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The San Blas Islands are unigue. JOHN
CAMPBELL was able to visit these strange
islands in a way that now, alas, is also
unique, on board a brigantine that was
straight out of the 19th century

HE BRIGANTINE Romance had been converted from a

humble Baltic Traderinto a 19th century trading brigantine
by Alan Villiers. She and Julie Andrews starred in the James
Michner film Hawaii, Now she was bound for the South Pacific
with gixteen youthful charterars together with the Captain and
his wite, tha mata, sailmaker, and myselt, Eager to sail on a
souAre rigoer, | had signed on as engineer, and it was my job to
coax the anligualed and sometimes reluctant Danish engine to
lake us where the wind would not.

The 1,000 mile passage along the north coast of South
America had passed uneventfully. The week had been spent
with the crew members getting to know sach other, and
learming a few of the Captain's whims and dislikes.

For many ofthe crew, the San Blas was theirfirst landfall, and
what a spectacular landfall It was. As we closed on the coast of
Panama, huge mountains, leoking blue inthe haze, appeared
all along the horizan. They towerad upward, into and through
the clouds, completaly dominating and dwarfing the siring of
tiny islands that suddenly appeared befora us,

There are supposedly 365 islands in the chain, which
stretches along the coast tor almost 100 miles. Same are mara
outcroppings of the reaf, covered with alittle sand, and eventhe
fargest is 8 scant 300 yards across,

Filly-lwo of these litlle islands are inhabited by the Cuna
Indians, wha are themsslves something of a mystery, It is
thaught that the Cunas arrived from the Euphrates Valley in
whalis now Irag, How orwhy they travelled to the SanBlasisan
unsolved puzzle, but they have lived in the [slands since about
400 BC, 3

0da

In the 16th century the islands were wvisited by the
Canquistadors, wha were collecting gold in the name of God
and Spain. Balhoa himsalf arrived amid much bloodshed, and
S par cent ot tha Indians were killed. The population has slowly
recevered until now there are atiout 21,000 Indians,

The Cunas were long Lo remember Balhoa's visit, and when
the Caribbean was being colenised by the British and the
French, any attempted settfernent in the San Blas was guickly
wiped out before strength could be gained. Thiz silualion
persisted right into the 20th century, when Panamaclaimed the
islands in 1903. The Cunas chose to ignore this and lived by
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their own rules. In 1925 Panama decided to explore her
forgotten islands, but the visitors had a viclent reception and
thought it prudent to withdraw. The government adopted the
Cunas' code andincluded itin theirown constitution. Even now,
the Cunas control the islands and a strip of land alang the coast
af the mainland.

Ms recently as 1964, visitors were welcome by day, but any
white person found ashore aftardark was ceramoniously pul o
death. It was decided at this time that this prachce was bad for
the tourist trade, and the forly-two trikal chiefs amended the
constitution and the first of three ting hetels was Bbuill.

Faaling our way slowly in through the reef, we anchored off
the island of Porvenire, This has the islands’ airstrip, one of the
holels, and he customs office. There is no room for amything
elae, other than & few coconut frecs.

The Captainwent ashore, leaving us talay aloft and stow the
sails. Before the job was done, a swarm of dugout cances (or
cayucas as we later learnt ta call therm) appearad, and totally
surrounded Aomance. We got our first glimpse of these
mysteiious people.

Like the islands they inhabit, the Cunas are tiny. At 5L 8in, |
foweered over tham., and they regarded Long John, one al the
crew at Bft 3in, as a positive freak.

Mast of our visitors were women, and all were wearing a
brightly coloured and patlerned costume. We thought that

Aporosching the Sar Glas lslands, Thereare suppesedly 365 1sla00s i
thechaimafwhich fifty-han are inkabitad by the Cuna indians, others gre
mere oulcroomngs of reel

perhaps they wore this specially for uz, bul later found thal they
always wara it, whathar they were rying 10 sell souvenirs 1o
tourists, pr were guiling hish, or cleaning the house, The ather
striking fealure was the heavy gold ring that was wom by every
woman in her nose, and most had large gold sarrings as well,

I he women had come outto usto tny to sall molas. These are
sguares of cloth that make up the front and back of their
distinctive blouses, The molas are made by sewing togathar
layers of various coloured pieces of cloth. They are fhen cut
through to different layers, in intricate patterns, exposing the
various colours. Every cut edge is hemmaed with tiny stitchas,

Al of us were keen to buy soma molas, yet reluctant to do so
atthe first oppartunity. Wa had no idea as 1a the correct price Lo
pay, and had little conceplion as lo whal constituled a good
mola. By thaand of aweek on the islands, however, wewere all
rmota exparts.

With tropical suddenness, the sunwent down, and sodidthe
pricas of the molas. All the wamen were anxious to make asale
hafore having to leave. We began to get a better idea of the
axpecied price.

As the last of the Indians left, we settled down to the twice
daily chare of scrubbing the decks to stop them drying cutin the
tropical heat. The last bucket of water was being thrown as

Working aloll ar bogrd Romance, g Tl peniury briganiine, converted
frowme & Barttic Tradar by Alar Vitiers. Sha had starrad in tha fim Hawalf
with Julie Andrews

Bruce, the cook, yelled up fram the galley that suppar was
ready. For the first time since leaving (aranada we all sat down
far a meal together, and the hoat was still,

Everyhody was up early thanext marning, eager to get all the
shipboard chores dona quickly s0 we could gelt ashore 1o
explore. The Captain had announced over supper, amid
grovans, thal the decks had nol enly o be scrubbed in the
merming, but also had o be dried and oiled. Thatjob promisedio
take zeveral hours, and there were islands all around us waiting
lo bes visited, wilh nameslike Wichub-Huala and Nalunaga. The
sooner lhe job was done. the sooner we could be ashore.

Althaugh the sun had just risen, it was already hot, and the
sparkling waterwas positively dazzling. Randy was the firstan
deck, and we heard him gasp with astonishment then say,
‘Come and ook at this!

The Cunas had beaten us ta it. As we came on deck hlinking
in the bright sunshine, we wara taced with a dazzling array of
raolas. The hatch covers, the bulwarks, and almaosl all the deck
were coverad in molas,

Some of tha crew started buying, others of us sleod bDack in
guiet anticipation of the Captain's appearance on deck, The
deck was nat even scrubbed thal merning, never mind oiled.
W did nol even wait for breakfast, but headed for the nearest
island, [eaving the Captain trying to explain to 200 Indians that
e bad all the molas he wanted.

Thie Cunas bury thedr dead In shallow graves coverad by opan-sidad
shaltars maode from hwigs and palm fronds, i was very eene drid several
graves had collapscd revealing their grizzly confants




Molas are made by sewing together vanous pleces ¢f ploth, They thern
ot thraugh the layars, axposing the diffarant caloirs. Thesea inidcale
pallerns are emiimed on every edge wilth tiny stilches

Wirhub-Huala was aur first landfall. The istand was o small
that we walked right round in a bare 10 minutes, Except fora
small sguare in the centre, L was completely covered insmall
houses. They were buill af interwoven twigs and palm frands,
and buill so closely together thal there was barely room Lo
squesze between them. A peep inside one house showed &
bare garth floor, a couple of hammecks, and a clothes-line
stretchad from wall to wall, from which hung all the family's
pOSSessions.

At every turn, there were more molas being offered for sale,
and already the novelty was beginning to wear off, when Pete's
keennosefound a little bakery onthe edge of the square. Pretty
so0n the whole crew weare hungrily devouring hot fresh bread,
an itermthat had already become very much a luxury on board.

Right next to the bakary wa found a little shop that sold very
cold drinks from a paraffin buming fridge. The steps outsida the
shop were shaded by a canopy, and made an excsllant
grandswand lram which 10 walch some af the more anargetic
crew members play basketball with the village kids, Aller the
cold beer supply was exhausted, and we had walked right
reund the istand again, we agreed to mave on to Nalunaga,
which was the next island along.

The Cuna wormen apeeaned as irom nowherein iheir hundreds, They
covarad the Romanca in their brightly colourad molas, and although
we were pager o Duy seme, we were rol sure of the going price, and
cacicfac o waita day or o

Malunaga was only about 50 yards away, across the bright
turguoise walet, yel wa felt it had a different character from
Wichub-Huala. The houses were packed even tighter: indeed,
those nearer the edge looked ta be in danger of being pushed
off the island altogether. There was not even room to pull the
cayucas up on to the beach. Platlorms had bean built for them,
sticking out into the sea. Yel again, everywhera wawant, there
were molas. By the end of the day we were all ready to agrea to
the Captaln's suggestion that we sail a few miles gast the next
marning to the uninhabited cluster of islands called the Lemon
Cays.

While the islands around Porvenire were covered wilh
houses, the islands of the Lemon Cays were egually densely
covarad with coconut trees. Coconuts form the basis of the
Cuna economy, and one of the staple foods. No Cunacan own
land, but all own sevaral frees, For 3 months of each year, only
the owner may havethe coconuts off a particular tree, but for the
other 9 months, everybody may gather the nuts as they fall to
the ground. Inthe tranguility of the Lemon Cays, the Captaingot
his decks oiled, | changed the oil in the main engine, and
everybody else got sunburned.

The crew from Romance being cancoed ug the Carli Aiver to the Clina
g;.rga.l'gmunds. Intha traas wa cotld see mankeys and vividly coloured
irds

The nextgroup of islands was the Cari Cays. Theytake their
name from the Carti River thal flows inta the sea there. Beforg
we had even anchored, the cayucas were swarming around us,
As soon as the anchor was down, the Indiang clambered
aboard. and, Thardly need to say, started trying to sell maolas.

The first aboard was the Chief of the Carli Cays. He
introduced himsalito us as Jimmy. Jimmy could speak English
and Spanish, as he had wotked in Panama Gity for the US
Army. Uintil this point, communication had been a probilem, and
o poor Jimmy was bombarded with questions. The Cunas'
own language is hased on Argbic roots, and we could never
before communicate bayond sign language. Jimmy obviously
enjoyed being the centra of attention, and invited all to his
house that evening for a sing-song.

After a hurried supper, we made our way shareward.
Everybody felt mare than a ittle apprehensive as we squeezed
between the houses, hoping that the news of the 1984
agreement had reached all the islands. Much to our relief, we
found Jimmy's house, and weara rathar surprised to find it was
built of concrete. We all crowded in, to be warmly welcomed by
a beaming Jimmy and, it seemed, by tha rest of the island's
population.
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The houses on Nalunaga were even more Eghtly packed logather tharn
ot Wichub-Huala, indeed some looked as if they were in danger of
heing pushed off the isiand afogether

| was making a telavision film while on board, and was
anxious to record some of tha Cune music and singing. Despile
thair violent histary, they are a shy people, and seemed
raluctant to sing. We worked our way through every sea shanty
to the accompaniment of Randy on his guitar, Still abseolute
silgnoe from the Cunas. We then decided to try to get the
children interesled, and raized a few amiles with Ol
MacDonald's Farm sung with appropriate imitations of animal

‘noiges, Then Many suggested Jingle Bells,

She was reminded that it was Oc¢tober and we were only
about200 miles from the equator, butshe insistedthatshe liked
Jingle Bells, Something about the chorus caught the fanoy of

_the children. They started tojoin in, However, something was

Jastin the translation, and it came back as Dingle Fells.
© Much to the kids’ astonishment, | playedtha tape back. They
soon got the idea that anything they sang the machine would
sing back. Several startad oft with thair own songs, but alas,
every song they sang had the same chorus — Dingle Falls.

A chancea remark by Sharon led to aninteresting rip the next
day. She asked Jimmy what they did with their dead. There was
na room for 8 cemealary on any island, and the sand aver the
coral base wasonly a fewinches thick, Jimmy arranged for us fo
visittheir burialground, which was a couple of miles up the Carti
Hiver. He borrowed three cayucas and together with nine
Indians, we set off up the river.

Wi just had timea to visit the Banoero Cays for 2 145 swim and 8 plonie

before leaving the fsfands altegether, They are completely uninfabied
and It mada a refreshing changs nal o ha said 8 maia at avary i

It was hard work paddling and poling the heavy cayuca
against the current. Between breaths, Jimmy told us how they
came up the river tor watar when thera was not enough rain.
They alsohad cledrad small areas of the dansejungle and grew
maize. Inthatrass we could saa monkeys and brightly coloured
birds. There was nomention of hunting, perhaps bacausa thare
were so many fish o be caught,

Atlong last, we reunded a bend in the river and there was Lhe
burial ground. There was a small sandy beach which was the
obvious landing place, butrightinthe middie of the beach wasa
gigantic crocodile. At least it looked like a crocodile, cnly in
South Ametica they are called caymans. None of us was too
eager ta get too close to the beast which was well over 10ft
long, and seemed to be smiling at us in toothy antlcipation.

The problem was soon solved. In Jimmy's cayucawasalittle
old lady, Sha must hava been well over 60, about 4it tall, and
ahout as wrinkled as a prune. 5She leapt out of the cayuca
waving a paddla in the air. and shriaking at the top of her voica.
Ta our utter astonishment, she ran up to the crocodile and
slarted bashing il with her paddle. Tha crocodile gave us a
leng-suflering look, et oul a sigh, and slid info the walar. Az we
sleppedoutof the cayucas, we leaplout of the walerasifitwere
boiling.

The Cuna are a shy people, and only after a while wouid they break into
thair ovwn music. Hare some of the women folk, in their cheerfwl molas
and gold ringa in fheir roses, are dancing and ainging to Cung imusic

The burial ground was eerie, The bodies were buried in
shallow graves which were covered by little open-sided
shelters made from twigs and palm fronds, [t seemed like all the
owner's possessions were placed under the shelter, including
clathing, plates, and cups, The area was suffering fromerosion,
and several graves had collapsed to reveal grizzly contents.
Mobody wanted to stay. and despite the fierce sun, shivers ran
Lp and down mere than one spine.

Keaping a wary look out for the crocodile, wegotbackintathe
cayucas. Everyone seamed anxious to get away and it
devalopad into a race down tha river, with the crew in the |ast
cayuca buying bear for the rast from Jimmy's shop.

Qur timea inthe istands wag running out tast, sowe decided to
vizil the uninhabited Bandero Cays for a last swim and a picnic
onlhe beach before heading for the PanamaCanaland arsturn
lathe 20th century. s



