Sunday, November 21
First Day Together  

Submitted by Steve Smith

We awoke to smells of breakfast served in our hotel courtyard (Hotel la Posadita) that would greet us the next 4 mornings. In this relaxed scene we would meet our fellow travelers for the first time. We also met Wendy, a quiet GV staff member lurking in the corner who was there to make sure we were all taken care of. After an introductory meeting, our soft speaking guide, Fausto Sicam, took us on a walking tour of Antigua. After an orientation from the top of our hotel where we learned of Antigua’s reign as Guatemala’s capital and sudden ending (thanks to an earthquake in 1773), we wandered through Antigua’s cobbled lanes. Because it was Sunday, we could not enter the big, yellow Church of La Merced, but this would become our chief landmark for finding our way back to our hotel. We continued past a second landmark, the Arco de Santa Catalina (yellow arch) then through the “high rent district” of Antigua marked by a grassy parkway and spacious homes, some owned by Americans. We eventually entered the monastery of Las Capuchinas, one time haunt of nuns from Madrid which was destroyed by the earthquake in 1773. Fausto explained the many parts of the elaborate monastery and sang to us in the basement (had we only be able hear him so well at other times!) Our walk ended on the main square ( Parque Central) after visiting a jade factory. 
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We hustled back to the hotel and transferred to our cool bus, met Hector and drove about 20 minutes to the boot town of Pastores (all those leather boot shops had Amy salivating). There we  transferred to 5 pick-up trucks that would take us on a bump-filled ride to Segundo Cruz and the 3 room school built by GV students and local citizens. Kids seemed to ooze out of the bushes and trees as we walked down the dirt path to the school site. I was amazed at how little development I saw from the road—homes were well hidden in the trees. After a brief explanation of the school by Aurelio, we  wandered into the “village” and enjoyed a fine lunch with an extended family—10 kids, grandma, grandpa, mom and dad
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The kitchen was as basic as the living areas yet everyone remarked on how happy everyone seemed. The Senor of the household gave us a good explanation of the importance of the school to his village (ably translated by Ann B and Aurelio).  Ruben and Maria mixed it up with the children while we asked our question— language barrier—what’s that?  As we left, more kids joined us wishing us a safe journey. It was an insightful afternoon as we entered an area invisible from the paved roads and got a glimpse of daily life led by many of Guatemala’s people. Those of us with Guatemalan children were left pondering the lives our children would have had..
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Our evening ended with dinner at the home of Rosalie—who has housed many GV students over the years. Some walked and some rode in a minivan to the other side of Antigua where a lovely evening awaited. Thanks to the only rain we saw in Antigua (all of 10 minutes), we were forced to dine upstairs. Steve was skeptical that we’d fit, but we did (Aurelio was right again). Cesar, Diego, Oscar and Wendy joined us as did Philipo, Rosalie’s son. We learned that Guatemalan’s drink coffee with dinner and usually don’t have dessert. 
Monday, November 22:  Coffee Day (Ann Laurence and Sandy)
Lucky for us, the day was bright and clear. Lucky for Ruben, his favorite volcano was sending out plumes of ash and smoke! Oscar joined us at the hotel for breakfast, and then we all piled into the van and headed to San Miguel de Escobar. On the way there, we passed by the neighborhood where Amy remembered that her daughter’s foster care parents lived. Once in San Miguel, our first stop was at the new offices of Global Visionaries.  The offices are very impressive, with lots of space, separate office areas, and a great garden area along the side. Certainly a big improvement over the cramped and noisy place that they used in Antigua in the past. We brought along the toys that Billy Lopez had requested for the children’s Christmas party and we filled up a box with colorful items. GV will pass these little presents out to children in one of the small villages. GV also was busy putting together school packets for the young children in several of the rural areas. Aurelio introduced us to Billy, Wendy and Cesar who are on the staff at GV, and we also met Sylvia and Carla, two new interns.  The group then went up to the main square where Omar lead us in some ice-breaker games. Maria was the champion at remembering everyone’s names! Aurelio spoke to us about some of the history of the area, which goes back many centuries and involves recent volcanic activities as well as floods that have come through the town. He remembers digging down beneath the town center when he was a young man and finding bones and pottery shards.  Aurelio then took us up to the home of Don Miguel Jesus and we met other farmers, and got ready to head up the mountain side to the coffee fields. Some of us piled into pick-up trucks, others chose to walk. 
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It was a steep climb, and hot in the sunshine. We all had a much greater appreciation of the people who have to hike up the hillside everyday to work in their fields!  Our first efforts involved clearing weeds from around the coffee bushes, which were about 5 ft. high in this particular area. We worked most of the morning hoeing along in this one field. Maria was proud of one of the weeds that she dug out whose root was almost as tall as she is.  We had a break during the morning for a snack (long crunchy hoagie roll with black beans and also mandarin oranges).  Some of us thought that this was lunch, but it was only a mid-morning snack. We drank lots of water and applied more sunscreen to our pale skin.  We returned to the coffee fields to hoe a little more, then began to pick the red coffee ‘cherries’.  Each of us had a basket that we tied around our waists. We went from bush to bush, picking a cherry at a time. There had been some cold weather, so some of the berries had black spots due to frost. We were told that it takes 5 pounds of these cherries to make one cup of coffee. OMG! The coffee plants are 3 years old when they begin to produce, then are active for up to 50 years. We agreed that picking the coffee beans was easier than the hoeing, but still, for urban dwellers, both are challenging.  Around noon we were invited to share a wonderful hot lunch that Rosalinda brought up for us – she is the wife of Miguel Jesus. We had chicken Pipein with rice, a Guatemalan national dish. As always, it was really excellent. We sat in the shade, enjoying the meal and also enjoying the beautiful view overlooking the valley and the skyline of Antigua. 
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We did more coffee picking after lunch, and again Ruben and Maria set a high standard for productivity!  Some of us helped by picking.  Others helped with sorting the cherries and throwing out the ones that had been too badly damaged by the frost.  Around 3:30 we returned to the town of San Miguel and were given a short course in coffee production at the center of Café Esperanza. Carmen explained that after the picking and sorting, the beans needed to be washed in a big tub.  The beans that floated were not good, and were discarded. After this washing process, the beans were put through a machine that took off the outer layer (de-pulping). Then, they sat in water overnight to ferment slightly. 
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The next step was for the beans to be put out on a cement surface to dry thoroughly – usually for about 10 days. Beans are raked several times a day during this drying process to keep them from forming any mold. When they are dry, the Guatemalan’s refer to them as ‘gold’ beans and they are ready to be roasted. Sometimes, the beans are roasted in Guatemala, or more often, sent overseas to be roasted by the coffee firm who will then sell them. Starbucks does all their own roasting. This is also true of the beans that Aurelio sells to Seattle Coffee Works. The coffee that Café Esperanza sells is roasted there in Guatemala.  Rosalinda and Carmen demonstrated how they roasted their coffee beans (over their woodburning stove). They like the beans darker and roast it to a first pop, then a little longer until it pops again.  Then, they ground the coffee (using a machine like a bicycle).  We all got a chance to put some effort into this process.  The coffee that Rosalinda brewed was some of the best I’ve ever had!  
It was served in traditional brown pottery cups, sweetened a little with sugar, and then drunk along with crisp sugar cookies. Such a treat.   Aurelio’s wife Lorena came by to say hello and we met his three sons.  Then, we walked back to the GV office with all the hoes and tools, and then headed back to Antigua for the evening.  Most of us went on over to the Sky Café to watch the full moon come up over the eastern mountains. Billy, Cesar, Diego and Oscar joined us and we had an evening of laughter and fun, and some of the best nachos ever! Ruben was busy inviting favored people to his birthday party – lucky for his buddy Steve who now has a secure place at that birthday table! This was an amazing day and both Sandy and Ann wonder how the trip can possibly get any better than this!

Tuesday November 23, 2010 (Jerry and Marguerite Lewis)
The highlights of the day were a visit to Safe Passage, the Guatemala Dump and participation in a reforestation project.  

We awoke to another beautiful day, enjoyed the breakfasts at our hotel and left for Guatemala City at 9:00 AM. Before we left Antigua we picked up our guides for Safe Passage: Jess (Jessica) Britt and Madeline Nordholm.  Jess has been a volunteer with Safe Passage for the past 4-5 months and Madeline since August 2009.  Both were articulate, enthusiastic about the mission of Safe Passage and were excellent ambassadors for their organization.  Jess had known the founder of Safe Passage (Hanley Dennis) and chose to become a volunteer, how Madeline came to Guatemala we did not explore.
We then entered Guatemala City (population 3 million), we came in on Roosevelt Highway named after Theodore Roosevelt who apparently visited Guatemala while President of the US.  The highway was beautifully kept up with small parks and picnic grounds on both sides of the multilane road. Our first stop was the cemetery, a final resting spot if you can pay the annual fee and if not the remains are moved to the edge of the cemetery to a common grave.  There were many small mausoleums and a number of above ground small chambers which go for less money.  Nevertheless the burial sites were clean and many had flower arrangements adorning them.  Also vultures were circling the facility for at the end of the cemetery is the city dump, founded 60 years ago in a natural canyon which looked like it would serve the city for many more centuries. Our vantage point from the end of the cemetery was ideal.  We looked down on the current site where garbage/trash was being dumped in the open from long dump trucks.  At the beginning of our visit there were around 12-15 trucks in a line.  As a truck entered the dump (the entrance was about a mile from where we stood), trucks from affluent neighborhoods were quickly surrounded by workers who “claimed” dibs by putting their hand on the side of the truck and following it to the dumping site.  This action seemed to seal the deal as we saw no rough housing for access to a dumping site.  The workers looked for anything they could eat, use, sell or recycle such as glass, cans, old tires etc. Actually the workers were serving a purpose for society, however in doing so they were exposed to a variety of toxins including methane from decomposing vegetable matter and food.  Of course the vultures participated in the search of the disgorged trucks offerings. Trucks were allowed to enter the dump up to three times a day.  Eighty percent of the workers were female, all had to be at least 14 years of age and were supposed to be licensed, which requires a small payment and proof of citizenship including a birth certificate (some 1,900 licenses had been given out this year although it is said that many more actually worked there illegally).  We were told that 40-50% of the workers were illegal. This obviously interferes with a child’s education, thus the volunteer organizations around the dump which facilitate education for children such as Safe Passage, Mi Refugio etc. are a great service for children in the slums around the city dump. 
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Essentially Adjacent to the dump are the main buildings of Safe Passage.  The story of its founding is touching. In 1997 Ms. Hanley Denning, a teacher from North Carolina, visited Guatemala, volunteering to help children and adults around the city in an effort to improve her Spanish.  Two years later as she was preparing to return to the US a friend enticed her to join her in a tour of the slums around the dump.  Although Henley had devoted her life to helping at-risk children, she had never seen such poverty.  She sold her car, computer, other personal possessions and used her savings to open Safe Passage inviting 40 children in need to enter, paying for their education in local schools covering the costs of uniforms, books, supplies, transportation and providing them with some nourishing food.  Shortly 70 joined on a part time basis after they were finished working in the dump.  

Henley was killed in 2007 in a car crash in Guatemala, but her mission continues and at present serves some 550 children and  in addition has an adult literacy program helping adults to read and write and start small business’s on their own.  
We visited the school, had lunch with the children and also visited the adult literacy unit (Casa Hogar – roughly translated as Homestead).  In addition to helping illiterate adults achieve some level of literacy they also have set up a business fashioning jewelry from material gleaned from the dump and donated by the various embassies and donations from abroad.  Currently the operation makes about $500/week from sales and has allowed some of the women to have their own bank accounts and to strike out on their own in the business world.  
[image: image12.jpg]=





The next stop was in the country side where Global Vision is involved in a reforestation project.  The road was again rough and quite steep.  The holes had been dug so all that needed to be done was to put the Cyprus trees (different from US Cyprus trees) in the hole, scoop in the dirt and then pack it down.  We do not know how many trees were planted on these very steep slopes but the Sandy, Maria and Julia team planted 11 trees.  Sandy dropped the tree in, Julia replaced the dirt and Maria did the “Guatemalan tree planting dance” dancing on the dirt to pack it down.  
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We then headed back to our hotel where some of us went to a lecture by Elizabeth Bell, a preservation historian from the US who has been living in Antigua for many years and has been actively involved in resurrecting Antigua.  Others went to our sister hotel for a Mayan pageant.  
Wednesday, November 24- Antigua to lake Atitlan (Marty and Linda)

Our day started with our usual excellent breakfast provided at the hotel Posadito in Antigua.  After breakfast we met up in the court yard for an overview of the day and to meet our police escorts for the day.  We had three escorts that followed our bus from Antigua to Penajachal in a pickup.

Today’s adventure included an overnight stay on Lake Atitlan at the Hotel Lomas de Tzununa so we all packed an overnight bag for the trip.  The hotel in Antigua was nice enough to store our luggage for us over night so we could all pack a smaller bag for our overnight trip.


Transportation for the day included our tour bus, boat and our feet.  We had a 3 1/2 hour bus ride from Antigua to Panajachel followed by a 30 minute boat ride to Santiago Atitlan for a tour of the village and some Mayan history then a short boat ride to our hotel for the evening. 


Steve shared some great Guatemalan history with us on the bus trip.  Most of the information centered on the civil war that took place from the 1960s until late 1990s.  Today, Lake Atitlan is one of the centers of Mayan culture in Guatemala.  The history of the country and the Mayan civilization are very tightly related.


Guatemala used to be all of Central America.  Later, the area was split into other countries based on tribes indigenous to the areas.  In 1510 Antigua became the capital of Guatemala.  The capital moved to Guatemala City in 1776 due to a giant earthquake.  Similarly, the capital moved from San Miguel Escobar in the early 1500s due to another natural disaster – an enormous mud slide from the Volcano Agua.



We arrived in Panajachel a bit early for lunch and decided to take the boat ride over to Santiago de Atitlan and have lunch before embarking on our tour.  The boat ride across the lake was great.  We had excellent views of the volcanoes surrounding Lake Atitlan and the port side of the boat took the opportunity to have an impromptu water fight between Maria, Ruben and Linda.  I was glad to be sitting on the other side of the boat!

When we landed at Santiago de Atitlan Aurelio pointed out how the level of the lake has risen.  A park that he had been able to walk around in five months earlier was all under water.  From the dock we walked up hill through a market to the top of the city and had some lunch at the Restaurante el Pescador.  We sat on the veranda and enjoyed some fresh black bass that was caught in Lake Atitlan.

After lunch our guide Deloris took as around the city and shared some of the history of the local Mayan culture.  One of the most interesting stories involved how the Catholic Church worked to combine Mayan religious beliefs with Christianity in an attempt to convert the Mayans to Catholicism.  The Catholic Church was built on top of an original Mayan Temple.  The only thing that was saved were the 19 steps leading up to the entrance of the church (Temple).  The 19 steps represent the months of the Mayan calendar.

Stanley Rother from OK was here as a priest for 12 years.  He learned the local language and the culture to help the locals.  He helped to build clinics, a hospital and a school.  He was killed by the Mayan army because he tried to protect the teen age boys from being taken away to serve in the army.

Since he loved the Mayan people His heart is buried in the church.  The rest of his body was returned to OK and buried there.

Our last stop was the shrine for Maximo.  He is hosted by a family for one year.  He is a Mayan god and believed to be the grand father of Jesus.  

People come to the shrine for cures when they are ill.  They will leave offerings and sometimes light a cigarette for Maximo who usually has a cigar in his mouth.  Other offerings are silk scarves and neck ties.  Also insense is burned.  Steve was very curious about what he would need to do in order to host Maximo.

Back to the boat for a 20 minute ride to a dock to drop off luggage and then a short ride to the hotel dock
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There were 350 steps to climb up to the hotel.  We came to our room after 288 steps.  The view was amazing and it was nice to sit and relax for a few minutes before heading up the remaining steps to the pool. 


Ruben and Maria really enjoyed the pool even though the water was VERY cold.  Maria bet Anna and Julia that if she swam two laps they would have to do the same.  There was much coaxing and convincing in an attempt to keep Maria from going in the pool, but she did.  Anna and Julia were good sports and did swim a couple of laps in the pool. 

After a shower to warm up we met on the deck of the restaurant and had a drink and shared reflections about the trip and what we have learned and feelings.  It was a good time that deepened the bond that I think we have all felt from the beginning of our group getting together.

Dinner was good, shared around a big table and then Ruben and Maria played a game if checkers in the biggest chess board in Atitlan.  I had to Check the rules for how to play on the Internet.  The game ended in a draw and we went to bed after another action filled day!

Thursday, November 25  (Amy and Gene)
Happy Thanksgiving!
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We all leisurely arrived at breakfast in the main restaurant.  The sun was shining brightly over the lake, so it was a picture-perfect postcard setting.  Post breakfast, at around 9:15am, we took the water taxi to back to Panajachel.   We said our good-byes to hotel owners and all started planning our return vacations to this amazing oasis. To get to our water taxi, we had to walk back down the 350 stairs. Let’s just say going down was a lot easier than walking up!  We all remarked again about the incredible homes along the lake. 

We boarded our bus en route to Chichicastenango.  “Tenango” is comparable to “ville” in states; “the place of.”  Along the way, Aurilio and Steve informed and educated us on Guatemala’s Civil War. Aurilio told of his personal experiences with the army and the gorillas in and around his home, San Miguel Escobar. He could see both the gorillas and the army from his home.  He was afraid.  Felt like he was living in a movie.   The gorillas wanted food; the army wanted the gorillas.   Aurelio could not afford to take the two buses to get home from school.  So he would walk part of the way and take the bus the other part.  One Friday after school, the Army took him to their base.  They tried to convince him to join.   He was held at the base until Sunday morning when his parents got him out with a letter to the General from his school.  He had to make a decision between school and Army.  Aurelio chose school.  When releasing him, they made him hop from the base all the way to bus stop to try and humiliate him.  He was almost 18 years old at the time.  (Hope I have my details correct on this!)  

Aurilio feels in a way that the war is still on.  He trusts the police about 50% of the time.  However, he feels that kids are now safe to walk the streets and not fear being kidnapped or killed.  For years, Guatemalans could not talk about past; they would be killed.   Now they can talk more freely.  

Marguerite showed us how to play the Tic-Tac game.  She is the world champion.  However, she let me win the first game.  Thanks Marguerite!   

When we arrived in Chichicastenango, we did a quick orientation tour of the town with Aurilio and visited the church Santo Tomas.  This 440-year old church was adjacent to the market.  It was build atop a Mayan temple.  The church is currently used for both Catholic and Mayan ceremonies.  Each of the 18 stairs that lead up to the church stands for one month of the Mayan calendar.  
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The Chichicastenango market pre-dates the Spanish.   We all took our Q’s and Christmas wish lists and hit the market.  Most everyone bought something.  In addition to stall after stall of handicrafts, food, flowers, pottery, etc. there were dozens of women and children trying to sell their goods.  How do you say “no” to a four year old little girl wanting to sell you a necklace that she or her mother or her sister made?  Unfortunately we can’t say yes to all of them, but a few did tug at my heartstring!   After shopping, we all met at the Hotel Santo Tomas.  Some ate the buffet lunch.  Others enjoyed the sights of the hotel; parrots, marimba performance, tourists.   Outside the front entrance of the hotel, women and children were waiting to sell us and anyone more of their goods.  By this time, we all were ready to head back to Antiqua, so we jumped in our awaiting bus and hit the road.  For me, I saw my daughter and my babysitter in the faces of all the women and children.  What would their lives be like if they lived here instead of in Chicago?  What a dramatic contrast!

Our ride back to Antigua was without incident and offered a bit of quite time for us.  The little kids slept; some big kids did as well!  We drove past passed area of Izimche Ruins.  These ruins are not as famous as Tikal, but they are the ruins where the GV kids visit because they are closer and easier to get to than Tikal. We did not stop.  

Just before we arrived in Antigua, we drove back through the town of Chimaltenango.  It is a big town but not a tourist town.  You could tell it was a “lived in” town.  The stores were for appliances, auto repair, grocery stores, etc.; not souvenir shops.  

The public “chicken” buses in Guatemala are colorful and personalized with messages and artwork.  We learned that the buses are privately owned and usually named after owners wife, daughter etc.  All of the buses are retired school buses from states.  Some still are yellow and have the original inside and outside signage on them.  

When we arrived back at Hotel Posadita around 5:00 pm, the staff had cold Gallo cervesas (beers) and hot coffee waiting for us.  What a nice surprise!  Most of us chose a cervesa!   We all did a quick shower and changed and were back in the lobby for Happy Hour and “show-and-tell” (Maria’s idea!) of all the items we bought at the market today. 

People’s personalities came through in their market purchases. Some of the items were…
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Maria - bookmarks and bracelets for friends
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Marguerite – nativity set

Amy – purses and scarves and Christmas gifts for family and friends
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Sandy bought a Guatemala book and asked everyone to sign it.
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Julia  - hackey sac and bracelets                                        Marty and Linda hit the Jackpot!
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Rum from Jerry was huge success….especially with our GV friends!

I marvel on the friendships formed (and renewed!) in less than a week, especially between Maria and Ruben.   

[image: image23.jpg]



From Happy Hour, we all walked to Don Martin Restaurant for our Thanksgiving dinner.  Our GV friends joined us.  The menu options included a traditional “American” turkey dinner!  Homemade pumpkin just like my Grandma’s!   The restaurant truly went to great lengths make us all feel welcomed and special.  
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Everyone stood up and said what they were thankful for. The common words of thanks were for family, friends and for Guatemala.  Rubin’s was so pure and heartfelt.  I want to start a tradition with my own family where we individually state what is in our heart and for what we are thankful.   

After dinner a few of us planned to go salsa dancing.  After the first failed attempt at a club, the idea fizzled and off to beddy-bye we went. 

Friday November 26 

 Free morning in Antigua, then Weaving Cooperative with a grand Finale flight to Tikal
Karen Lewis

We awoke to more sunshine and a free morning in Antigua to spend as we pleased. Some showed great energy and went on an early morning tour of Antigua’s hospital where Julia had worked during her previous GV visit.  It is a long term care facility for various age groups.  We saw a patient who immediately recognized Julia from four years ago – he was very excited to see her!  It was quite amazing and emotional 
Others took advantage of the chance to sleep in a bit. We all did some last minute looking around and shopping before meeting at the hotel at 11:00. Before leaving we thanked our delightful hotel staff (Hugo, Benjamin, Marcela are names I can recall). We took pictures, shook hands and regretfully said our goodbyes to these gentle folks who took such good care of us. 
After some time spent loading bags up top, we loaded ourselves on the bus and were joined by Gregoria, a member of the women’s cooperative who would tell us her story and explain how her association with the cooperative (Afedes) had helped her establish her independence and sustain a “normal life”. At 21 years old she was committed by her parents to marry an older man whom she had no interest in marrying. She preferred the nunnery but was forced to marry. She left her husband who had become an alcoholic was no help raising their child (who is now 10 years old). Her parents were displeased and basically disowned her, so she was forced to go it alone. Her ability to band together with other women in similar circumstances and sell her weaving and work for better treatment by others was her salvation. 
We drove to the impossible to pronounce village of Santo Domingo Xanicoj and had banana bread and juice on the bus before visiting the home of Clara Luce. She demonstrated her weaving technique and explained that the garment she was working on would take a month of full time work which she would sell for a net profit of about $150. This translates into about $1/hour for her labor. 
We drove across the village and entered a relatively modern home where we would meet  other members of the cooperative (Rosalie, Maria-Isabella and Alicia).  These women made our lunch that day. The lunch was very tasty (just ask Julia!) and there was enough to feed the whole town. We feasted on estofaido (Aurelio’s favorite), tomalitos (tamales with no beans) and taillullo (tamales with beans). We split up to eat in various corners of the house. Our lack of Spanish was a bit frustrating as our desire to communicate was great and this was a terrific opportunity. We were able to learn from the woman next to us (Alicia) that her husband had left to cross into the US several years ago and she had no news from him in a long time. She had sent him her life savings. Steve learned in subsequent conversations (back in the US) with aid workers that the most perilous part of the trip to the US was making it through Mexico—thanks to people profiting from illegal immigration and drug dealings. Another tragic story from this beautiful country. 
After lunch we climbed stairs to do some shopping and learn more about the cooperative. We learned that there are only 12 members today when just recently there were as many as 50. We’re not clear exactly what the reason for the drop in membership was, and many would have liked to understand better. In any case we all left with feelings of respect for these women who have accomplished so much and yet have so far to go.
We left Santo Domingo Xanicoj with a few stowaways whom we would drop at bus stops on our way into Guatemala City. As we approached the airport it began to rain lightly. Our conscientious driver, Hector, stopped at a gas station to find a tarp to cover the bags atop our bus. After a short delay we soon found ourselves inside our “private terminal” where we climbed into our chartered small plane (leaving Aurelio behind), headed north just as the sun began to set and dropped down one hour later into the lakeside town of Flores.  The curtains to the cockpit were open so we watched over the pilots’ shoulders as we came in for the landing – spectacular!  
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Once in Flores we claimed our bags and met our new bus and driver (Octavio) and guide (Pablo). It was warm and humid—ahhhh. We made a quick pit stop at a convenience store and were quickly back on the road (thank you Sandy for the road beer!). Pablo gave us a good introduction to the Mayan civilization and the importance of the ruins of Tikal as we drove the 70 minutes into the jungle and our hotel. 
The hotel felt very African with about 15 hut like rooms most of which surrounded a pool. We checked into our rooms and went to right to dinner. Dinner was fun with anticipation of the next day palpable. Our guide Pablo joined us. We all had expectations for an early wake up so we headed to bed immediately after. They weren’t kidding about no electricity after 10 pm. Yikes it was dark. And who turned up the volume outside my window?
Saturday, November 27, Tikal (Steve Smith)
Awoke in the dark to sounds of howler monkeys who made a pretty amazing noise that I never would have identified as from a monkey. Sounded more like a lion to me. Sounded like something Maria wanted no part of so she decided to skip the sunrise walk. 10 of us joined Pablo and walked into the jungle with headlamps and courage. Ruben’s headlamp was the coolest—a Lego man in whose feet were embedded lights. By the way, we are all impressed with Ruben’s determination to do the walk and see the sunrise. 
After about 45 minutes of walking in the dark over tree roots and along a dirt path we arrived at Temple 4 and walk up about 220 Steps to the level from which we hoped to see the sunrise. There were about 20 other early risers with the same idea but more than enough room for all. We were asked to be quiet so that we could hear the jungle awaken. Instead what we heard sounded like a waterfall moving through the jungle—right toward us. Bam, a rain shower hit us broadside—but we did not leave, even though ALL others did. Only our group had the grit and determination to stick it out. Sandy and Ann popped out some pretty hi-tech rain slickers that Ann L wrestled with proper fitting of (and ended with her head coming out of a sleeve opening). We had a good laugh as we got progressively wetter and wetter.  Ann stayed dry.
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We returned to the hotel and met others for a good breakfast before returning into the jungle for a daylight tour of the ruins.  Pablo led us to the grassy main plaza, a dazzling sight filled with structures from Mayan glory days (temples, pyramids, housing structures and more). He reviewed the kings and queens of the Mayan empires while giving us the history from steps on the main plaza. We had a peek at the Lost World area before making our way back to the hotel for lunch.  Monkeys spied on us from high above while the peacock-like Peken turkeys preened and the furry long-tailed coatimundis wandered around us, all to the delight of Maria and Ruben. 
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After lunch we boarded the bus and returned to the Flores airport where we flew off again in our private small plane, this time by daylight.  We flew back over the uninhabited jungles before swooping down between volcanic mountains, back into the sprawling Guatemala City for our final night.  We arranged a happy hour in the lobby of our hotel, where we were met by the GV gang who would take our Ann’s back to Antigua with them, leaving the rest of us to manage on our own.  
We toasted to our shared experience and to the cohesive group we had become, and said our good byes.  Those of us remaining enjoyed a delicious dinner together in the adjoining hotel before final hugs and promises to stay in touch.  
…an unforgettable journey!
