their survival into the twenty-first century. They were never unified enough to be destroyed at a single stroke.

         At the centre of his study lies the great harrowing Jacobean tragedy that is Guatemala, a landscape of unremitting brutality and thrilling beauty in which neither can be understood without the other. Mexico, relatively peaceful in the 1980s, and laid-back, scattered Belize are really just supporting panels. It’s in Guatemala that both the glory of Mayan culture and the savagery that it’s had to endure for centuries come together in a blood-stained knot. In the sixteenth century, Wright tells us, in one of the clear-headed statistics with which he buttresses his impressions, at least 40 million died across the New World in the greatest demographic collapse in human history. The indigenous population was reduced by 90 percent, because of epidemics brought by Old World pathogens to which those in the Americas had developed little resistance. Ever since, it’s human cruelty and inhumanity that has kept the local people in place.

         Fearlessly, and barely seeming to note his bravery, Wright leads us through a landscape of death squads and killing fields in which “disappear” becomes a transitive verb. We feel the imminence of soldiers believed to eat the hearts of their victims and drink their blood. Nor is there respite to be found in any other direction: those of the left, we learn, are just as indifferent to the grace notes of indigenous culture as those of the right, turning an ethnic struggle into a sample case of “class warfare” in which the Maya are simply xiiisome units in an impersonal equation. After reformist leaders tripled the country’s per capita income and increased its exports by more than 500 percent, the U.S. removed them in a 1954 coup. The overall effect is crushing: Central Americans produce more and more beef, we’re told, but consume less of it than does a North American cat. “Guatemala,” Wright concludes, “is a white settler colony masquerading as a nation, more insidious and far more brutal than South Africa” (and he should know since, as he points out, he has relatives in Rhodesia).

         For all the bleakness of the mangy dogs and deracinated people he meets at every turn, however, the author never gives up hope or grows cynical. The enduring dignity of the Maya come home to us here in the many pages of prayers he cites, the letters we read to their faraway rulers, through eyewitness accounts of recent rapes and slaughter. He doesn’t know everything, Wright often acknowledges, and he can’t say how much exactly the indigenous people are or are not collaborating with local guerrillas. But by the end of the section, the reader is moved to share his quiet outrage and to ask himself how he will deal with the older and less visible prosperous cultures in our midst, and how to respond to centuries of injustice and oppression.

         
             

         

         Very soon after I began reading Time Among the Maya for the first time, I realized I was travelling with a writer I could trust. He wasn’t editing or tilting what he saw to fit a preconception, and he wasn’t slow to admit that his generalities were projections as everybody else’s are—it’s nearly impossible to fathom the supple and veiled Maya way of thinking. Unsentimental and meticulous, he admits that the Maya were known to cut out the hearts of padres, and takes pains to single out those Spanish priests, in the distant past and present, who were as tolerant and responsive to the claims of local cultures as the majority were not.

         Very soon, too, I saw that he could evoke a character in a phrase—an American Secret Service man whispering into a walkie-talkie “like a priest telling a dirty joke to an old friend,” a dreadlocked seller of “herbs” in Belize calling out, “Give I one dollah!”—even as he calmly paddles past “Jesus Christ” lizards and iguanas, and notes toucans “like black and orange garden shears sailing from tree to xivtree.” A town called Tactic in this magical world refers not to a plan but to the “mating call of the male quetzal.” A neon sign outside a funeral parlor in the capital tells the whole grim history of Guatemala: “funerales … reforma … funerales .”

         Wright never seems to care about making an impression—he feels as reliable, sturdy, and eloquent as the Indians he’s opening up to us—and when he starts travelling with a wonderfully unreliable Panza, the photographer David, he registers his friend’s antic idiosyncrasies but doesn’t let them divert us from the main story. Unlike many a travel writer, from Redmond O’Hanlon to Bruce Chatwin, he doesn’t create a persona for himself to give his narrative comic or dramatic effect; he comes across as just a brisk, sometimes wry, highly sympathetic observer able to catch the “orderly turmoil” all around him.

         Yet no one without a rich imagination could have given us a book like this. Which Restoration playwright could have come up with a better name for a mild-mannered Canadian diplomat than “Myron Blatherwycke” or for a scholar than “Clemency Coggins” (though the latter, at least, is her real name)? Sometimes, reading this artful tropical journal, I just start collecting the names of the Maya and saying them out loud to myself, noting how startlingly similar they are to those of the only other rainforest civilization of any size the world has known: that of the Khmer.

         Can Ek and Hun Chuen; Kan Xul and Chan K’in. Ah Cacau and Belehe Qat and Cauac Sky and Candelario Uck. Even an American-supporter dictator here, Castillo Armas, bears a name that seems to come from allegory.

         For me, part of the special savour of Time Among the Maya—what makes it, in fact, both modern and a classic—is that it takes the canonical English travel narrative, as we know it from Robert Byron and Patrick Leigh Fermor and Wilfred Thesiger, and brings it into attitudes, places, and questions that it never entertained before. In that regard, it’s one of the first travel books that truly belongs to Old World and New at once. Wright’s voice, his erudition, the sensibility that constantly thinks of Delphi and Michelangelo and Norman castles as he wanders through the jungle, couldn’t flow more easily out of the great British tradition; he was educated, one recalls, not xvjust at Cambridge, but at the English boarding school set up for producing imperial officers, Haileybury.

         And yet, at every moment we’re keenly aware that he’s writing not as a man of Empire so much as a man against Empire, as you could put it. There’s never a moment’s doubt that his heart belongs with the bewildered and the dispossessed, as he records all the pogroms they’ve suffered at the hands of the rich and the imperial. Guatemala, between 1960 and 1980, enjoyed the highest GNP in Central America, he writes, in one of his mordant flashes of journalism; at the same time, it had the highest infant mortality rate in the region.

         What he’s really trying to do, you see, is redress the balance and balance the accounts that have always given us history as written by the blood-smeared victors; not that the Maya were ever quite losers, but—he shows us—they did have a different, perhaps more refined vision of victory and defeat than we do. One way in which he gives the indigenous culture he loves such majesty and universality is by, again and again, finding its counterpart in the Old World culture many of us were trained to revere.

         It’s a stealthy but insistent strain as he compares the ocellated turkeys strutting around Tikal to “peacocks at Versailles” and notes that the sacred wood-tree of the Maya has “the subtle entasis of a Greek column.” The Guatemalan jungle is a “cathedral of dripping trees,” we read as the author arrives in Quirigua, in which “vines hang like bell ropes from a fan vault.” Natural pools in Palenque “might have been designed for an Edwardian production of Swan Lake.” Hence, after all, those censers and so much of what underlies the paragraph I cited at the beginning.

         The vicious rulers of countries like Guatemala, Wright suggests, have tried to “erect an imitation Europe or United States on the backs and ruins of the Indians,” building temples to Minerva across a landscape that has been home to a wisdom older and in many ways more sophisticated than the Greek. The result, of course, is a culture that contrives to be neither itself nor the Houston or Athens it aspires to. The Maya, by comparison, are adept at taking the symbols and icons of Catholicism, say, and converting them to their own needs, so that the intruder can stay on the surface, but the foundations remain all Mayan.xvi

         It’s fitting, then, that Wright ends the book by noting, plangently, that the Maya in Mexico look to England as their friend and protector as if they’ve forgotten that the West is complicit in most of the centuries-old assaults on their culture. He’s asked by an innocent local if he has a picture of the queen with him—they still love Victoria there—even as he is travelling to Mesoamerica in order to replace that picture with one of the Lady Zac Kuk.

         Yet in Ronald Wright the Maya have found one Westerner who really is understanding, in every sense, and ready to bring all his courage, alertness, and learning to bear in championing their achievements and their hopes. “May we make an offering?” he says, at the end of that chapter in Chichicastenango. His real, lasting offering is this book.
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             Prologue

         

         KOHUNLICH, QUINTANA ROO, MEXICO

         His name was Ignacio Ek. He was a Maya, born in 1910, the year the Mexican Revolution broke out, and he remembered that his people and mine had once been enemies. We were standing on the steps of a pyramid he had discovered one day when hunting in the forest. His dogs had chased a tepezcuintle down a burrow in a mound covered with cohune palms; he enlarged the hole with a stick and saw the giant face of an ancient god, hidden by the jungle for more than a thousand years. Archaeologists later found others, modeled in stucco, flanking the staircase on each of the pyramid’s tiers. The faces had the haughty brow and handlebar moustache of Kinich Ahau, Sun-Eyed Lord. In the god’s huge eyes was written the hieroglyph for kin (sun, day, or time), Logos of the Maya, foundation of their calendar and universe. The archaeologists restored the ruins and left Ignacio Ek to guard them. He picked weeds from the stones and sold tickets to infrequent visitors.

         “Icaiché is my hometown,” he said when I asked where he was from “But it’s abandoned now. We left when I was a baby, in the time of the Revolution. We scattered in the forest. There was nothing to eat. My mother gave me the sap of trees to drink because she had no milk.

         “And you? From where are you?”

         “Inglaterra.”

         “¡Inglaterra!” he shouted. “My father used to tell me that Icaiché fought England!” His laugh was like the cry of a raucous bird. He threw back his head, and the dark leather of his face tightened and rippled on his skull. He was only about five foot three, no taller than the ancient masks, but for a moment he looked as if he himself might have posed for the portraits of Kinich Ahau. Despite the baroque iconography, the xxhieroglyphic eyes, the curling moustaches and flamelike tongue, you could see that the Sun-Eyed Lord and Ignacio Ek were distant kin.

         “Nowadays Icaiché is a cattle ranch—inhabited by Mexicans. My people have all left. Some are living down in the Colony, which begins twelve leagues from here.” He nodded south, toward British Honduras. “But the Maya exist. I mean the old ones with long hair and bows and arrows. They can come back. From a tree, from a stone.” He looked dreamily at the ancient faces. “They are living, but we can’t see them. They were magicians.” All this he said in Spanish; then added in broken Caribbean English: “Dis a story, Maya story!” And he laughed.

         “People come here from Mexico and the United States, very learned,” he continued, “and they tell me Columbus discovered America. And I tell them, look at this!” He waved his hand toward the god. “When Columbus discovered America where were we?” He laughed again—a laugh of extraordinary vigor for such a small old man—and answered his own question by reciting the lands where the Maya lived and live: the Yucatán Peninsula, Guatemala, Chiapas, and British Honduras, or Belize. Then he told me about the events of the last century, the time remembered by his parents.

         In 1847 the Maya of Yucatán had rebelled against the Ladinos (whites of Spanish descent and Hispanicized mestizos) in what became known as the great Caste War. The Indians nearly reconquered the whole peninsula from their oppressors, but were then pushed back into this wild eastern region now called Quintana Roo. There, several Maya groups established small independent states that survived until the 1900s. The largest group had rallied around a miraculous Speaking Cross and allied itself with the British of Belize.

         “Those people—the Santa Cruz [Holy Cross]—the British used to sell them bullets, gunpowder, rifles, everything to fight the Mexicans!” Ek said. He lowered his voice: “I’ve been to Santa Cruz. They were still keeping an English flag when I was there. They say they are not only Maya but British too!”

         Ek’s people fell out with the Santa Cruz over religious differences, and with the British because Belizean loggers and planters were encroaching on their land. In 1867 the Icaiché sacked a sugar estate at Indian Church and chased the British to the swampy environs of Belize City. xxi(The governor ordered ships to stand by for evacuation.) In 1870 they briefly occupied Corozal Town, and in 1872 they besieged Orange Walk. But there they were beaten off by some Confederate Americans who had come to Belize with dreams of founding a second Dixie. The Icaiché leader, General Marcus Canul, was mortally wounded in the action; his successor made peace with Queen Victoria.1

         Old Ek’s eyes were misty by the time he finished recalling what his parents had told him.

         “There were many generals in those days,” he added. “In those days, when Icaiché fought England!” His laughter echoed among the trees and ancient walls, and before it died on the wind it was answered by the metallic outburst of a chachalaca deep in the woods.

         
             

         

         It was May 5, 1970, a public holiday in Mexico, commemorating the victory of Juárez over Emperor Maximilian. It was also the sixty-ninth anniversary of the Mexican army’s cruel defeat of the Santa Cruz Maya; but I didn’t know that then. I had studied the ancient Maya briefly at Cambridge and Calgary, but Ignacio Ek was the first living Maya I’d met. What he told me was new and strange. I had no idea that independent Maya states had existed so recently, let alone that they had been allies and foes of the British. This recent history seemed far removed from the Maya of the Classic period, when great cities were built in the Central American jungle; when writing, art, mathematics, and astronomy reached astonishing levels of refinement during Europe’s Dark Ages.

         The journey had begun as a summer vacation trip, vaguely intended to sort out my career plans. I wanted to visit Mesoamerica (the parts of Mexico and Central America in which civilizations arose) and Peru. I hoped to find a “thesis topic”—an area of New World archaeology that would fire my interest enough to carry me through several years of study and the writing of a dissertation. I set out from Calgary in an old Austin I’d bought for seventy-five dollars. I remember the car well—it was gray and maroon with funny little tail fins and patches of rust under the doors. I sprayed the roof silver to reflect tropical heat, and a cat left a trail of paw prints on the paint.xxii

         In Belize my traveler’s checks were stolen, and in Guatemala I had a series of flat tires and breakdowns, but I got as far as Panamá, where I parked the car for two months and flew to South America. When I returned and started home the engine bearings failed; I sold my blood in Mexico City to pay for new ones. The Austin and I got back to Calgary, but after another year at the university I dropped out of the doctoral program. David Kelley had revealed to me the complexity of the Maya intellectual world and the daunting sophistication of the work already done to understand it. I knew I hadn’t the mind or personality required—cryptanalytical, photographic, exhaustive; patient. I sold the car and went back to England.

         In later years I returned and settled in Canada. I visited Peru and Mesoamerica several times, but as a traveler not a scholar. Thoughts of finishing university faded as time passed. I knew myself now for a dilettante. A scholar dedicates a lifetime to one field; a writer can flit about and sample many.

         It was as a journalist that I again visited a corner of the Maya world in 1985. The Royal Ontario Museum was excavating in Belize at a site called Lamanai, and a Canadian magazine hired me to report on the dig. I soon found out that Lamanai was the old Maya name for Indian Church, the place wrecked by the Icaiché in 1867. Three hundred years before that the Spaniards had built a mission church there (whence its English name), and a thousand years before that a Maya city of at least twenty thousand people had thrived in that remote region of northwestern Belize.

         I got there by bush plane and small boat. The ruins stood beside a long freshwater lagoon, where the New River dilates for a few miles before winding like an intestine through the swamps below Orange Walk and Corozal to the Caribbean Sea. The archaeologists’ camp resembled a genteel hunting lodge: small thatched huts in the round-cornered Maya style among clumps of hibiscus, flam-boyant, and imposing trees. A grassy slope ran down to the lake. The sun had fallen behind the jungle-covered pyramids; it was already dark beneath the trees, but on the far shore, pools of vegetation were still steaming in the evening sun. Small frogs mewed like kittens in the reeds.xxiii

         The dig director, David Pendergast, had chosen Lamanai because he hoped it might shed light on one of the great mysteries in New World history: the apparently spontaneous collapse of Classic Maya civilization during the ninth and tenth centuries a.d., when the Maya abandoned most of their cities in the lowlands of Guatemala, Belize, and southern Yucatán. It was clear from the size of Lamanai that much of the city dated from the Classic period, but the presence of a sixteenth-century mission church suggested that not everyone had left:

         “Obviously there must have been Mayas still living here,” Pendergast told me. “No religious order, no matter how dedicated or fanatic, builds its church where there are no parishioners.”

         Pendergast found evidence of more than three thousand years of continuous occupation. Early Maya corn farmers had settled at Lamanai around 1500 b.c., and the first stone buildings appeared between 800 and 600 b.c. During what is known as the late Preclassic period (approximately 450 b.c.–a.d. 300) the city became one of the largest in the Maya area. Other centers outgrew Lamanai during the Classic age (a.d. 300–900), but it continued to expand, reaching its apogee in the seventh century. Then Lamanai began a slow decline. There was no clear break at the end of the Classic period. The inhabitants even built a small ballcourt (a stadium for the ritual ball game) when great cities such as Tikal, Copán, and Palenque were already ruins, and until about a.d. 1200 they carried on repairing the fronts of some pyramids while the forest claimed the backs and sides. Then the life of Lamanai gradually shifted a mile to the south, and the architecture became less ambitious. When the Spaniards arrived, the inhabitants were living in the sort of houses the Maya still build: oval thatched dwellings with stone or pole walls, raised on small platforms.

         In the late 1630s the Belize Maya threw off Spanish rule, burned the Lamanai church, and, in the words of an outraged friar, “returned to the vomit of the idolatries and abominations of their ancestors.”2 It is difficult to say what happened after that. Old World diseases—especially smallpox, malaria, and yellow fever—struck hard at Indian populations throughout the Americas, and probably reduced Lamanai xxivto a few hundred or even a few dozen people. During the eighteenth century, English buccaneers came to cut logwood, valued for dyes, which grew beside rivers and swamps. And in the last century, British mahogany and sugar interests skirmished with Maya such as the Icaiché, who did not enjoy working for white men and disliked the idea that their ancestral lands belonged to the Crown.

         
             

         

         I spent a week at Lamanai and had the run of the place, sometimes with the archaeologists, more often alone. I was drawn to the northern part of the site, where tall pyramids of the Classic period stood cloaked with rain forest, uncut in a thousand years. Pendergast’s workers had made trails and cleared the fronts of some buildings, but most of the jungle was undisturbed. Huge tree trunks rose from buttress roots gripping the old stones like octopi. The forest floor was as open as English woodland, paved with rotting leaves; only ferns and philodendrons throve in the perpetual dusk. Here and there a few lean sunbeams, filled with dancing insects, threaded the gloom. The air smelled like a laundry basket—a blend of sweat, earth, and flowers. Fifty feet above the ground the canopy began—a vegetal wrangle in which branches and vines, palms and parasitic bromeliads silently occupied and defended their territories with unimaginable deliberation; each leaf taking the sunlight it could get, until all was absorbed or filtered, and only a submarine pallor reached the earth. Beneath the humus, roots grappled in the same relentless campaigns, sapping one another, seeking the smallest pocket of untapped nutrients, loosening their rivals’ grasp. Most of these battles had reached stalemate, and this hostile equilibrium seemed to a busy, short-lived mammal like myself the very fabric of tranquillity.

         The main pyramid rose 112 feet, lifting you above the jungle canopy. From its summit you looked out over lagoon, swamps, unbroken forest stretching toward Guatemala. The crowns of tall guanacastes, mahogany, and cedar trees swelled like broccoli among feather-duster palms. From below came liquid birdcalls, the croaking of frogs, a woodpecker’s tattoo that sounded like a nail being pulled from a board. Occasionally you saw a flash of iridescent xxvplumage or heard the sudden crack as a termite-eaten limb gave way. The whole of Lamanai could be seen from there, and in the morning, when shadows were long, many ancient buildings bulked beneath the trees.

         
             

         

         The remote ancestors of the Maya, like those of all American Indians, most probably discovered the New World by crossing a Bering land bridge from Asia between twelve and thirty thousand years ago. At that time they were nomadic hunters and gatherers. About nine thousand years ago, Mesoamericans invented agriculture, gradually developing food staples from wild corn, beans, and squash. With farming came settled villages, population growth, and societies of greater and greater complexity.

         Maya civilization seems to have been stimulated initially by the Olmecs, an enigmatic people who built large monuments in the swamps of the Mexican Gulf during the second millennium b.c. After the Olmecs declined, many cultures emerged in Mesoamerica, influencing and interacting with each other as did the Egyptians, Greeks, and Romans of the Mediterranean. An enduring tension—the equivalent of Europe’s endless conflict with the Middle East—arose between the Nahua civilizations of highland Mexico (the Aztecs, Toltecs, and their forerunners) and the Maya, separated from each other by Mesoamerica’s narrow waist at the Isthmus of Tehuantepec.

         The Maya have aptly been called the Greeks of the New World. They lived in squabbling city-states that differed widely in detail while sharing a rich cultural tradition. Their main achievements were intellectual, not political. They never built an empire, yet neighboring Mexican empires owed much to Maya inspiration and continuity. When those empires fell, the Maya were shaken but never destroyed. They abandoned some areas, lingered in others, migrated, merged, and adapted. They were and are eclectic: the Maya have always absorbed the culture of their conquerors and remade it as their own. They survived the Classic fall; and, better than any other Mesoamericans, they survived the Spanish invasion. One pagan kingdom remained unconquered in the middle of the Guatemalan jungle until 1697, more than a hundred and fifty years after the xxviAztecs, Incas, and other Maya had been subjugated. “It seems almost beyond belief,” Michael Coe has written, “that while students at Harvard College had been scratching their heads over Cotton Mather’s theology, Maya priests 2,000 miles away were still chanting rituals from hieroglyphic books.”3 Today, five million people speak Maya languages, and many of them still preserve calendrical and religious knowledge as old as their civilization.

         D. H. Lawrence saw the New World civilizations as a forest of great trees felled by the white invader, but he believed the roots were still alive, sending up shoots through the foreign soil deposited above them. It was a metaphor the Maya would recognize. They saw, and see, themselves as part of a great ceiba, a silk-cotton tree that stands at the center of the earth, supports the heavens, and symbolizes life itself. On the walls of Classic temples at Palenque, built eight centuries before Columbus, the world-tree was represented as a leafy cross. After the conquest, the Maya took easily to the Christian cross, grafting it onto those ancient roots, converting it from a dead god’s scaffold to a living archetype. In the vertical plane the tree’s roots, bole, and foliage represent underworld, world, and heaven; seen horizontally, the cross is “the eye of God,” axis of the world’s four directions. Each direction has its color. The East is red; the South yellow; the West black; and the North white. The center-zenith is verdant and called Yaxche, Green Tree.

         No two Maya cities were alike. Lamanai had bald pyramids with smoking altars open to the sky; Copán, in what is now Honduras, was low and spacious, a city of broad staircases and wide plazas full of statuary. Palenque was delicate and ornate. Tikal, the greatest of all, was a vertical place, its temple-crowned pyramids soaring with arrogant steepness to more than two hundred feet—the Manhattan of the Maya.

         The ancient Maya, like their modern descendants, spoke some twenty related languages, but in Classic times the upper classes—scribes, priests, astronomers, and rulers—shared a hieroglyphic writing system, and possibly a mandarin speech. On stone monuments, painted walls, and illuminated books they recorded their history and their knowledge.

         The ruins exhale a powerful sense of loss. Of all the jewels of intellect and art produced in these jungles, only three hieroglyphic xxviibooks survive. The inscribed stones are threatened by the slow amnesia of erosion and the rapid obliteration of looting and development. Inscriptions cut from monuments are irretrievably scrambled; painted tombs are sacked and vandalized, polychrome vases smashed in carelessness or fear.

         
             

         

         The south end of Lamanai, where the inhabitants gradually moved after the Classic fall and where the British once grew sugar, is today an area of low mounds and thick bush. In the last six or seven years, refugees from civil wars in El Salvador and Guatemala have begun squatting there, planting their corn in the ancient streets and squares, even using the foundations of Maya houses for their own. I went there one morning, soon after dawn, when the lagoon was platinum and still beneath a sheet of mist that had lifted from the water and begun to lap at the trees along the shore. It was breakfast time. The aroma of wood fires and tortillas fought with dung and rotten rubbish. Smoke was seeping from cracks in roofs and walls. Statuesque girls were bringing water from the lake. A five-gallon pail perched on the head does much the same for the female figure as a pair of high heels and a garden-party hat. The chin is lifted and the eyes give a measured, haughty stare. The chest is out; the breasts pert; the whole body taut and poised. The girls’ frocks, clean and gay, floated above ground littered with corncobs, batteries, pig droppings, and trampled beer cans.

         Houses were cobbled together from sheets of tin, cracked planks, palmetto trunks, and tarred cardboard. One shack, boarded up and besieged by weeds, had a truck top for a roof. It belonged, I was told, to a trigger-happy Salvadorean who made himself village policeman and used to stop soccer games, when he felt like it, by shooting the ball with his revolver. Eventually he lost control and sank his own boat in a volley of gunfire while fishing. Such tales have the opéra bouffe quality that Anglo-Saxons imagine typical of Latin America.

         The village was squalid but not entirely without hope: some people had planted coleus and croton hedges around their huts; and children were gathering beneath a large tree for morning lessons. Despite the drug trade, the gunfights, the nightmare memories, these people were simply trying to build a new life in the backwater of Belize. xxviiiBelize and El Salvador are the same geographical size, but while Belize has only 150,000 people, the Republic of the Savior has five million. No wonder the refugees were pouring in, and no wonder—after massacres, rapes, murders, and mutilations—some were broken, violent people.

         Most of the squatters at Lamanai were Salvadoreans, but a few were Guatemalan Maya, forced to abandon their Indian dress and language to avoid detection. In Guatemala—the border was just thirty miles away—the army recently had admitted destroying 440 Indian villages. The country’s bishops had estimated that a million people had been driven from their homes—one Guatemalan in eight, most of them highland Maya. They were wandering in the hills and forests, swarming into Guatemala City’s slums. Many were living in crowded camps in Mexico. Some had fled to Honduras and Belize.

         Here was another sense of loss. The Maya who had raised the New World’s most brilliant civilization, who had entranced me as a boy, and overwhelmed me as a student, were at this moment in crisis. How could I write a glib article about ancient remains, when only a few miles away modern Maya villages were falling in ruins before helicopter gunships and napalm bombs?

         I wrote it, of course, but decided to come back and travel more slowly through the Maya lands. A plan for a book emerged; not a comprehensive book—the subject was far too big for that—but a look at the Maya as a people who had endured four thousand years, and who were now threatened by the worst assault on their lives and way of living since the Spanish conquest.

         A circular itinerary seemed to fit the map. I would start here in Belize, the east, move into the Petén jungle, the heartland of the ancient Maya, then head south to the Guatemalan highlands. I would cross westward into Chiapas, and finally go north to the Yucatán Peninsula. The plan had an appealing resonance with Maya concepts of space: the journey, like the Maya world, would have five parts—four quadrants and a center. It would end in Quintana Roo, where descendants of the Caste War Maya still dream of independence, and not far from where, fifteen years before, I had met Ignacio Ek.

         
            notes

            1. Reed 1964:201–05.

            2. López de Cogolludo 1971:500.

            3. Coe 1966:131.
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         MEXICO—BELIZE BORDER. OCTOBER 21, 1985

         “Beliz, Beliz!” a tall black man is shouting. He sees me:

         “You goin’ to Beliz, maan?”

         “Are you Venus?”

         “No. Batty. Venus don’ com heah no more.”

         A lie, I later discover, but better to take Batty brothers’ old school bus now than wait for the quicker but possibly nonexistent Venus.

         We head south across the Hondo River, into Belize. Music pours from a large cassette player in the lap of a young Mexican sitting with his girlfriend at the back. Mexicans consider Belizeans to be light-fingered and it seems he has chosen his ranchero songs with mischief in mind:

         
            
               

	    
            
                        
                        	¡Algún pinche ratero
            
                        
                        	Some rotten thief



	 
            
                        
                        	Se llevó mi cartera
            
                        
                        	Made off with my wallet



	 
            
                        
                        	Con todito mi dinero!
            
                        
                        	And every penny I own!






         

         The songs vibrate through Corozal Town, where the road meets the sea and a fishy breeze pushes back the viscous air of the sugar lands; they rebound from the clapboard walls of Bumper’s Restorán Chino and Johnny’s Place. Gradually the small brown Mexicans and local “Spanish” become outnumbered by colossal black matrons in floral bonnets, little girls with frizzy hair teased into ribboned spikes, lithe young men wearing fringed shorts and T-shirts advertising reggae bands. A jam session of Creole gossip fills the bus; I catch intelligible fragments declaimed like verse: 3

         “Dat Cooper boy done mek she fat.”

         “Tell me ears now!”

         At Orange Walk Town the bus stops at a bar with batwing doors.

         “Lonch time!” calls the driver, who has driven with such consideration for his vehicle that I think he must be one of the Batty brothers himself.

         “Ow long, maan?” a passenger sings. “Ow long you gi’ we heah?” Before Mr. Batty can reply, a tall, smartly uniformed policeman gets on behind a small mestizo with a toothbrush moustache.

         “Dat one!” the mestizo shouts. The policeman lopes down the aisle and grabs a young Creole by the back of his T-shirt.

         “Let’s go, maan.”

         “Wha’ fo’? Wha’ de hell fo’?”

         “Let’s go. You got someting fo’ say, you say it at de police station. What you got dere in you han’?”

         “Jos one bag o’ gots, I jos pick up dis one bag o’ gots!” The accused holds up a plastic bag containing pig entrails.

         “Let’s go, maan,” the officer repeats, lifting the accused from his seat and frog-marching him out of the bus with one easy movement, T-shirt tightly balled in the small of his back. As soon as they leave, the Creole jam session resumes, at first andante, soon allegro.

         “Policemaan don’ waste no time.”

         “What’s de charge?”

         “I didn’ heah no charge.”

         “If dere’s de police involve, dere’s someting wrong!”

         Necks crane out the bus windows; down the street the accused is driven off in a police car. Five minutes later he’s back, freed with a gruff warning.

         “Dey jos take him for one car ride!” says my neighbor, who has a Kenyatta beard and a shirt displaying a monster, half devil, half machine, called Motorhead.

         The young man climbs back on the bus, grinning.

         “Wha’ happen, maan?”

         “I de wrong maan. Spaanish miss twenty dollah, tink I de tief. I tell de fockin’ policemaan, I jos pick op dis one bag of gots.”

         I get off and walk down to the main square. The clock tower is stuck 4at ten past four, as it was when I visited Lamanai. Venus Bus Lines’ puzzling timetable is still painted on a nearby wall—two columns headed approximate time schedule and accurate time schedule. When first I came this way, in 1970, you could have made a frontier movie in Orange Walk without changing a thing, but now several air-conditioned concrete buildings stand out like new teeth between the clapboard storefronts and rusty iron roofs of the high street. Mennonite farmers are loitering outside Haddad’s Hardware—lean blue-eyed men in dungarees, motionless and cold as herons, guarding their plain womenfolk. From time to time the younger men sneak glances at shapely Creole girls.

         I go into the Vietnam Bar and buy a wine called Night Train Express. Belizeans have a talent for names, but sometimes it leads them astray. During the Falklands War, an enterprising citizen of Orange Walk renamed his disco club the Exocet; one Friday night soon afterward it was torn apart by outraged British soldiers (two thousand British troops are stationed in Belize to prevent Guatemala from exercising an old territorial claim).

         Mr. Batty returns from his lunch and starts the engine. Immediately the ranchero songs begin to peal from the back seat. Motorhead calls to the driver:

         “Shot op de cassette. Put down de fockin’ Spaanish cassette. Put on de wireless.”

         A reggae song—gloriously loud—thuds the Mexicans into submission: I man, African race, African song …

         We have crossed the ethnic divide. From Orange Walk south to Belize City, Creoles, descended mainly from black slaves brought by the British to cut logwood and mahogany, outnumber the “Spanish” who poured into northern Belize during the Yucatán Caste War. Those refugees were a diverse lot: Ladinos, fearful for their lives, but willing to turn a profit by selling British guns to the Maya; war prisoners, escaped from the labor gangs building the Mayas’ holy city of Santa Cruz; Maya deserters, worn out by years of fighting and the imperious demands of the Speaking Cross that inspired and directed the Indian campaign. All are “Spanish” to other Belizeans. On the outskirts of the towns and along the main road one still sees 5Maya-style houses—walls of plastered palmetto trunks, neat thatched roofs—but the women no longer wear the embroidered shift of their cousins in Mexico, and their children have learned English and forgotten Maya.

         Orange Walk prospers these days but not from oranges; nor, for that matter, from sugar. Men here pack six-guns and drive lurid pickup trucks with doughnut tires. The real money comes from a crop known in the United States as “Belize Breeze.” The locals, Motorhead tells me, call it “bush.”

         “See dat fancy house an’ trock dere, maan?” He points out an extravagant villa painted red and blue, with an iridescent jeep parked in the drive.

         “Five year ago dat little Salvador man was jos a mechanic fixin’ cars on de corner. Now look at he. Bush buy dat house, maan.”

         The sugar plantations give way to wild country with Caribbean pine growing on sandy ridges, and tangles of scrub and palmettoes in shallow, swampy basins. Smells of stagnant water; the acrid signature of a skunk. Mr. Batty’s wireless is playing calypso, an old standard called “Big Bamboo”:

         
            
               Chinee man called Dick Hung Lo

               See one gial, say, “Com heah quick,”

               But dis one gial, now she say no,

               She wan’ bamboo and not chopstick.

               Oh de big big bamboo, bamboo …

            

         

         Years ago, when I drove to Belize City in my Austin, the road was slow and tedious, a narrow lane of patched and potholed tarmac winding through the woods to little settlements with names like Doubloon Bank, Honey Camp, and Lucky Strike. Now we’re on the new Northern Highway, the finest in the country, so straight and broad that drug smugglers use it as a landing strip. (The government put steel poles along the shoulder to clip the wings of midnight fliers, but many of the poles have already disappeared.) It is rumored that the police can be induced to close the road and their eyes for a price.6

         Mr. Batty stops to fill his radiator from a ditch. Three Bedford trucks roar past; their, names: The Green Hornet, Star-man, and Mr. Bad.

         The new highway rejoins the old at Sand Hill, a small village with two wooden churches and a schoolhouse on piles with a bell in front. It is midafternoon and very hot. Lessons are being held outside—rows of woolly heads looking up at a blackboard beneath a spreading tree. The teacher’s T-shirt says, the mind is a terrible thing to waste.

         Habitation ceases at the edge of the mangrove swamp that stretches the remaining few miles to the city. The Belize River appears on the right, only six inches below the level of the road. The sky turns black and rain falls so hard that we seem to be driving underwater. When we emerge, the bridge across the river’s mouth gives a glimpse of the sea, a sheet of weathered lead, trapped and lifeless behind the barrier reef. Mangroves resume, then the sea reappears on the far side of a sandbank being turned into a posh suburb. I notice a particularly ostentatious villa. Was this also built by “bush”?

         “No,” says Motorhead. “Dat belong to Mr. Aziz. Com in heah thirty year ago from Lebanon with jos a suitcase on he head. Bot he a two-eye maan in a one-eye people town.”

         BELIZE CITY

         You pass a factory or two, then the narrow streets close in—canyons of planking and corrugated iron, gray and rusty or gaudy as a carnival. The houses look like old garages propped on stilts, but some have gingerbread gables and fretted balconies. Only the poorest and most optimistic citizens use the bottom story for anything but storage: the tideless sea can rise without warning in foul weather. Batty’s bus fumigates pedestrians and wobbly cyclists with a stream of black exhaust; reggae throbs from a bar. A man looks up and curses. He’s got green curlers in his hair.

         The name Belize is said to be a corruption of Wallace (Walis—Valiz—Baliz), a “notorious buccaneer” active here in the seventeenth century. If the etymology is correct, this is the only country in the world named after a pirate. However, there’s a more plausible derivation from the Maya word beliz, meaning “muddy water.”7

         Muddy water is everywhere, steaming in puddles, flowing like hot gravy in the river, brimming in the drains, canals, and open sewers that make Belize City a cloacal, clapboard Venice. The first Baymen, as the British settlers along the Bay of Honduras called themselves, were desperate individuals who cut logwood in peacetime and Spanish throats in time of war. The mouth of the Belize, hidden behind a maze of reefs and cays, was a good hideout for galleon chasers. Spain rarely had the nerve to tackle the Baymen in their boggy lair, but natural enemies were less timid: hurricanes, yellow fever, malaria, and cholera kept the settlement free of all but the reckless. Even after 1862, when Belize formally joined the empire, nothing was done to move the town. British Honduras was a “Cinderella colony,” the sort of place from which wealth was extracted with little thought for the inhabitants. Belize City grew on its pile of rum bottles and mahogany chips, ragged and transient as a robbers’ camp.

         I jump from the bus and hop across puddles to a taxi, deafened by the roar of rain on tin, splashed by torrents running from the overflow spouts of wooden tanks. Until very recently cisterns were the only source of drinking water; now a Canadian aid agency is laying pipes and trying to replace the open sewers with proper drains.

         Over the Swing Bridge and into the teeming market and commercial district known as Mom’s Triangle. This part of Belize City is passed off most convincingly as the capital of a flyblown African republic in the film The Dogs of War. (More recently The Mosquito Coast was also shot here.) The old bar-restaurant where I was robbed fifteen years ago is gone, replaced by the Royal Bank of Canada. In the Royal’s vault lies the national treasure: a jade head of the Maya sun god found at a ruined city called Altun Ha.

         
             

         

         Tuesday. The Mopan Hotel, at the “good” end of Regent Street, is a wooden structure with a trellis-screened veranda. The owners are a Creole woman and her Scottish husband, who confines himself to the tiny bar in the lounge, a popular watering hole for local and expatriate whites. “What kind of beer would you like?” he asks newcomers, indicating a row of taps labeled Guinness, Double Diamond, and 8Worthington. The joke is that they’re all connected to a barrel of Belikin, Belize’s only beer.

         Last night I ate with two other guests in the half of the lounge that serves as a dining room. Fried chicken with boiled cabbage and mashed potato. Rain drummed on the roof, and a parrot kept calling, “What’s up, Johnny?” from the kitchen. At the table were a young bearded Canadian working on the sewer project, and Eamonn, an air-traffic controller from Cork.

         “The problem is altitude,” the Canadian was explaining, “or rather, the lack of it. Anything below street level is also below sea level: sewage can’t flow, and must be pumped.” He pushed his cabbage and mash around with his fork, as if to illustrate the point.

         Eamonn was in his fifties, wanting a change, so he’d taken a two-year contract with the Belize government. His dreams of the Caribbean had not been fulfilled.

         “I expected it to have a strand—what we call a beach—but there’s nothin’ but mangrove swamps. What brings you here, then?”

         I said I was doing research for a book.

         “That fellow what wrote The Dogs of War,” Eamonn continued. “He must put a lot of research into his books. I preferred the fillum, actually. The army camp, where all the shooting took place, that’s the old lunatic asylum, you know—around there by New Town Barracks.”

         “Was it empty?” the Canadian asked.

         “I should think so.” Eamonn laughed. “They’re all out on the bloody street! You take your life in your hands every time you go over that Swing Bridge, you do. I’ve bin accosted several times. ‘Give me a cigarette. Give me money. Give me a job’—it’s always something. They’re very cunning. Cunning even though they’re illiterate. A fellow held me op two nights ago—op there by the corner with the Jehovah’s Witness place—I think he most’ve been watching Starsky and Hotch. Comes around the corner swingin’ his arms, lots of hair, very casual like. Like he was going somewhere. Out comes this big revolver—scared the bloody pants off me—‘Stick em up, Jesus’ he said. I’ve never bin called that before. Put his hand in me pocket and pulled out me money—only had two dollars. Took me watch. Put his hand in me other pocket and took me 9loighter. Beautiful loighter it was, too—all gold. And then he took me cigarettes as well!”

         
             

         

         It rained all night, and was still raining at breakfast At about ten o’clock the sun broke through and steam rose from the streets. I walked one block down to the sea, and discovered that water was flowing from the harbor into the gutters.

         Even Government House, not far from the Mopan, is made of clapboard and roofed with corrugated iron, though it has an elegant columned porch. A new coat of paint makes it stand out like a man in a clean white suit at a soup kitchen. Two guards in a kiosk at the gate are whistling and listening to the radio. Could I nip in for a quick photo?

         “Go awee, maan, nobody comin’ inside heah.”

         I have better luck at St. John’s Cathedral across the street. It’s one of the few masonry structures in the city, built in 1812 of a somber factory brick that came from England as ship’s ballast. It would pass without comment in the mother country as a working-class church or the chapel of a minor public school, but in the context of Belize it is imposing, a rare example of age and permanence in a town thrown up without thought for the future or connection with the past. Inside it is cool and airy, smelling of polished wood and damp prayer-books. Tall windows arched with fanlights reach almost from floor to eaves. Plaques on the walls commemorate prominent victims of the tropics: in loving memory … died of yellow fever at government house, belize, 28th may, 1905. The cathedral is empty except for a snowy-haired black verger posting the order of hymns, a sheaf of number cards in his mouth. The Anglican Church never had many adherents in the colony: it was always the faith of the elite, wedded to the ideological needs of empire. Here the British crowned the Indian kings of the Mosquito Coast. Mosquitia—now eastern Honduras and Nicaragua—had had links with Britain since before the War of Jenkins’ Ear (1739). In the nineteenth 10century the small Indian state became a protectorate, and Britain did not relinquish all claims in the region until 1907. More recently, the Indians’ traditional fear of “Spanish” made them ready pawns in the CIA’s war against the Sandinistas.

         
             

         

         Wednesday. Trapped by a cloudburst in the Bliss Institute. At first I took this to be another example of the Belizean talent for nomenclature, but in fact it honors a national hero. Baron Bliss was an Englishman with a Portuguese title who enjoyed the deep-sea fishing off British Honduras so much that he bequeathed his fortune to the colony—despite the fact that he never set foot on shore until his sudden death in 1926. His munificence is celebrated annually on Baron Bliss Day (March 9), which, logically enough, is the day he died.

         The institute he endowed is the national cultural center and public library. A dance group is rehearsing in the auditorium to drumming and dramatic utterances in a language I’ve never heard before.

         “We practicin’ for Garifuna Settlement Day,” a black woman in orange leotards explains—November 19, when the arrival of the Garifuna, or Black Caribs, is celebrated. Despite this display of national solidarity, I’ve been told that these descendants of Carib Indians and escaped African slaves are not well regarded. They are industrious farmers—an occupation most Creoles despise—and have a reputation for witchcraft. The diversity of this tiny nation is extraordinary. In a population of 150,000 there are about 70,000 Creoles (of African and white descent in varying proportions), 25,000 Maya, 25,000 mestizos, 15,000 Black Caribs, 15,000 whites (many of whom are Mennonite farmers), and small numbers of East Indians, Chinese, and Lebanese. The exact number of Central American refugees is unknown.

         The Carib dancer goes back to her group; I’m left to wander around the building by myself, drums throbbing in my ears. In the hallway are some Maya stelae—upright stone slabs covered in reliefs—and other sculptures from the Classic site of Caracol. They look rather neglected. There’s an old car battery behind Stela 1, and somebody has left a half-eaten sandwich on the stela’s altar. A sign nearby says, eating and drinking are not allow in here [sic].11

         Stela 1 shows a standing figure in full regalia with a fat little dwarf squatting at his feet. A caption gives the date as a.d. 593. The altar, shaped like a wheel of cheese, is engraved with a single huge glyph of the day Ahau (Lord) and the number five. Maya numerals are easy to read: dots for units one to four, bars for fives, and a glyph resembling a shell or fist for zero. Seventeen, for example, is written like this: [image: ] The system was presumably based on human anatomy: dots for individual digits; a bar for a full hand or foot; an empty clenched fist for nought.

         The day 5 Ahau, like any name-and-number combination in the Maya ritual calendar, recurs every 260 days. It’s unusual for a single day to be given an altar to itself, so something momentous must have occurred on this particular 5 Ahau. I have with me the new edition of Sylvanus G. Morley’s classic textbook, The Ancient Maya. A table of dates at the back shows that a katun, or Maya “decade” of twenty years (the Maya counted in twenties, not tens as we do), ended on the day 5 Ahau in our year 593. These twenty-year periods took their names from their final day, and were of enormous significance to the Maya. Every unit of time was a numinous being, influenced by many divinities, and a divinity in itself. The beliefs involved were not unlike the Catholic system of saints’ days, but infinitely more complex. To follow the analogy, the Maya would have had saints’ weeks, months, years, decades, centuries, and millennia; plus the combination of influences of all these upon any given day.

         Inquiry into the mystery of time has been called the soul of Maya culture.1 Their very name is cognate with may, a word for “cycle”—so the Maya can truly be called the people of time. The calendar they devised was both an astrological system of great complexity and a precise astronomical tool; it remains their most famous achievement. Its inventors hit on two brilliant ideas. First, they chose simply to count elapsed days from a datum point in the past—exactly the same principle as the Julian Day Count used by modern astronomers. This eliminated at a stroke all the inaccuracies that accumulate when time is counted in solar years or lunar months. The length of the day is effectively a constant, the fundamental building block of earthly time; but the periods of sun and moon are, by comparison, variable and hard to measure.12

         To count days for thousands of years you must have an arithmetic capable of handling very large numbers. The other great discovery of the Maya (or perhaps the Olmecs) was the use of zero and place-system notation, in which the same signs can stand for different values depending on position. This elegantly simple idea now seems obvious; but the zero and, its implications were discovered only twice, or possibly thrice, in human history. Greece and Rome didn’t think of it, despite their advances in geometry. Europe struggled with primitive and clumsy Roman numerals until the Arabs, borrowing from the Hindus, brought ten-base notation in the twelfth century a.d. The Hindus had either invented the idea themselves or derived it from the imperfect six- and sixty-base system of the Babylonians (from which we get our minutes, seconds, and 360-degree circle). The Maya and other Mesoamerican peoples had perfected their vigesimal system long before the birth of Christ. Had it not been for the Arabs, all of modern arithmetic might have had to wait for the discovery of zero in the New World.

         Maya dates during the Classic period were expressed in what is known as the Long Count. Put very simply, it resembles a car’s odometer, counting days in geared cycles of ascending size. Each cycle increases by a factor of twenty, with one exception: like the Babylonians and ourselves, the Maya were attracted by the number 360 as a rough approximation of the year—so they multiplied the 20-day “months” by eighteen instead of twenty to arrive at a round-figure year of 360 days. This was called a tun. A katun is simply twenty tuns. Twenty katuns (roughly 400 years) form a baktun. The Long Count date of Caracol Stela 1 reads: 9. 8. 0. 0. 0. This means that nine baktuns (9 × 400 years) and exactly eight katuns (8 × 20 years) have elapsed since the starting point of the calendar.

         The numbers on the “odometer” are sufficient to fix any day in Maya history. But Maya timekeepers also had other concerns addressed by other cycles: a 260-day ritual almanac called the tzolkin (“count of days”) and a 365-day solar year. These were mainly concerned with horoscopes and the farming cycle, respectively; they were probably far older than the Maya’s intellectual masterpiece, and they outlived it. Today, more than a thousand years after the last Long Count date was carved on a monument, the tzolkin and solar cycles 13are still being kept by Maya shaman-priests in highland Guatemala. At least, they were until the recent civil war.

         
             

         

         I have lunch at the Golden Dragon—a rubbery conch curry—then down to the Paslow Building to mail letters and buy some maps. What names! Cowhead Creek; Rum Point; Double Head Cabbage; More Tomorrow. Back over the Swing Bridge (so called because it pivots open twice a day to let shipping pass on Haulover Creek). Hand firmly on wallet here. A man in dreadlocks shouts, “I sell you some good herbs.” Another calls, “Hey, Scarecrow! Give I one dollah!” I give him a quarter, which has the pointed motto to reap, plant on the reverse. In exchange I ask for an opinion on the new government, the first electoral change in twenty years.

         “Elekshaan!” He snorts. “I still livin’ like a sparrow, maan.”

         
             

         

         Sheets of water are falling from an oyster sky, splashing through the trellis onto the porch where I sit. I had hoped that the rains would be easing by now, but Mr. Shaw, at the bar, says they came unusually late this year. I switch from beer to rum.

         “Local or imported?” asks Mr. Shaw.

         “I’ll try the local.”

         “Yer a brave man.”

         The consensus is that we’re in for at least a fortnight’s soaking; I decide it’s time to start heading west through central Belize to the Guatemalan Petén, the center of the Maya world.

         WESTERN HIGHWAY

         Thursday. Novelo’s Bus, also known as the Belizean Queen, is much like Batty’s. The road writhes through the swamp, a gravel water snake. Occasionally you see open pools dotted with strange tuffets of vegetation, but mostly the knobbly-kneed, glossy-leafed mangroves reduce the view through the windscreen to nothing but a tunnel between green walls, edged with stagnant puddles and patches of red clay. Once I glimpse the open sea and the hulk of a tramp steamer thrown up on shore by a tropical storm.14

         The girl in front of me is wearing a red T-shirt and yellow curlers. Her suitcases were brought to the bus by an old man with a tricycle cart on which was neatly printed nak yu own ting: Do your own thing. Two speakers above the driver begin pumping out reggae. The roar of the engine makes the words unclear, but they sound like

         
            
               Com awee, com awee,

               I not tryin’ to devour you.

               Com awee, com awee,

               I jos tryin’ to deflower you …

            

         

         The windows are soon covered by a film of mud. After half an hour the road finds solid ground and acquires some asphalt paving. The rain washes my window; at last I can see out. Flat country reappears—an odd juxtaposition of sandy pine ridges and waterlogged troughs bristling with palmettoes. There are little farmsteads along the roadside: a clearing, a wooden shack, a rain barrel, and grazing cows attended by white egrets. Hills pop up like bubbles on the southern horizon, just visible through the rain. Before long they’re joined by others, and then the space between them is gradually infilled until a range of dark mountains nibbles at the sky.

         BELMOPAN

         I seem to be the only guest at Circle A Lodgings. The rain has stopped, but the sky threatens more.

         The bus left the paved road and followed a gravel track to a parking area beside a tree in the middle of a field. There was a row of kiosks selling cigarettes and ice cream, one concrete bench, an oil drum for litter, and a taxi stand with two cabs in it. In the distance I could see a small restaurant, and a brand-new bus station with Novelo’s name and orange colors; they seemed unfinished.

         “You lookin’ at it,” the bus driver said when I asked where the town center might be. So this was Belmopan, the new capital, the Brasilia of Belize. How could I get to Circle A Lodgings?

         “You’ll need a taxi, maan.”15

         It took the taxi ten minutes to reach the hotel and I was still baffled. We drove round a ring road that circled nothing. The only building I saw was a radio station. Opposite the hotel there’s a football field with a row of bleachers; next door is another hotel, called the Bullfrog. That’s all.

         A solicitous young man showed me to a delightfully clean and airy room. He brought iced drinking water with the towels, turned on the ceiling fan, and politely refused my tip. “This is a family business,” he said. He had the slightly American accent of the upper-class Creoles, many of whom have been educated in Canada or the United States. I explained I had come to see the archaeological commission and asked where the town was. He pointed out an overgrown footpath behind the hotel.

         “Just follow that track all the way and it’ll take you right there.” He glanced at his watch. “But you’ve missed them for the day. Offices open at nine o’clock.”

         It’s too early for a drink and supper so I explore. The hotel backs onto a quiet cul-de-sac lined with concrete bungalows well spaced from one another. The buildings are modest and all exactly the same. Each has a rather bare yard—maybe a few crotons and hibiscus—fenced with barbed wire. It looks like an army camp.

         The path indicated to me leaves the housing behind and heads across an empty cow pasture. The country is rolling and lush—an outpost of the Maya mountains of southern Belize. Deciduous woods cover the hills. Cicadas and frogs keep up a constant skiffle. Charcoal clouds billow overhead; a few drops still fall. At last, after walking almost a mile, I reach some buildings and realize where I am. There, on the far side, is the bus stop and a row of stalls. These simple concrete structures are Belize’s parliament, government ministries, and the central post office—the hub of the nation. It looks like a minor college campus that ran out of money.

         Belmopan was planned in the early sixties, after Hurricane Hattie devastated Belize City. It was intended to grow as the old capital withered, but the dream far outstripped the resources needed to realize it. The abundance of space, the long walkways and circuitous roads—all emphasize the failure of the new capital to attract any population except 16the three thousand civil servants obliged to stay here during the week. Belize City stubbornly remains the economic and social heartland of the country, continuing to prosper while weeds crack the paving of Belmopan. It will take another hurricane to change that.

         Drizzle falls as I walk back to the Circle A, but a white sun glows briefly through mist rising from the hills. I sit outside in a wicker garden chair on the veranda, drinking the last of my duty-free scotch and reading The Ancient Maya.

         According to the book’s calendrical tables, the present baktun began in 1618 and will end on December 21, 2012. That will also mark the completion of thirteen baktuns since the Long Count began. Some chiliastic “New Age” mystics have popularized the idea that the Maya calendar foretells the end of the world on that day. But sober study of the Long Count will not support such titillating conclusions. It had no beginning or end. Above the baktuns lay other cycles, each increasing by a factor of twenty. The Long Count was a reconciliation of cyclical and linear time. The Maya themselves made accurate calculations millions of years into the past and future, running their great machine forward and backward over temporal spans so immense that they amount to explorations of eternity.

         Quite apart from that, it’s by no means certain that we know the right date to “start” the Maya calendar in ours. If the Long Count had still been kept at the time of the Spanish conquest, conversion of Maya dates to European ones would be a simple matter. Unfortunately, the baktuns were no longer recorded after the Classic collapse; and though the smaller cycles continued to revolve, they did so without reference to their starting point. The most widely accepted correlation was first proposed in 1905 by Thomas Goodman, the Nevada newspaperman who gave Mark Twain a start in journalism.2 Goodman’s calculations were later refined by others, including the great British Mayanist, Sir Eric Thompson. According to Thompson, the starting date fell on August 11, 3114 b.c. Alternative correlations move Classic Maya chronology up and down in relation to ours, but it is of course internally consistent.

         For my purposes, Thompson’s correlation is good enough.3 Today—Thursday, October 24, 1985—comes out in the Maya system as 12. 18. 1712. 8. 0 3 Ahau 18 Yax. In other words, exactly twelve baktuns, eighteen katuns, twelve tuns, eight uinals (20-day “months”), and no single days have elapsed since August 11, 3114 b.c.—a total of 1,862,080 spins of our planet on its axis. Today is also the 18th day of the month Yax, meaning “Green,” which falls in the middle of the Maya solar year. And, most importantly for anyone planning something—a marriage, a business transaction, a religious offering, or a journey—today, in the ritual almanac, is ruled by the lords of the number three and the dayname Ahau. The Maya would have written it like this: [image: ]

         The days of the almanac, or tzolkin, are much like our days of the week, except that there are twenty instead of seven. Like ours they are named after gods. We have forgotten Sun and Moon, Woden and Thor, but the Maya were very much aware of the divinities who presided in endless succession over their twenty days. The Maya system adds a twist: running alongside the twenty days are the numbers one to thirteen, also repeating endlessly. The combined mechanism is like two cogs, one with twenty teeth, the other with thirteen. It takes exactly 260 days (13 × 20) for any combination to return.

         Not only is each day deeply influenced by the god for which it is named, but the numbers also have a life of their own; they, too, are ruled by gods, some dire and irascible, others helpful and good. In complete contrast to our own superstitions, thirteen was a very good number for the Maya, which is probably why they chose it as the highest power in the tzolkin cycle. Besides the bar-and-dot notation, numerals below twenty could also be written by hieroglyphs—stylized human faces that give an idea of each number’s disposition. Ten, a number feared by the Maya, has the fleshless jaw of Death.

         As far as I can tell, the Maya auspices for my trip aren’t bad at all. Ahau, Lord, is a good day, last in the sequence of names and senior member of the twenty. His hieroglyph is a full face, the countenance of the radiant sun god, Kinich Ahau.4 Three is also good, a youthful number represented hieroglyphically by a young man’s face in profile. If he is shown with the wind symbol on his cheek he is a deity of rain and storms. That influence can certainly be felt today.18

         
             

         

         Voices in the kitchen are discussing a religious matter of a different kind:

         “An’ I tell him no man can take another man wit’ him to heaven—you got to recognize Jesus Christ as you personal Savior, an’ live you life for Him. No one do it for you!”

         It all adds up. The spotlessness, the modest integrity, the lack of ashtrays and bottles: this is a very devout hotel. I go next door to the Bullfrog for a beer and a steak supper. Afterward I stroll down the unlit road, followed by the sound of a jukebox and boozy laughter. The drizzle has ceased and the clouds are torn by patches of black infinity alive with stars. Frogs and cicadas are playing reggae rhythms in the ditches; a smell of cow dung drifts from the fields. Fireflies prick the night around me, answering the shooting stars, which the Maya believed were cigar butts thrown down by the gods.
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         The government buildings at Belmopan are said to have been “inspired” by ancient Maya architecture. To me the long, low concrete offices look like any others of the 1960s. Parliament is a blend of Maya and Bauhaus in which the latter is unhappily the winner. A curious box on top of the structure—presumably “inspired” by the roof combs that added height to Maya temples—looks as though it might contain a water tank or the air-conditioning plant. The designers have missed the essence of Mesoamerican architecture: effective deployment of geometric mass and space. Admittedly the new capital was built on a shoestring, but given the abundance of empty land at Belmopan there’s no excuse for such timid use of elevation and perspective. A few terraces and the choice of a four-sided plaza, instead of a triangle (hardly a Maya shape), could have made all the difference.

         The archaeology department is in the basement of one of the office blocks. The passage walls are papered with photographs and maps. A poster warns against trafficking in antiquities.19

         Harriot Topsey, the archaeological commissioner, whom I met once before when he was studying in Canada, and his assistant, Logan McNatt, have just returned from a field trip to some sites threatened by looting.

         “This year is the worst ever,” Logan says. “With the government cracking down on the marijuana trade, more and more refugees are being forced into pillaging sites just to survive. We get a few things back when the police catch someone. Trouble is, there’s no place to keep the stuff.” He takes me down to a small windowless vault guarded by a steel door.

         “Before we had this door installed they even broke in here and stole some of our best pieces.”

         Logan introduces me to Raúl Valencia, the vault’s curator—a man in his mid-twenties with a hank of jet black hair that juts over his forehead like a peaked cap.

         “Raúl’s a Maya himself, from Succotz”

         “That’s right, maan, I’m a modern Maya.” He laughs nervously. It’s a bit of a shock to meet a Maya who sounds like Bob Marley. I wonder if he’s making the point that I shouldn’t take him for a backward Indian—a pejorative stereotype devised by the Spaniards and perpetuated by British and Creoles. There is always this ambiguity toward Indians in Latin America. The ancient Indians—the Incas, Aztecs, and Mayas—are extolled and raised to the status of national icons. But the modern Indian—the barefoot, uneducated, potentially rebellious peasant—is deemed an obstacle to progress, a source of embarrassment, even (if he is numerous enough) an object of racist loathing. For it isn’t Indians who rule these republics: no country in America has really been decolonized. Indians may form half the population of Peru, three-quarters of Bolivia, and sixty percent of Guatemala; but the rulers are Ladinos—whites and mestizos—whose blood, or at least whose culture, came with the conquistadors. Only dead Indians are heroes.

         In Belize, Indians are seldom feared or hated—they’re too small and inoffensive a group for that—but they are not generally admired. Discrimination is subtle: Creole politicians have been known to make speeches about “bringing the Amerindian into Western civilization.” Planning regulations forbid traditional Maya 20houses in urban areas. The reason for this is said to be the fire hazard, but it’s hard to see why Maya thatch should be any more combustible than a clapboard shack.

         The vault—about fifteen feet square—is packed from floor to ceiling with artifacts. Shelves line every wall, and there are more in the middle, leaving only a narrow passage on either side. Raúl picks up a painted vase of Classic date.

         “Look dis one here—it was confiscated from a Salvadorean by the police. We don’ know where it come from, mebbe Tikal. These two Maya fellows look to be havin’ a very intense conversation, or mebbe they’re playin’ a game.”

         The vase shows two figures bending toward each other from a cross-legged position. The scene was painted with a very free hand, giving movement to the bodies and facial expressions, as in the best Japanese brushwork.

         The quality of the finds is impressive, even though several of the best pieces are on loan to a touring exhibition. I’m shown jade masks for the faces of the dead and Maya skulls with jade inlay in the front teeth—an ancient precedent for the gold fillings of today. There are enormous ceremonial flint bars—one is thirty inches long—which were carried by rulers as insignia and often buried as offerings when temples were enlarged. Even stranger are the so-called eccentric flints—elaborate silhouette figures of plants, animals, deities, and what seem to be purely abstract shapes. In pottery, there are tiny naturalistic figurines of men and women, and large, grotesque incense burners in the shape of fanged and snouted gods. It’s obvious that Raúl is immensely proud of these ancient things, but when I ask him to translate the Maya name of a site he has mentioned, again comes that nervous laugh.

         “Don’ know, maan. Like I say, I’m a modern Maya.” He changes the subject. “You want to see a stela from Caracol? It over there beside that building.” We go outside to the grassy triangle between the two office blocks. It’s raining again and the lawn is awash. Raúl goes over to a piece of plastic weighted down with some lengths of scaffolding. Underneath is a Maya ruler in ceremonial pose, similar to the one at the Bliss Institute.

         “How long has this been here?”21

         “Oh, ’bout eight year, I tink. Got no place to put it. Commissioner brought it out by army helicopter to save it from de looters.”

         For the rest of the day Harriot Topsey lets me use a corner of his office, which is also the department library. I copy down references and we chat a bit about people we both know in Canada. I mention there are a few things I’d like to photocopy.

         “How many Xerox machines you think we got in Belmopan?” he asks rhetorically. “One. Belongs to the guy who owns the restaurant behind the bus station. Better get over there quick—he doesn’t like making copies during lunch hour.”

         
            notes

            1. León-Portilla 1973:93.

            2. Morley and Brainerd 1983:524.

            3. Throughout this book I follow the 584, 283 correlation constant. See Morley and Brainerd 1983:598–603.

            4. León-Portilla 1973:24.
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         SAN IGNACIO, CAYO DISTRICT, WESTERN BELIZE

         Pink and blue concrete benches, each bearing the name of its civic donor, surround a dry fountain resembling a three-tier cakestand. Beneath a large cypress there’s a plywood bin inscribed: have citizen pride and please throw dirt in dirt box. Occasional taxis—big American cars of the mid-seventies—circle this small park, the driver dangling an arm from the window and calling, “Melchor! Melchor!” (They ply regularly between here and Melchor de Mencos, the Guatemalan border town ten miles to the west.)

         Some black and gray turkeys are strutting and fanning in front of the police station cum post office, a colonial building with a red roof. From here much of the town drops away; one has a view of iron roofs neatly divided into rectangles of zinc and rust, as the different sheets have weathered. Poster-paint houses shelter among palms, flowering shrubs, and flocks of mist on the wooded hills.

         “It’s pretty, isn’t it? I just love it here.” I met her on the bus from Belmopan this morning, a spinsterish woman who said she was a teacher with the Peace Corps. Belize has by far the highest ratio of Peace Corps volunteers to population in the world: almost one for every five hundred nationals. I’ve got an hour to kill and suggest a beer.

         “I’d better not. Wouldn’t do to let my students see me drinking with a strange man in a bar. No offense, of course.” She touches my arm. “Will you be here long?” I explain I’m waiting for Mick Fleming, owner of Chaa Creek Cottages.23

         “Well, everyone around here is just so nice. Enjoy yourself and remember not to worry about a thing, because nobody else does.”

         CHAA CREEK

         Evening. Mick and Lucy Fleming have lived in Belize for about ten years. They bought Chaa Creek Ranch in an overgrown state and, like many other back-to-the-landers of the 1970s, tried to make a living with livestock. They had to go into tourism to make the place pay. Now they have several whitewashed, thatched cottages in the Maya style and a central dining room whose round plan and conical roof betray Mick’s years in East Africa. He’s an outgoing Englishman, mid-thirties, with a moustache and a public school accent that has survived Africa, Belize, and marriage to an American. This could have been me, I suppose—a farm like this, the so-called simple life in the tropics. I had played with the idea of buying land in Belize, until I was robbed at Mom’s Triangle.

         For the first time in almost a week the weather has acted in my favor: the rains made the track to Chaa Creek impassable, and Mick had to use the Macal River, which runs down from the Maya Mountains, past Chaa Creek, and unites with the Mopan (or Belize) a few miles below San Ignacio—a delightful trip. We came up in his dory, a dugout canoe some twenty-five feet long and three feet in beam, carved from a guanacaste trunk.

         The dining room is fitted with a bar where guests help themselves on the “honor system.” Drips are falling from the thatch onto giant heart-shaped leaves of elephant taro that grow around the building (The Maya call this plant macal—the name given to the river.) It’s dark now; oil lamps cast a warm light that polishes the mahogany furniture and loses itself in the great cone of thatch. There are so few insects in Cayo District that the windows have no glass or screens. I can hear cows chewing nearby, a sound of old men trying out new false teeth. Mick loves cows (something to do with his fascination for the Maasai) and they wander around the place like aged relatives.

         Mick and Lucy seem to enjoy the company of guests. They even eat dinner with them. Not that there are many—just myself and George, a commercial fisherman from Alaska.24

         “How can a fisherman afford to travel all winter?” Mick asks.

         “Crabs. Good money in crabs. Cost me forty thousand for my king crab license, but you make that back easy in a good year.”

         The conversation turns to Guatemala, that magnetic yet sinister republic only a few miles from here. Lucy sometimes runs trips across the border to the ruins of Tikal.

         “I must say I preferred my encounter with the guerrillas to the ones I’ve had with the army. The army are all fifteen- and sixteen-year-old kids. They’re nervous, they won’t look you in the eye. But these guerrillas were in their twenties and thirties, more my own age. I had two tourists in the back that time and we had had a hard day. I was driving the old Ford truck. The power steering hose had snapped, we’d had two flat tires, and the jack had broken. Then up ahead we saw these military-looking types and about half a dozen vehicles pulled over at the side of the road.” Lucy stops to light a cigarette, and blows a dramatic puff of smoke at the roof.

         “It was the guerrillas! They were very polite—apologized for stopping me, explained that they had a revolution to run and they needed our car batteries for their radios. I said, ‘Oh, señor, please don’t take my battery because I’ve had a very bad day.’ And he was so nice: ‘Of course we won’t take your battery, señora.’ But they took all the others.”

         On the wall is a large scale topographical map of Cayo District, and I see that the farm called Negroman—believed to be the site of ancient Tipú—is only a few miles upriver. It’s easy to talk George into a boat trip tomorrow.
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         Mick lends us a twenty-foot cedar dugout built by a local man and exhibited at the New Orleans world’s fair as an example of Belizean craftsmanship. For motive power we have two kayak paddles, 25incongruous with the heavy craft but they work well enough once we learn to keep our weight toward the stern. George is a quiet companion, but it’s the silence of contemplation and I try not to disturb him.

         The sky is clear and the river still, a pathway of green and black glass between high walls of tangled jungle. A “Jesus Christ” lizard (so named for its miraculous ability to scamper across the water’s surface) leaves a score on the glass that slowly softens and is absorbed, as if by the passage of an age. There’s a scent of hidden flowers, and the sad essence of decay. Blue herons and kingfishers perch on snags, studying the ale-colored shallows. For a while we don’t notice the heavy shapes basking high in the overhanging trees; then one moves, hissing and shaking leathery jowls: an iguana, six or seven feet in length, with a spiky ridge along its back and a ringed black and yellow tail.

         After an hour we reach a spot called Big Eddy, where the river turns sharply to the right. Limestone cliffs dotted with bromeliads and hung with frayed pelmets of roots and lianas rise a hundred feet above a dark pool turning slowly like a galaxy. On the inside of the bend there’s a bank of yellow sand steaming in the sun. An old black man in a dugout is setting out nets below the cliff. Only his white hair stands out from the olive shade and somber water.

         “Mawnin’,” he calls out, “I Mr. Thomas. I build dat boat you in. Where you fellas goin’?”

         “Up to the Maya ruins at Tipú.”

         “I got some Maya blood in me. An’ I tell you fellas, watch out de Xtabay doan get you. You see any pretty gial in de forest, you tarn de other way.”

         “The Xtabay?”

         “Yes, sir, de Xtabay. She wait by de taall trees for you at midnight. Sometimes daytime, too. A man comin’ hoom see she, follow she through de bush, follow an’ follow, an’ den soddenly he realize where he be—lost in de middle of nowhere, maan! She ‘chant you, see.” He chuckled mysteriously.

         “I know of one time, back jos after Horricane Hattie. Friends of mine workin’ wit’ de timber company, cottin’ de fallen mahogany. Well, it was evenin’ an’ de boys was comin’ hoom on de big timber trock with iron wheels. An’ dis one fella he say, ‘Stop de trock!’ An’ he 26go into de bush. An’ de other fellas waitin’, an’ waitin’, an’ waitin’, an’ he no com back. Dey tink he gone for one piss, you see. Well, it dark now an’ dey go hoom. Tree days dey sarch for he, sarchin’ everywhere. Den one week after he disappear dey fine dat man on a little island in de middle of a lagoon in de forest, ten mile from where he walk away! An’ he doan remember noting at aall! Well, some say dat was de Xtabay, or maybe el Dueño del Monte—de Lord of de Forest!”

         Mr. Thomas bends to his net. “I seventy-eight years old. You fellas doan let an ol’ maan fright you!”

         
             

         

         Noon. After half a dozen rapids we come to the ford at Negroman. Cumulus clouds have been thickening all morning, gradually silting up the overhead river of the sky; now they begin to empty themselves. We run the canoe under some overhanging willows, but it’s no use: in five minutes we’re as wet as if we had fallen in the water. Soon the rain stops; the sun reappears, and in the stillness that follows the downpour there comes a chorus of joyful birds and the heavy smack of drips on leaves.

         We’ve arrived at Tipú by the same route as the Franciscan friars who came here in 1618 after visiting their mission at Lamanai:

         
            From Lucú one goes up the river twelve leagues against the current in order to reach Tipú. The violence of the water is so great that paddles are not enough … and many times the Indians threw themselves into the water to pull [the canoes] by hand.…

            In three days God was served and they overcame the difficulties of the ascent and [the friars] arrived … to stay for whatever time might be necessary to renew the conversion of the infidels.1

         

         We scramble up a clay track to a broad meadow, maybe thirty acres in extent, peopled by the placid figures of zebu cattle with enormous humps, dewlaps, and floppy ears. They turn from cud chewing to give us a vacant yet knowing stare, as if in a state of bovine enlightenment.

         On a small mound (most likely an ancient house or shrine platform) at the far side of the meadow there’s a shack with a man and a woman sitting outside.27

         The man gets up and comes to meet us. He wears rubber boots, jeans, and his white shirt open to the waist exposes a hairless copper chest and curving belly—the figure of a portly Maya lord. His name is Candelario Uck. He’s suspicious at first but brightens when I mention Elizabeth Graham, one of the archaeologists who dug here recently. He shows us the diggings, now covered in scrub. At the edge of the cow pasture are foundations of a rectangular building with beveled corners.

         “They say this was a church,” Uck says rather doubtfully in Spanish. Only a few stones protrude from heavy sod. Not far from it we come to an earlier and more massive building, overgrown with wild sunflower and morning glory. It seems to be a platform about fifteen feet high and thirty or forty feet square. Excavation revealed that this was a late Postclassic (probably fifteenth-century) temple, one of several buildings arranged around a small plaza. Most interesting was the discovery of Maya incense burners in association with shards of Spanish pottery. These and similar finds suggest that “infidel” Maya were still worshiping here within earshot of Christian rituals in the church.

         Tipú, the most powerful town in seventeenth-century Belize, was a buffer state between the Spaniards in Yucatán to the north and the heathen Itzá Maya of the central Petén, who were not conquered until 1697. For years the Tipuans vacillated between autonomy and Spanish domination, Christianity and the ancient Mesoamerican gods. A brutal wave of Spanish conquest had swept through Chetumal and Belize in 1544 under the notorious Pacheco family, whose excesses prompted one friar to write to the Crown:

         
            This captain [Alonso Pacheco], with his own hands … killed many [Indians] with the garrote … and, after he had killed them, he said, “Oh how well I finished them off.” … He cut the breasts off many women, and hands, noses, and ears off the men, and he tied squashes to the feet of women and threw them in the lakes to drown merely to amuse himself.2

         

         Despite, or perhaps because of this, the Tipú and New River area became so unruly that in 1567 the Spanish had to mount a second 28invasion. They destroyed “idols,” burned hieroglyphic books, and seized large numbers of Indians whom they forced to live near the garrison of Bacalar, not far from modern Chetumal. It was probably at this time that the Tipú and Lamanai churches were built.3 Spanish control again slowly faded until 1608, when a reducción of Indians was undertaken at Tipú. These “reductions” were the sixteenth-century forerunners of the Boer War concentration camps, the strategic hamlets of Vietnam and Rhodesia, and the “model villages” in Guatemala today. Indians were rounded up from their scattered farmsteads and forced to concentrate in a town where they could be closely supervised by Spanish civil, religious, and military authorities.

         But in the late 1630s the lords of Tipú organized the great revolt that drove Spanish rule from Belize until the end of the seventeenth century, when the Tipuans were forcibly resettled with defeated Itzá in the central Petén.

         
             

         

         2:00 p.m. Back on the river. Just as I was thanking Candelario Uck for his trouble, I noticed a tall tree framed between two limestone hills to the south. It had a gray trunk, free from any limbs and swelling with the subtle entasis of a Greek column. This graceful shaft supported a perfectly hemispherical crown of foliage. It was a silk-cotton, sacred world-tree of the Maya.

         “What do you call that?” I asked.

         “Ceiba,” said Candelario Uck.

         “In Maya it’s yaxche, isn’t it?”

         His reply was instantaneous, as if I had asked him a word in Japanese instead of a language widely spoken by his parents’ generation.

         “No sé, señor. Yo no sé maya.” (“I don’t know. I don’t know Maya.”)

         
             

         

         Drifting down a river is the most silent form of travel, the stillness broken only by birdcalls and the crescendo of approaching rapids. Usually we hear rough water before seeing it, and its urgent rippling is the signal to sit up and ready the paddles for a few brisk strokes. Then the silence returns, and we drift past iguanas and water birds without alarming them.29

         Sun and rain compete all afternoon, but it is never cold. At Big Eddy we beach the canoe on the sandbank and stretch out in the sun. Mr. Thomas and his nets are gone. A shower has just ended: sky, rocks, and trees paint themselves on the river as it calms—a pointillist vision slowly hardening into realism, until two perfect worlds are hinged where the water meets the cliff.
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         In my case, a day to take it easy and nurse sore limbs. Paddling, like skiing, makes one aware of muscles whose existence one had never suspected.

         The road has dried out enough for Lucy to drive to town; I catch a lift and phone my wife from the San Ignacio hotel. A nice clear line to Toronto. She’s anxious about my going on to Guatemala the day after tomorrow. I tell her not to worry: neither Left nor Right wants to kill gringos because it’s bad publicity. But privately I wonder if I shouldn’t follow the Creole proverb: “Coward man keep sound bone.”
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         This morning I walked the three miles from Chaa Creek to the main road. From there you can see the pyramid at the ruins of Xunantunich, which lie just inside Belize opposite the modern Maya village of Succotz. I was prepared to walk the whole way but when one of the collective taxis that ply between San Ignacio and the border appeared, I flagged it down. The front was fully occupied by the mestizo driver and two Guatemalans. I got in the back beside a Creole wearing a dark suit with an open-necked red shirt flaring over his lapels.

         “You goin’ to Guatemala?” he asked.

         “Just to Xunantunich today. Guatemala tomorrow. How about you?”

         “I go over dere two, tree times a week—on business.”30

         “What sort of business?”

         “Oh. I do a little imparting and exparting, you know.”

         “What in?”

         “Tings, you know.”

         “What kind of things?”

         “Tings, maan.”

         He changed the subject: “You know de bes’ solution to dis part of de world? Partition!”

         I thought he must be talking about Guatemala’s claim to Belize, but he had a larger view:
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