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Puerto Chiapas is a relatively new port, built in 1975 as a shipping terminal 
for the area's agricultural produce, particularly coffee, and to promote 
tourism. It is located near the border of Guatemala in southeast Mexico. 
Although the state of Chiapas is the poorest in Mexico, Puerto Chiapas has 
one of the highest gross domestic products per capita.   
 

As early as 7000 BC, hunter 
gatherers began to occupy the 
central valley of the state but little is 
known about their lives. Mayan 
civilization began in the pre Classic-
period but did not come into 
prominence until the Classic period 
(300-900). Nearly all Mayan cities 
collapsed around the same time, 
900. From then until 1500, social 
organization of the region 
fragmented into much smaller units 
and social structure became much 
less complex. Crops included corn, 
cotton, cacao and beans.  
 
When the Spanish (Hernán Cortés, 
1522) arrived in the 16th century,  
they introduced new crops such as  
sugar cane, wheat, barley and indigo  
as well as livestock (cattle, horses  
and sheep). German immigrants in  
the 1880s led to the establishment of  
many coffee plantations. Japanese  
and Chinese immigrants arrived at  
the end of that century to work on the  
new railway lines and work in the  
fields and mines. 
 
Chiapas is home to the ancient Mayan ruins of Palenque, Yaxchilán, Bonampak, Chinkultic; and to one of the 
largest indigenous populations in the country with twelve federally recognized ethnicities. Much of the state’s 
history is centered on the subjugation of these peoples with occasional rebellions, the last of which was the 
1994 Zapatista uprising, which succeeded in obtaining new rights for indigenous people but also divided much 
of the indigenous peoples of the state. 
 
We had early an early tour and so had another room service 
breakfast before going ashore.  
 
There is no town at Puerto Chiapas but there is a well-planned 
terminal for cruise passengers. It has a pit in the middle for 
local dancers to demonstrate their dances, music and 
ceremonies; chairs and a wide walkway surrounding the pit; 
and booths around the outside with local and commercial (i.e., 
made in China) crafts. Lighting inside is not conducive to good 
photos, but here’s one that shows the interior.  
 
 



Our tour was the Mayan Tree of Life (in Izapa) and Chocolate Discovery (in Tuxtla Chico). Any concern about 
a repeat of yesterday’s bad experience was put to rest within the first minute of the tour – our guide was 
obviously capable and rose beautifully to the challenge of presenting his material in a way that was interesting 
and engaging. 
 
Michael, whose family immigrated from Germany, was born in this area and grew up with the Mayan ruins in 
his “backyard”. He went to the university in Mexico City where he majored in Mayan (culture based on stars) 
and Aztecan (culture based on wars) studies. Rather than a narrative, I will include bullet points of various 
interesting things we learned: 
 

 Mayan civilization is separated into 3 time periods: 
o Pre-classic (2000-200 BC) 

 cities established 
 sedentary communities 
 introduction of pottery and fired clay 

figurines. 
o Classic (200 BC – 900 AD) 

 population in the millions 
 cities reached their highest state of 

development 
 peak of construction and urbanism, 

recording of monumental inscriptions, 
intellectual and artistic development 

 development of agriculturally 
intensive, city-centered empire 

 developed an elaborate hieroglyphic writing system 
 participated in long distance trade with other Mesoamerican cultures 
 centers of the southern lowlands went into decline during the 8th and 9th centuries and were 

abandoned shortly thereafter. 
o Post-classic (900 – 1200 AD) 

 cities continued developing in the north until the arrival of the Spanish 
 increasing diversity of external influences. 

 

 Maya writing system 
o the only writing system of the Pre-Columbian 

New World which is known to represent the 
spoken language of its community  

o a combination of phonetic symbols and 
logograms (logographic/logosyllabic) 

o > 1000 glyphs 
o writing was done with brushes made with 

animal hair and quills. 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 

 Math 
o used a base 20 (vigesimal) and base 5 numbering system  
o dots and bars 
o the preclassic Maya and neighbors independently developed the 

concept of zero by 36 BC 



 As with all cultures, the Maya had their standards of beauty, which 
included elongated heads (a long sloping forehead). Corn was the staple 
of their diets and they believed that it was from the corn that all humans 
were created, thus a long skull was prized because it resembled an ear of 
corn.  
 

To achieve this look, the Maya bound newborn infant’s 
head between two boards. The infant was tied onto a 
board and another board was attached at an angle. The angle of the boards was 
gradually creating a deeply sloped forehead. It was common for a child to die from this 
process, but as the sloped head was considered extremely attractive, the parents 
ignored the risk and deformation continued. It was an extremely dangerous practice, but 
it had no effect on the intelligence of the child, as the brain has a great deal of plasticity 
in infancy and was able to accommodate itself to the new shape. 

 

 Mayan calendar 
o based on observations of stars, astronomical 

events, terrestrial cycles, seasons (including 
solstices and equinoxes), etc. 

o represents flow of creation, not time 
o begins on a date equivalent to 11 August 3114 BC 
o uses 3 different dating systems in parallel 

 The Long Count, a mixed base-20/base-18 
representation of a number, signifying the 
number of days since the start of the Mayan era 

 The Tzolkin date, a combination of two "week" 
lengths, one of 13 days and one of 20 days 

 The Haab, the civil calendar of the Mayas, 
consisting of 18 "months" of 20 days each, 
followed by 5 extra days, known as Uayeb, 
considered an unlucky time. This gives a year 
length of 365 days 

o the Mayas were aware that a year is slightly longer 
than 365 days 

o 700 year cycles – current cycle ends on December 
21, 2012, the winter solstice, then the calendar 

starts over again 
 

 Kukulkan  
o primary Mayan God 
o omnipresent 
o may have been blue-eyed white man 
o formed from the word kuk (feather) with the adjectival suffix -ul, giving 

kukul (feathered), combined with kan (snake), giving a literal meaning 
of "feathered snake" 

 

 Panther 
o tigre pantera (black panther, not spotted) 

o to be a warrior, must go to forest and bring back a panther – only 1 of 
50 succeed 

o when depicted in drawings/carvings, symbolizes army 
 
 

 
Wow, all that, and we hadn’t even got to the site yet! 
 



Izapa was the most important cultural and commercial center in the late-Mayan period. It was one of the main 

producers of Cacao and today also produces mangos and bananas.  
 
The Mayan ruins at Izapa were discovered in 1945 when the Pan-American Highway was built in the area. This 
highway starts in Alaska and traverses the North and South American continents all the way to Chile (now that 
would be a road trip!). It bisects the archaeological zone – the ruins on the south are the most important and 
that is where we visited. 
 
In the center of the site is the Tree of Life, an 80-year old Ceiba tree (they can live 300 years), which 
represents the symbolism of the Mayan World. This tree, identifiable by its extraordinary height, high crown 
and large, buttressed roots is commonly found in Chiapas and the Mayan jungles. For the Mayans, the tree 
represents a connection between the three realms of the universe: the underworld, earth and the heavens. The 
roots serve as a confessionary – declarations made at the base of the tree rise up through the trunk and out 
the branches to be heard higher up.  
 

 

 

 
Tour guide Michael at the base of 
the Tree of Life. 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Surrounding the Tree of Life are a number of exposed and sheltered stelae, a 
collection of ancient stone carvings dating from roughly 300 - 100 BC (only a 
fraction have been uncovered). These carvings depict the Mayan ideas of the 
creation of the universe and their religious beliefs.  

 
Most are made of limestone. Two are made of 
granite, representing human sacrifice. When entering 
a city, invaders asked for it to be turned over to them. 
If refused, Aztecs would kill everyone in the city; 
Mayans killed only the most important people. They 
used an onyx blade to cut open the chest of the 
sacrificed, who was still alive with hands and feet held 
down. The heart was removed and put in a vessel with 
ashes and fire; it was burned to release its essence.  
   
 
 



Stela 1, closest to the site entrance,  
has 3 figures: Kukulkan’s head, a kneeling torso 
(representing the way the site was entered) and a 
representation of a baby. 
 

 

 
Stela 5 (above and right) depicts the Mayan Tree of 
Life and about a dozen human figures and animals. 
This complex carving has led to many different 
theories about its subject matter. Most theories 
concern the Mayan religious beliefs; however some 
involve speculation about visitors from other 
continents before the arrival of Columbus.  
 

After viewing and learning about the carvings at Izapa, we took a 
short bus ride to Tuxtla Chico, situated at the foot of the Tacana 
volcano. A block away from the public square, we visited a 
church that was built in 1610. We could only go into the entrance 
as there was a mass being held for all the nearby priests 
because the Pope would be visiting Mexico the next day.  

 
  
 



 
Michael showed us a bell around the side of the church and told the story of it. 
At some point, the people of the parish raised money to buy bells for each of 
the 4 bell towers. One was stolen during transit to the church, so only 3 were 
hung. In 1961, a replacement bell was received from Europe. It was hung in 
the 4th tower and a party was held to celebrate. The next morning, the new 
bell fell out of the tower. Locals believed it was the Virgen Candelaria 
(equivalent to the Christian Virgin Mary) who caused it to fall because she 
wanted only 3 bells. So the 4th one was put by the side of the church and 
never hung again. 
 
 
 

We made our way back to the public 
square, actually a park: Parque Hidalgo, 
aka La Plaza de la Musica (musical 
square). A table was set up to 
demonstrate the various steps to turn 
cacao beans into chocolate.  

 
 

 
 
 

During the ripening period, cacao bean pods go 
from green to purple to yellow. They are harvested 
in Spring (April and May) and Fall (October and 
November). 
 

 
Michael offers     

cacao beans from a 
freshly opened pod to 

us for sampling.    
 
 
 

 

 
 
 
 
The beans are collected, roasted, pounded 
with a mortar and pestle and shaped into 
blocks. Samples throughout the process 
were offered.  
 
 



After the chocolate demonstration, we received samples of 
finished products, watched local dancers and musicians, and 
picked up a few souvenirs made be regional crafters. 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Back to the ship – dang! This guide was so interesting, I’d have liked to have stayed on tour for a few 
days/weeks with him.  
 
We grabbed sandwiches at the Lido, rested on the loungers for awhile and got a few nice sunset shots (even 
with my simple Elph camera!). 
 

 
In the Main Dining Room for dinner, we had identical meals, both ordering a fruit appetizer, cream of pumpkin 
soup, pheasant with savoy babbage and whipped sweet potatoes, and chocolate cake with blueberry cream.  
 
 Tonight’s towel animal: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Entertainment tonight  
Showroom at Sea: Street Singin’, Statendam Singers 

Ocean Bar: The Neptunes (HAL’s in-house band), cocktails and dancing 
Mix:  Lee, Piano Man 
Explorer’s Lounge: Adagio Strings 
Crow’s Nest: British Invasion, ‘80s hits 
Movie: The Perfect Game 
 



  

 


