
CULTURA, COSTUMBRE, CREENCIAS
Hey Folks!

Ferias and Festivales

Thanks so much for your patience with my lack of updates but things have been quite busy between evaluating last year's 
students and the radomized control trial on the Thermospot technology, as well as preparing for this year's incoming class of 
comadronas. Any who, I figured I’d share some experiences of holidays I’ve celebrated since being here and some traditions I have 
had the opportunity to participate in, in the last few months. So here we go on the tour of cultura, costumbres, y creencias (culture, 
customs, and beliefs.) 
 
 
 

So, as you might recall, I live in one of many indigenous Mayan 
towns. Each town has its own vibe and also some of its own 
traditions. Naturally, each town also has its own patron saint which 
is celebrated on a specific day of the year. For one week, the 
people from that town go the feria (fair) to celebrate the saint. While 
I am sure there are some religious practices, the fairs are also the 
place to go to listen to music, eat horrible pizza, chow down on 
elote loco (corn covered in condiments), and ride theferris wheel. 
It’s total chaos, like if the Renaissance fair, Disney world, and Las 
Vegas were to upchuck into one town, but it is great fun. 
 
.In October, a few friends and I hopped on the back of a pick-up 
truck and made our way to San Lucas for its feria. We danced the 
night away, munching on pizzas and tostadas and provided 
entertainment for the whole town.   Let’s just say upon returning to 
Santiago, I was shown several videos of myself on the local news 
channel. Well, bottom line is we had a blast, and we are eagerly 
awaiting the next feria in our area. 
 
 
 

A few months ago, I decided that I would spend Christmas in Santiago, and wow, am I glad that I made that decision. Again, I 
delicately invited myself over to my coworker, Concepcion’s house (where they treat me like their adopted child.) I learned how to 
make tamales from Santiago’s finest, Concepcion’s sister, Lola, and their mother, Ana (Santiago’s most well-known and trusted 
birth attendant.) The whole process took hours, first cooking the corn meal/rice mixture, then separately preparing the sauce and 
meat. Finally, I was shown how to carefully portion out the necessary quantity of each ingredient, add pepper and raisin, and finally 
wrap it all in two giant leaves. The 200 tamales were then steamed for two hours, until the outer leaf turns a muddy brown. The 
remainder of the day (and week) is spent eating tamales and Christmas breads, until the whole process starts again for New Years. 
After the day of prep and feasting all of the Catholic families meet in the church courtyard. (Tired from tamales, my adoptive family 
and I skipped out on Mass) and waited on the roof until midnight when the fireworks would begin. We all huddled together on the 
aluminum roof admiring the fireworks from our town and the surrounding towns as they lit up the night sky against the silhouettes of 
the volcanoes (a truly spectacular view.)  

Day of the Dead is celebrated in Guatemala from October 
31st to November 2nd.  This year I had the privilege of 
getting to celebrate and honor the ancestors, of one of my 
coworkers. For those of you who are curious, there are a lot 
of similarities to the movie Coco, and it is a day of great 
happiness and simultaneously sadness where the whole 
town, young and old, visit the cemetery, decorate the 
tombstones, and eat and drink with the deceased. I 
weaseled my way into going to visit the graves of my 
coworkers and got the grand tour of the cemetery as I sat 
listening to family stories and admiring the beautiful music, 
and lights that surrounded us. My guide for the day was my 
friend, Yaqui, who kindly explained the traditions of eating 
guisquil (a local spiny vegetable), listening to the cofradias 
(groups of people in town who practice syncretism- 
combination of catholic and Mayan traditions), and 
understanding the significance of the kite festivals during 
this time of year. It was one of the most magical days in 
Santiago, which hopefully, you can get just a taste of from 
the pictures below. 
 
 
 

San Lucas Feria

Navidad - Christmas

Dia de Los Muertos

Learning how to make the perfect 
tamal on Christmas. Each is made of 
rice/corn mush, peppers, raisins, and 
meat cooked in a tomato spiced 
sauce. While these are the 
stables,  recipes variy by family.



Despite always gravitating to the likes of Isabel Allende, I have never had as strong of an appreciation for magical realism 
as I do now. While it is a mystical place, I have never been surrounded by as many “creencias” beliefs, wives tails or 
superstition as I have of recent. And what is most remarkable is for some of these tales, is that I have heard 6 different 
versions of the same story. It makes sense, however, in a culture, which has been quite isolated from the rest of the world, 
one in which education is low, and one in which customs are passed down orally. I believe people have created stories in 
order to explain the unexplainable, hence the mythology. And since it is an orally based tradition, the stories continue to 
morph throughout the years. Even some of the most educated people I know, still believe that it is better to see a bone 
doctor (huesero) before consulting an orthopedist, or that the spirits of the drowned people will pull you down if you dive 
into the lake at 12 o’clock. It’s fascinating to hear the stories and you find that after a while you also look to the stories for 
comfort and explanation of the bizarre phenomenon that take place in this volcanic caldera. 

There are snakes that have hair and are 6 feet long and live in the lake 
If two pregnant women cross paths they might accidentally switch babies 
Girl infants are more robust than boy infants because later in life they will have to be able to 
withstand the pains of labor 
If you come across the spirit of a drowned person in the street, you can prevent your inevitable 
death by drowning if you lay naked face down 

Tales and Stories

Tata For Now

The Constant Game of Telephone

 Some Favorite Beliefs

So, these are some of the wonderful and challenging things I have been able to see during my time here. And I can say honestly, that 
I’m looking forward to what else is to come. Last update: from the medicine side of things, is that I delivered my first baby Monday, a 
chunky little girl at 8 lb and 14 ounces (healthy mom, healthy babe, and overly ecstatic Sara) 
 
Well, signing off now! Until next time! 

Kites are associated with Dia de Los Muertos and 
November in general. It is when the winds are the 
strongest. There is a festival of large kites closer to 
Guatemala City each year, but this November they 
brought some to the lake.

Below and Left: Celebrating Dia de Los 
Muertos at the cemetary. Pictured left to 
right  are Katy, Ya'an, me, Yaqui, Tito, and 
Tina. This is the lovely family of my co- 
worker, Concepcion, who have always 
welcomed me into their home and shown me 
the best traditions of Santiago. 



Of Course... More Beautiful Lake and Life Shots

Sunrise hike overlooking San Juan La Laguna from a mountainous structure known as the Mayan Face. From 
the top we enjoyed hot coffee and a magnifcient sunrise lighting up the entire caldera.

Left Top: More pics of tamale making  with (from left to right) Concepcion's sister Lola, Daughters Rosalia, and 
Leti, Peace Corps volunteer (Leti's host son, Alex) and me! 
 
Right Top: View from the climb, near Pacaya, on of Guatemala's three active volcanoes outside of Guatemala 
City 
 

Left: View from the ferry on the 
way back from home visits. 
 
Middle:: Coultdn's get enough of 
the sunrise views from San Juan 
on the Rostro Maya hike.  
 

Right: sometimes we travel by pick-up 
. Photos of Jes Oliveira, and volunteers 
Emma and Erika on the way to meet 
with the Ministry of Health. 
 


