
Nesting in a Mayan pueblo on Lake Atitlan 
 

I don't want to get to the end of my life and find that I lived just the length of it.  
 I want to have lived the width of it as well. – Diane Ackerman 

 
The threads of my life, began in the mountains of Montana, flowed through the deep love 
and connection to water, and wove through the unfolding of a deepening awareness that 
my nature needed to be close to the land, and that my heart needed learn to thru the eyes 
of other worlds.    
 

This clarity has taken hold after nearly 
four years living here in a contemporary 
Mayan village, along the edge of the lake 
made famous by writer Aldous Huxley, 
who declared it the most beautiful in all 
the world. The how and why of landing 
here is a beautiful mystery, but I will try to 
reveal what I do know.  
 
Something big happened to me when I left 
the comfort of my known world.  There 
was at first the thrill of “adventure” as I 

traveled alone to arrive here.  There were so many sweet “encounters” along the way, I 
am sure, because my eyes were wide-open, wanting to take in all the beauty of the 
landscapes and the people, but also because I was feeling a huge shift in my heart.  
Before I left, some friends had expressed “concerns” about my decision to travel alone 
and to a “dangerous” country.  I choose to leave these fears behind and tried to travel 
wisely but open to possibilities. 
 
Life lessons and many of my “heroes” have taught me this - when I am most open, and 
less afraid, life presents gifts and solutions, shows the way.  It has not always been easy 
to hold onto this knowledge, but when I have been able to sit quietly with the uncertainty, 
I have been astounded at where I have arrived. 
 
San Pedro la Laguna is a Tzutujil Mayan village facing yet another challenge – the 
changes that modern western culture has brought with television, cell phones, internet, 
junk food and plastic garbage.  I was in a kind of shock my first few weeks after arriving 
here, not from the cultural differences, but from witnessing how my own culture was 
impacting this culture which had survived the Spanish conquest, the invasion of 
Christianity of both the Catholics and later the “evangelicals” and the near genocide of 
the 30 year civil war that ended only 15 years ago. The plastic litter everywhere appalled 
me.  I time each week, cleaning my favorite beach when I visited.   
 
In the meantime, I made good on my promise to myself, that I would die being bi-lingual 
and seriously studied Spanish, though it is the second language here and many of the 
elders speak only their first, Tzutujil.  After weeks and months of 4 hours daily of private 



lessons, I began to learn something of the local culture, the political history and the 
traditional beliefs.   
 
And I fell in love with Lake Atitlan.  I 
kayaked whenever I got a free morning before 
the afternoon winds arrived.  Alone, paddling 
among the tule (lake reeds) away from the 
busy village life, I found again a sense inner 
peace and wonder that I had experienced other 
times in my life, living along the Pacific coast 
and hiking in the Cascade Mountains.  But this 
was something bigger. After more than one 
heartbreak, my heart had become guarded. But 
here, in this place, it was splitting wide open.  
The profound sense of connection to this 
ancient land and her people touched me in 
ways I can barely explain.   
 

Among the Reeds 
 

Kayak slides 
with gentle strokes 

in the silence of midday heat. 
Exploring along shoreline, 

a red dragonfly rests on black-green reed 
and although my paddle hangs midair, 

the boat slips by 
without disturbing the 
fierce red body with 

fragile translucent wings. 
I catch this fleeting chance 

to see her clearly 
before I am past, 

before she dances thru the forest of reeds. 
Impossible to hold on 

to this glimpse of pure connection, 
the brief seconds  remain a memory, 

reminding me in other moments 
of confusion and loneliness, 

my place in this world. 
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After just a few weeks here, it was clear that 
my idea of “travel” needed to change and 
that I needed to stay in this place and know 
it and myself in new ways.  The path opened 
gently.  A new friend, (who also was 
deciding to make her home here part of the 
year) and I found a “flat” to share and 
became sisters while fixing it up with a new 
coat of paint and the simplest furnishings.  
We had an awe-inspiring view of the lake 
with breathtaking sunrises that woke me 
daily.  
 
A year later, with my ability to communicate improving, I was asked to teach English at a 
local community center; I jumped at the chance to connect to the community this way, 
teaching poorly educated Mayan women.  Another volunteer opportunity presented itself, 
working with a Quebec man in schools in several pueblos around the lake, training 
teachers and working directly with children who had “learning differences”.  This opened 
doors in my own understanding of how learning happens in our brains and how many 
underdeveloped cultures face enormous challenges entering our western educational 
system.  Often, the cause of learning difference is as simple as the lack of crawling in a 
child’s development and can be remedied with some simple bi-lateral exercises.  Of 
course there are also the greater challenges: forced to learn in a language that your 
parents do not speak, without books, with poorly trained teachers.  The list goes on. 
 

This opportunity, this gift, to see 
more deeply into the Mayan culture 
and its challenges, inspired me to 
stay and do whatever I could, in my 
small way, “to be of use.”  Before 
arriving here, my life energy had 
been consumed with the daily life of 
surviving as a single parent, in a 
materialistic culture where I 
struggled with the feeling of not 
belonging.  It seems that this very 
discomfort with the my culture’s 
definitions of happiness and success 
allowed me to really see, beyond the 
litter, the poor education, and the 

poverty here, such incredible beauty. And in this simple village life, I felt welcome. 
Then, nearly three years ago, a series of events happened that I never could have 
predicted.  
 
 It began with deciding to find my own “nest” to accommodate the street dog Olivia I had 
adopted.  She needed a yard and love.  I also wanted to live closer to the people of the 



village and have the opportunity to practice my Spanish more.  I was growing deeply 
concerned about the obvious contamination of the lake and wanted to find a way to help.  
I participated with litter/garbage cleanup efforts but dreamed of finding a way to connect 
with a program that worked with children and to address the source of the problem 
through education.  They, I am certain, are the only hope for saving this precious resource 
and thus their culture. 
 

Meeting my new landlord, Juan Manuel, 
was clearly an answer to these hopes and 
dreams.  As director of a small Mayan-
founded non-profit program started a few 
years ago, teaching computer technology 
and building academic skills for young 
children, he and the co-founder were 
struggling to keep the program alive 
financially.  They are truly visionaries, 
seeing their mission of being an 

“intercultural” learning center, while re-claiming the Mayan culture and belief system 
(Cosmovision -To the Maya and their Cosmo-vision traditions, planet Earth is an 
amazing expression of unfolding life in a continuum creation of non-visible and visible 
energy forces) as crucial to building a stronger future for their people.  When, in 
November 2009, the environmental crisis of the cynobacteria algae bloom covered the 
entire lake, they invited me to join them as they created a new class based on the 
ancestral knowledge and beliefs about the lake, in order to connect the children to saving 
the life of Lake Atitlan.  
 
The truth be told, I feel deeply 
blessed with my life here.  I have 
created a simple nest, in a small 
two story “casita”, a small palace 
by local standards, with a small 
garden and sweet view of the lake.  
Sunrises and birdsong greet me 
each morning.  Volcano views and 
the constantly changing sky 
continue to astound me.  I walk up 
the mountainside to shop in the 
market, and am always greeted 
along the way.  I still kayak and 
swim now that the cynobacteria 
has calmed down and retreated far 
below the surface.  I dream of finding ways for the dedicated staff to receive fair wages 
and for this grass-root organization to become self-sustaining.  We work closely now, and 
they try to share their Tzutujil jokes with me.  They remain hopeful though they have 
worked for little of their pay now for years and the world economy is dramatically 
affecting life here.   



Behind me, encircling me with their love, are friends and my two children, who keep me 
strong with their blessings for my life here.  There are moments when I miss them 
terribly and love sharing my nest with the few friends who have found their way here.  I 
have truly found a little piece of heaven, as my most recent visiting friend wrote recently. 
   

I remain astonished and filled with wonder 
at the fabric of my life now unfolding.  At 
65 I’ve taken up learning ukulele and guitar! 
My street dog takes me on quiet morning 
walks to the nearby lakeshore. I make time 
for yoga and fall asleep with books in my 
bed. 
 
And oh my, it can really rain here but I can’t 
wait to see what’s around the next corner. 
 
Nancylynn 


