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From climbing pyramids and seeking out a curandera 
to exploring the depths of the Maya Mountains, a 
search for Mayan Belize holds unexpected adventures. 
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T
hrough the clear water, 
I stared into the eyes 
of the nurse sharks 
swimming !n to !n in an 
adrenaline-fueled frenzy. 

Out!tted in snorkel gear, I splashed 
straight into the maelstrom and 
found myself immersed in the Belize 
Barrier Reef, the second largest reef 
in the world.  Beyond the swarm of 
sharks, rainbow-colored coral gardens 
bloomed across the pristine white 
sand, stretching into the deep blue.

Belize was founded on adventure 
ever since pirates and privateers used 
the labyrinthine reefs as hideouts 
during the 1700s.  Declared a British 
colony in 1862, Belize !nally became 
a republic in its own right in 1981 
and is the only English-speaking 
country in Central America, sharing a 
Caribbean coastline with Mexico and 
Honduras.

But I did not come to Belize for its 
pristine waters and world-class dive 
sites. I wanted to see a di#erent side to 

the country. And to do this, I turned 
inland, heading into the heart of the 
Maya Mountains.

Into the Mayan World 
In the western Cayo District town of 
San Ignacio, about 80 miles (130 km) 
from the coast, Maya is still spoken 
in an area rich in Mayan history 
and culture hard on the border of 
Guatemala.  I found a unique way 
to explore local Maya ruins - a trek 
on horseback to the great Maya 
ceremonial center of Xunantunich 
(pronounced shoo-nan-too-nitch).

I met Santiago Juan at his stable 
in upcountry Cayo. Santiago is a 
mixture of Lebanese and British 
blood, educated in Britain.  He speaks 
English with an American accent, 
as do most Belizeans, and he can 
handle a horse as well as any Spanish 
vaquero. Today his family runs cattle 
on their 400-acre ranch and it’s from 
there that we set o# on horseback 

to Xunantunich on a crystalline 
morning.   

We crossed his land, passing 
verdant !elds where Arabian mares 
and their foals displayed shiny coats 
from grazing the thick grass. Pastures 
soon transformed into a jungle trail as 
we rode into a fairyland of butter$ies, 
orchids, and chattering birds.  

%e trail eventually led us to a 
Maya village, San Jose Succotz, on 
the banks of the Mopan River.  Here 
we found children of Maya ancestry 
– dark-haired, tanned skin with 
native American features – very 
much di#erent from the Rastafarian 
Belizeans found on the laidback 
cayes. A&er a quick chat with them, 
we crossed the river with our horses 
aboard a hand-cranked ferry.  

Shaded by mahogany and teak 
trees, we then followed a track for one 
mile (1.5 km) up to a limestone ridge 
where Xunantunich stands, howler 
monkeys roaring in the canopy 
overhead.

Ancient World: %e majestic 
Mayan ruin at Xunantunich.
Opposite: Azure waters o# Caye 
Caulker. “Belize was founded on adventure ever since 

pirates and privateers used the labyrinthine 
reefs as hideouts during the 1700s.”
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!is important religious center 
has stood on this "attened hilltop 
since 400 B.C., built during the 
Maya Classic Era which spanned 
from 200 B.C. to 900 A.D.  Here, we 
were humbled by the immensity of 
El Castillo, Belize's second highest 
pyramid and the country’s second 
tallest structure.  A national icon, El 
Castillo stars on every postage stamp, 
tourist postcard and classroom poster.

My steep ascent up the 130-feet 
(40-meter) pyramid rewarded me 
with panoramic views of the Mopan 
River Valley, the Guatemalan border 
cutting across the rainforest. Atop El 
Castillo, Xunantunich’s one square 
mile (2.6 square km) of six plazas 
and twenty-six temples and palaces 
sprawled beneath 
my feet. I could 
almost picture 
the Mayan leader 
addressing thee 
public from this 
elevated spot 
where the extent 
of the ancient city 
was visble. 

No one knows 
why Xunantunich became an 
important sacred center. No one 
knows its true name – Xunantunich’s 
modern name means ‘Stone Woman’ 
in the Mopan and Yucatec Mayan 
languages. And no one knows who 
had the power to build it, or why 
its population of 7,000 abruptly 
abandoned the city in 1,000 AD. 

But what we do know is that the 
Mayans chose this spot for a reason – 
and experts speculate that thousands 
more Mayan sites are buried beneath 
jungle vines and river silt throughout 
Belize. Listening to the vibrant buzz of 
bees and crickets in the grass below El 
Castillo, I could only hope that what 
mysteries do remain hidden will one 
day come to light.  

Spiritual Healing

My time atop El Castillo had me 
curious to dive deeper into the Mayan 
world. I met up with an elusive Maya 
curandera, or healer.  Dr. Rosita 
Arvigo, an American herbalist and 
Doctor of Naturopathic Medicine, was 
an apprentice for ten years with one of 
the last great Maya h’men, Don Elijio 
Panti, who died in 1996 at the age of 
103.  

Dr. Arvigo single-handedly brought 
lost Maya healing secrets to modern 
medical scientists.  I $rst heard of her 
when a friend insisted I read her book 
before my trip to Belize. Sastun: My 
Apprenticeship with a Maya Healer 
intrigued me so much that I arranged 
to meet her. 

On her porch over the Mopan River 
valley, I learned 
about Dr. Arvigo’s 
adventures with 
the Mayan healing 
herbs found 
endemically in the 
local rainforest, 
many of which 
she imports to 
researchers in the 
U.S. as they’re 
highly e%ective in 

killing parasites or reducing fever.
 “!is is a small country with 

an incredible bio-diversity. It’s our 
planetary heritage.  I’d hate to see it 
die.”  To salvage Belize’s rainforest 
bounty, Dr. Arvigo created an archive 
of 3,000 preserved and recorded 
plants located in the capital city of 
Belmopan.

It’s a mystery how the Maya 
developed a form of acupuncture, 
called pinchar. Over 80% of 
the pinchar points that Don Elijio 
showed her are Chinese acupuncture 
points. In fact, she’s convinced that 
Mayan medicine co-relates with 
70% of Chinese medicine and that 
it originally traveled over the land 
bridge during ancient migrations.

To apprentice with the last living 
link to ancient Mayan healing, Dr. 
Arvigo endured years of bushwalking 

Water World: Belize’s biggest asset
Bottom le! to right:

On horseback in Xunantunich; a 
Mayan lady in San Jose Succotz.
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“Experts speculate 
that thousands more 

Mayan sites are 
buried beneath jungle 

vines and river silt 
throughout Belize.”
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long ago sacri!cial ceremony. 
Big drops of water landed on us, 

drops that the Maya had collected 
in pots and considered holy water. 
As bats swooped above our heads, 
John spoke of the rituals attended by 
Mayan royalty, priests, and sacri!cial 
virgins. 

“"e King had to maintain power 
over the people. So when the priests, 
who were good astronomers, came 
to him saying that there was going 
to be an eclipse, the King used that 
information to control the people. 
He’d tell them that the gods were 
angry and a sacri!ce had to be made.” 

Virgins came forward to volunteer 
for the ritual. “It was a great honor,” 
he said. “When the eclipse came and 

went and nothing happened, that was 
proof that the King’s human sacri!ce 
had saved his people.” 

During these elaborate rituals, spells 
were cast in clouds of wa#ing copal 
incense and o$erings over%owed from 
ceremonial pottery. On ledges bedded 
with palm leaves and %owers, the 
priests le# ritual relics behind, along 
with abandoned, decapitated bodies 
and severed heads.

Inside the inky darkness, I began 
to feel intense fears, as if I was 
su$ocating. A second later,I felt 
completely bere#, as if %oating in 
deepest outer space.  I had to ask John 
to turn back.

John understood, replying, “You’ve 
made it further than a lot of people.”  

To him, I became yet another casualty 
of the cave’s intense energy and the 
powerful Mayan spirits within.

While gliding back towards 
daylight, my strange feelings li#ed; 
I could hear birdsong resonating 
through the cave. What I had 
experienced felt surreal. Was that 
a run-in with Don Elijio’s Mayan 
spirits?

Even though we’ve lost much of 
our knowledge about the Mayans in 
Belize, what I did discover I would not 
soon forget. With the small pockets 
of Mayan traditions and architecture 
le# in Belize, I’m rather sure that 
Mayan Belize would also not be soon 
forgotten. 1

in brutal rainforest conditions, 
ascending trees or sliding down 
washes to gather the right medicines. 

Don Elijio treated every type of 
ailment, from diabetes and alcoholism 
to tapeworms and dysentery. 

As with Chinese medicine, he 
diagnosed conditions by feeling the 
pulse and then prescribed herbal 
steams, tinctures, teas or massage. 
He performed chiropractic-like 
adjustments, prescribed natural birth 
control and was legendary among 
local midwives. 

“Mayan medicine is very scienti!c 
but it’s also spiritual, !#y/!#y,” Dr. 
Arvigo said. Ix Chel, the Mayan 
goddess of medicine, is the queen of 
the forest spirits, making the healing 
plants grow and guiding the healers 
to them. Don Elijio taught her to pray 
to the Mayan spirits and build altars 
wreathed with the rich, spicy smoke 
of copal incense.

“I spent a full decade researching 

the science behind what he was 
teaching,” she said. “I loved !nding 
the scienti!c secret under the 
traditional healing knowledge.” 

“And what would your teacher, Don 
Elijio, say to us today?” I asked.

“Most people think too much,” she 
laughed.  “Get them to laugh and 
half their trouble and sickness will go 
away. "e blessed herbs will do the 
rest.”

Caving for Answers
"e next day, I negotiated a rough 

back road of crushed limestone past 
the Old World Mennonite homesteads 
of Lower Barton Creek, about an hour 
out of San Ignacio. Passing men and 
boys guiding horse-drawn plows, I felt 
as if I was traveling back in time. And 
in a way, I was. 

I was going to canoe deep into 
sacred Barton Creek Cave with my 
guide, a Belizean of Mayan descent 
with the Anglicized name of John 
Hammond.  For thousands of years, 
the cave hid Mayan artifacts of blood 
rituals, pottery, skulls and skeletons.

Over the cold black water, we 
paddled for half a mile (1 km) inside 
the tall limestone cave as John’s 
powerful spotlight illuminated 
crystallized formations.  His beam 
fell upon a lone pot which had 
outlasted hundreds of years of looting, 
crystallized to a ledge, survivor of a 

Mayan Peak: Climbing up to 
the top of El Castillo. 
Bottom le! to right:
Dr. Arvigo, the curadera, and 
her medicinal collection.
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“While gliding back towards daylight, my strange 
feelings lifted. What I had experienced felt surreal. 
Was that a run-in with Don Elijio’s Mayan spirits?”

“I spent a full decade 
researching the 

science behind what 
he was teaching,” she 
said. “I loved !nding 
the scienti!c secret 

under the traditional 
healing knowledge.”
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úWhen to Go
Travel during the dry months 

of March through May; the high 
season runs from November to 
April.  "e rainy season is from June 
until November, meaning short 
a#ernoon cloudbursts, and hurricane 
season occurs from July through 
October.  Year-round temperatures 
on the coast and cayes average 80°F 
(27°C) and the Cayo District tends to be 
slightly cooler.

!Getting There
Most travelers arrive into the 

Philip Goldson International Airport 
in Belize City on direct $ights from 
Newark, Miami, and Houston (return 
fares from $600 up to $1200 on United 
Airways or American Airlines).  From 
there, reach the cayes on domestic 
airline, Tropic Air, or by water taxi 
at the Belize City terminal.  Other 
travelers enter by car, bus or water taxi 
from Chetumal, Mexico, in the north or 
overland from Guatemala in the west.

+Getting Around
Public buses and taxis are 

plentiful and cheap. Car rentals are 
pricey. Due to rough roads, four-wheel 
drive vehicles are recommended.  Well-
maintained, one-lane highways cross 
the country and convenient domestic 
$ights are available, if your budget can 
handle it.  It is advisable to avoid Belize 
City due to severe crime; but the area 
running north of the marina to east of 
the main canal should be safe. 

WAccommodation
Accommodation ranges from 

simple hostels to small-scale beach 
hotels and diving resorts on the atolls. 
Inland, you’ll %nd plenty of options 

from bed and breakfasts to eco-
resorts.  Rates can be slightly less than 
those in the U.S. or Europe. 

De Real Macaw, Caye Caulker’s thatch-
roofed guesthouse, o&ers basic rooms, 
water and reef views, WiFi, and plenty 
of hammocks and bikes to rent around 
a friendly courtyard.  Room rates start 
at BZD$30 (US$15).

Casa Maya Eco Resort is located outside 
San Ignacio on 60 acres where you sleep 
with the sounds of the jungle creatures 
all night.  "eir 400 square foot 
cabanas start at BZD$200 (US$100); 
for breakfast and dinner add another 
BZD$100 (US$50) per day.

Ö Cost of Travel
Prices in Belize are similar to 

those in other parts of the Caribbean.  
"e local currency is the Belizean dollar 
(BZD), which is worth exactly half of 
the US dollar, although US dollar is also 
used commonly here.  All prices are 

listed with the ‘$’ symbol.   Restaurant 
prices are reasonable, especially if you 
stick to local reef %sh on the cayes; a 
lobster meal costs US$12.  A four-star 
hotel can run around US$120 per night.  
Airport shuttles to the Cayo District 
average around US$100 each way.

V Packing
Pack tropical-weight clothing 

rugged enough for bushwalking.  Also 
include items such as binoculars, 
hiking boots, mosquito repellant, hat, 
sunglasses and sunscreen.  Bathing suits 
and snorkel gear are de rigueur if hitting 
the Caribbean atolls and, if planning to 
dive, diving gear is easy to rent.

M Websites
Here are some helpful links:

CayeCaulkerSchool.com
RainforestRemedies.com
TravelBelize.org 

Belize

Mayan Magic: from the entrance 
of Barton Creek Cave (top right) to 
Belizean vaqueros (middle le!) and the 
walkway into the pyramid (bottom le!).
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