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This thesis focuses on the traditional logboats of Coquí, an Afro-descendant 

community in the Pacific coast of Chocó, Colombia. It considers these boats as an entry 

point into the life of the community and explores the technological and functional 

aspects of the watercraft, their wider context, and related social practices. Based on a 

transdisciplinary approach, it draws on an ethnographic methodology to look at the 

question of whether and how the boats inform on the life of the community, their 

history, their identity and their maritime concerns. 

  This thesis reflects upon the multiple ways in which people in Coquí relate to their 

boats and the many levels at which these boats operate. It demonstrates that the 

watercraft of the community of Coquí is significantly complex and holds a fundamental 

importance to their existence. 

  The present study addresses the need of a comprehensive in-depth look at traditional 

boats in which the relationships between people and boats are as relevant as the pure 

technological and functional interests, dominant in the field of boat studies and 

maritime archaeology. It shows that ethnography is an effective methodology to unveil 

the richness of the materiality of social life, and the diversity of human engagements 

with the world. 
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1 Introduction 

Maritime archaeology is concerned with the relationships between people and 

maritime environments (including sea, rivers, backwaters, mangroves, and lakes), and 

the cultural implications and expressions of those relationships (Muckelroy, 1978: 4). 

As a field of archaeological interest, maritime archaeology focuses mainly on the 

materiality of that relationship. In spite of the ample scope that the discipline has 

reached since its establishment as a field of research, the study of maritime material 

culture, understood as the material culture associated with maritime ways of life, 

constitutes one of the raisons d’être of maritime archaeology. Hence, questions 

regarding maritime technology, in particular related to watercraft, still prevail.  

But maritime archaeology is not only concerned with the maritime ways of life 

of the peoples of the past. By looking at the traditional watercraft of contemporary 

communities, the discipline has found an additional valuable source to pursuit its 

aims. This is precisely the topic of this thesis, driven by questions about boats and their 

significance, using as a case study a community, located in the coasts of the region of 

Chocó, Colombia.  
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Ethnography, archaeology, and boats 

Ethnography was initially developed within the anthropological paradigm, but 

gradually found a transdisciplinary identity as a method of research, as it started being 

used in several fields of study. For instance, archaeologists started using ethnography 

as they grew interested in the ways material culture was being produced, used, 

discarded, and exchanged among indigenous communities, in order to illuminate 

archaeological questions (David and Kramer, 2001: 12). Ethnographic fieldwork was 

used to systematically collect data that could eventually be used to generate analogies 

and/or understand the variability in the archaeological record. However, in spite of 

acknowledging the potential of ethnographic analysis for archaeological 

interpretations, the ways in which ethnographic analogies can be used has been a 

contested issue (e.g. Gould, 1980: 29-48; Wylie, 1985: 64; McGrail et al., 2003: 18; Blue, 

2003: 334). Furthermore, ethnoarchaeological works are generally driven by questions 

concerning the artefact, the site (spatial distribution), and the processes (for instance 

production, exchange, and discard) (Beck, 2008: 1157). However, issues regarding the 

sociocultural significance and implications of material culture for and within the 

actual communities were generally overlooked. This focus started to change when the 

preoccupations were directed towards the understanding of the symbolic dimensions 

of artefacts (for instance Hodder, 1982); but even then, the significance of the material 

to living people was not part of the aim of ethnoarchaeologists. 

Maritime archaeology has found in ethnography a useful methodology to 

approach contemporary communities and their watercraft. This was partly a response 

to the need of ‘rescuing’ and recording traditions, maritime ways of life, and watercraft, 

that were rapidly changing or disappearing, as well as a tool to broaden the ‘knowledge 

of a wide range of solutions so specific boatbuilding band boat-use problems (…) [that] 

enable the archaeologist to escape the constraints of his [or her] own culture” (McGrail, 
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2001: 3). The use of ethnography in maritime archaeology finds its roots in a number of 

systematic surveys of traditional watercraft, which aim was to produce descriptive 

accounts of boats and their technological features, to classify them and to produce 

geographical distributions of the types; Studies to date remain functionally and 

technically focused (see for instant the classic work produced by Hornell, 1946; 

Edwards, 1965; also McGrail et al., 2003; Agius et al., 2010).  Although works of this 

type are valuable sources of reference, they are without doubt limited in scope and 

context. They are largely focused on the boats and ships per se, leaving unnoticed to 

the reader the role and cultural significance (beyond function) that those boats had 

within the societies that wield them.  

Perhaps because first-hand observation of the watercraft and the eagerness to 

document and record those traditions in the original settings were key elements in 

those studies, the term ‘ethnography’ started being applied to subsequent similar 

approaches (see the use of ‘Maritime ethnography’ by McGrail, 1984; also Blue, 2003). 

The ethnographic characterisation of such works was, in most cases, justified by the 

physical presence of the researcher in the field, and the undertaking of interviews. 

However there was still a lack of the use of an integral ethnographic methodology, 

which encompassed a committed cultural immersion of the researcher in the 

community.  

The need for a more integral study of boats, in which social contexts were to be 

taken into account, had a subsequent impact in following publications. While this issue 

was raised by McGrail et al. in 2003: 279-281), aspects beyond technological questions 

had already gained more relevance and were integrated into subsequent studies (Blue 

et al. 1997; Vermonden, 2003; Ransley, 2009).  

Alternatively, maritime archaeology has found another source in 

ethnographies that look at contemporary communities with maritime ways of life (see 
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for instance the review for South Asia by Gupta, 2003; also Ransley, 2011). In these 

approaches, anthropologists have used ethnography in their attempts to understand 

maritime communities. But a specific attention to the watercraft is rarely seen in these 

studies; Boats are rather dealt with tangentially. Perhaps Tilley took a different look at 

watercraft when he produced his analysis on the symbolic dimensions of Wala canoes 

(Tilley, 2002), but the technological and functional features of the canoes are left to the 

side: “while the materials used to build canoes are discussed, it is the symbolic 

potential of these materials that is emphasized” (Jones and Boivin, 2010: 347). 

The two ways that maritime archaeology has approached boats in ethnographic 

contexts (either through technological/functional approaches or symbolic 

anthropological views) have failed to address the gap between materiality and the 

sociocultural context. There is a need to look at the materiality of social life in a holistic 

way, in which people is understood within the complexity of artefacts, and artefacts 

within the complexity of the social world. After all, things and people cannot be 

approached, or even conceived, separately. 

Closing the gap 

In order to address that gap, traditionally maintained across the different 

disciplines concerned with the study of material culture it is necessary to look at things 

and objects as mutually entangled with people (Hodder, 2012). The recognition of the 

ubiquity of material culture, and its mutually constitutive character (Appadurai, 1986: 

5; Miller, 1987: 86; Miller, 1998: 3; Gosden and Marshall, 1999: 170; Hodder, 2012; Basu, 

2012: 370) necessarily implies that the material world and social practices are 

essentially bound, and therefore, should not be analytically separated (Jones, 2004: 

330; Miller, 1987). 
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A significant increasing body of research centred on the ‘relationship between 

people and things irrespective of time and space’ (Miller and Tilley, 1996: 5) has gained 

relevance across different disciplines, notoriously in anthropology, sociology, and 

archaeology. These studies, sharing an interest in material culture, are grouped and 

situated within the framework of material culture studies, in which questions relevant 

to archaeology and anthropology converge. These works are characterised by ‘a cross-

fertilization of ideas and approaches between people concerned with the material 

constitution of social relations’ (Miller and Tilley, 1996: 5-6). They are interdisciplinary 

approaches encompassed within an ‘undisciplined substitute for a discipline’ (Miller, 

2010: 1) as for such studies are not necessarily framed within the paradigm of a 

particular field of study but tied up by the application of ethnographic methodology 

and their explicit interest in the sociocultural context of things and the ways such 

things operate. 

This thesis argues that acknowledging the fundamental connection of things 

(boats) and people allows us to explore the ways in which the boats articulate within 

the socio-cultural context. It argues that boats can be used as interpretive tools to 

understand the nature of society (Geismar and Horst, 2004: 6). 

This thesis proposes an approach that, in a similar manner to material culture 

studies, addresses the need for a more comprehensive and transdisciplinary look at 

boats, raising questions about the relationship of boats and cultural identity, how they 

relate to people and vice versa. In order to do so, it raises questions that concern both 

maritime archaeology and anthropology, such as cultural identity, the role of 

traditions, and technological strategies. 
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Cultural and maritime identity 

The use of ethnography in the study of material culture enables us to explore 

‘the ways in which artefacts are implicated in the construction, maintenance and 

transformation of social identities’ (Miller and Tilley, 1996: 5). The concept of cultural 

identity is one aspect relevant to this thesis. Stuart Hall (1990) conceives of two crucial 

perspectives to understand cultural identity. The first one calls for the idea of 

similarity, a collective ‘oneness’, result of a shared ancestry and historical experience. It 

turns to the past to be constructed in the present. As Hall pointed out, “cultural 

identities reflect the common historical experiences and shared cultural codes which 

provide us, as ‘one people’, with stable, unchanging and continuous frames of reference 

and meaning.” (Hall, 1990: 223). The second perspective draws on the idea that cultural 

identity is also defined by the occurrence of change. “It belongs to the future as much 

as to the past. It is not something which already exists, transcending place, time, 

history and culture. Cultural identities come from somewhere, have histories. But like 

everything which is historical, they undergo constant transformation. Far from being 

eternally fixed in some essentialised past, they are subject to the continuous ‘play’ of 

history, culture and power” (Hall, 1990: 225). Cultural identity is not a fixed and static 

condition. The temporality and continuous negotiation within changing social realities 

makes it subject to change. It is, in Tilley’s words, “something mutable, invented and 

inventive, elusive, constantly subject to change” (Tilley, 2006: 9). Identity is ‘always an 

open, complex, unfinished game – always under construction” and it moves into the 

future “through a symbolic detour through the past” (Hall, 1999: 43). 

One way to experience such a symbolic detour through the past is perhaps by 

the practice of traditions. Different authors have explored the concept of tradition 

(Hobsbawm, 1992; Nash, 1996: 24; Sahlins, 1999: 403; Shils, 1981) finding common 

ground to most of the definitions suggested. At first, the word ‘tradition’ evokes the 
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past. Traditional practices are meant to ‘preserve’ history and ensure its transmission 

to next generations. They encompass a sense of time and cultural endurance. In this 

sense, traditions imply a character that is atemporal: they are intended to survive 

through time and resist contemporary tensions, at least ideally. In Tilley’s words, 

“traditions carry these experiences into the present, the past governs the present rather 

than the present governing the past. Such a view postulates an unchanging essence to 

social identity beneath its different forms” (Tilley, 2006: 9). 

Maritime component 

Maritime identity, sometimes referred to as ‘maritimity’, is a difficult concept to 

pin down. As often happens, concepts can reach several extents of significance and 

applicability to particular contexts depending on the paradigm that frames them. 

Several attempts to delimit and define what maritimity means have been made  (see for 

instance Westerdahl, 1998; Cook, 2001: 17; Tuddenham, 2010: 8; Hatch, 2013: 14) at the 

same time as people have recognised the difficulty of such task (Tuddenham, 2010: 6; 

Westerdahl, 2007: 191). 

Christer Westerdahl relates the term ‘maritimity’ to what he considers to be 

fundamental to a ‘maritime culture’. Westerdahl attempted to define concepts such as 

maritime cultural landscape, and maritime culture. It was a very important and pioneer 

step that helped other academics in the field of maritime archaeology explore the 

relationships between people, landscape, material culture, and identity in the maritime 

domain. He further developed his insights, refining his ideas to encompass a broader 

spectrum of possible scenarios, archaeological, and ethnographical examples of human 

groups interacting and engaging with the maritime environment (Westerdahl, 1992, 

2007).  
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Rainbird points out that the way people perceive the sea in different places and 

moments is a result of the local beliefs and practices (Rainbird, 2007: 57), and even 

within a group that has a common cultural identity, there are great variations in such 

perceptions of the world, as it depends on the practical experiences of the individuals 

(Ingold, 2000: 225-227).  

Hatch’s definition of ‘maritimity’ offers a helpful perspective to explore what 

the term entails and how it comes into practice. She defines ‘maritimity’ as “identity 

grounded in perceived (or imagined) shared traits deriving from a community’s 

relationship with the maritime environment” (Hatch, 2013: 13). Such shared traits are 

precisely what constitute that collective ‘oneness’ in Hall’s definition of identity. Hatch 

addresses that “Maritimity hinges on the transformation of the maritime environment 

into landscape, and the positioning of the community inside that maritime landscape” 

(Hatch, 2013: 14). Perhaps this transformation of environment into landscape is better 

understood through Ingold’s definition of taskcape; It is precisely within a taskcape 

that the activities of people or ‘tasks’ – understood as ‘practical operation, carried out 

by a skilled agent… as part of his or her normal business of life” (Ingold, 1993: 158) and 

the environment, come together. 

Maritime identity can therefore be acknowledged when those traits or sets of 

relationships between the people and the sea are meaningfully located and embedded 

in the continuous frame of reference that is cultural identity, and put into practice in 

everyday life. 

Logboats of Coquí: an ethnographic approach to material culture. 

This research looks at the world of Coquí, a coastal village of Chocó, using boats 

as the entry point. They are the platform from which I explore wider issues, such as the 
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nature of the entanglement between people and boats. The reasons behind the choice 

of this particular community can be summarised in three main points:  

a. The boats 

The watercraft present in this part of the world has been largely overlooked. 

Nothing has been published on the topic in the last sixty years. For instance, an article 

published by Hornell in 1928, entitled “South American Balanced Canoes: Stages in the 

invention of the double outrigger”, clearly technologically driven, was probably the 

first published work that addressed indigenous watercraft used in the southern Pacific 

coast of Colombia (Hornell, 1928). Explicitly concerned with the origin of the outriggers 

observed in some of the boats, his work and reflexions are framed within the culture-

historical paradigm.  

It was not until 1965 that Clinton Edwards published his work, ‘Aboriginal 

watercraft on the Pacific coast of South America” (Edwards, 1965). In this monograph, 

Edwards replicated the model dominant in previous boat studies, systematically 

describing the watercraft that he encountered on his expedition. He went along the 

shores, naming types and classifying boats, establishing geographical distributions, 

and documenting them and some of their functional aspects. His quest for ‘aboriginal’ 

boats led him to overlook those that were considered to have European or foreign 

influences. This is probably the only work in which the watercraft present in the study 

area of Coquí, are described, albeit rather swiftly.  

Other scholars from different disciplines have also dealt briefly with boats in 

Chocó, although not in the coastal area of the Tribugá Gulf. In 1957, geographer Robert 

West published a seminal work, in which he produced a thorough description of the 

region and its peoples (West, 1957). He includes descriptions of some of the boats he 

observed, illustrated with some photographs and occasional sketches. Subsequently, 
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Colombian anthropologist Rogerio Velásquez highlighted the important place that the 

watercraft have in the cultural configuration of the region of Chocó, and how it is 

particularly reflected in multiple folkloric expressions (Velásquez, 1959).  

Finally, there are a number of recent anthropological publications in which the 

boats have a peripheral place: see for instance Reichel-Dolmatoff (1960), Stipek (1976), 

Pardo (1987), and Vargas (1984) about Emberá and Wounan peoples; Arocha (1999), or 

Giraldo (2007) on Afro-Descendants; and Lozsoncy (1997) on both ethnic groups. It is 

worth mentioning the work of Donald Tayler (1996), who undertook ethnographic 

fieldwork in the sixties, and later published a monograph on the Wounan peoples of 

the San Juan river, called ‘Embarkations’, in which he analysed the symbolic 

significance of the boats in Wounan cosmology.  

b. The environment 

Coquí is on the coast of Chocó, a biodiversity hotspot and one of the wettest 

places in the world (Oslender, 2002: 91). There, the exuberant rainforest and the sea 

meet, creating very special conditions in which waterways have a major role. There is a 

remarkable number of run-off rivers, part of the drainage system, and a mangrove 

forest with a network of channels that flood with the tide. The village, based in the 

mouth of the River Coquí and along the coast is surrounded by waterways.  

As a result of the lack of infrastructural development, little has changed since 

West described the area in 1957: “Hundreds of rivers, often in flood, run through the 

forest from hill and mountain slope to sea. They are the pathways for human travel and 

their banks are the main sites of human habitation” (West, 1957: 3). These 

circumstances make the area of study a unique place to look at watercraft. 

Unsurprisingly, as Oslender states, such diversity of waterways and “aquatic elements 

[…] have strongly influenced and shaped everyday human life patterns in the region” 
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(Oslender, 2002: 92). This has been widely acknowledged by geographers and 

anthropologists (see for instance West, 1957: 88; Oslender, 1999: 35).  

c. The people 

The history of the community is inexorably linked to the wider historical 

context of Afro-Descendants in Colombia. Coquí is one of the ‘black communities’ of 

the Pacific, recognized by the law as having a clearly defined Afro-Colombian ethnic 

identity. They have built their lives under singular historic conditions. Since their 

ancestors were forcibly introduced into America and exploited as slaves in the colonial 

system, a massive process of cultural reinventation has taken place (Inikori, 1998 in 

Arocha and Maya, 2008: 399). It is the result of the interplay of multiple African ethnic 

backgrounds, early and sustained interethnic coexistence and the consequential 

cultural interchange with indigenous groups, and later, with a mixed or mestizo 

society.  

In spite of the vast influence that Afro-descendant culture has in the country, 

Afro-Colombians have, until fairly recently, been largely overlooked by the hegemonic 

mestizo society, including academia. Anthropological interest in these communities is 

surprisingly recent. And although the production of literature on the topic has 

significantly increased since the decade of the nineties, the materiality of Afro-

Colombian culture, in particular those who live in this part of the Colombian 

geography, has not been looked at in detail. 

Structure of the thesis 

The present study is structured across seven chapters. The aim of this first 

chapter has been to situate the research within the field of maritime archaeology, in 

relation to the scope of material culture studies. It states the aim of the research and 
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defines some of the relevant approaches and concepts to be taken into account. It also 

contextualises the case study by outlining the rationale behind the choice of the 

community.  

In the second chapter, the study area is geographically located. This section 

encompasses an overview of the physical geography of the region and, drawing on 

ethnographic observations, presents a description of the territorial configuration of the 

world of Coquí and its different spaces. 

The historical background of the human presence on the area is presented in 

the third chapter. It offers a review of the archaeological evidence from the general area 

of study. It reinforces the idea of a region where people have been linked by sea and 

land rather than being relatively ‘isolated’, as it is generally perceived nowadays. This 

review will be followed by an analysis of the historical processes that reconfigured the 

cultural landscape of the Pacific coast of Chocó during colonial times and the post-

colonial period. This chapter is based on the review of historic, ethnohistoric, 

cartographic, and ethnographic sources. 

Chapter four is devoted to the methodology of fieldwork. It is structured in two 

parts: In the first, I define ethnography as the methodological strategy applied to this 

study and describing the tools employed to approach the problem. I also contextualise 

some methodological issues encountered during fieldwork. In the second part of the 

chapter, I give a reflective account of my fieldwork journey, including the significant 

twists and turns unexpectedly faced and their impact on my objectives.  

The following chapter details the methods chosen for data collection in both 

areas of enquiry; the social life and contexts of the logboats and the methodology of the 

boat survey and recording of building sequences. It finishes with a reflective appraisal 
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detailing the effectiveness and applicability of such methods, and the impact that the 

use of certain technologies had upon the outcomes of the research. 

The watercraft observed and recorded in Coquí are detailed in the sixth chapter. 

This is a descriptive chapter about the different kinds of boats made and used in Coquí, 

their methods of propulsion, and the raw materials. As well as the physical description 

of the boats, I include the sequences followed in the transformation of the tree into a 

boat, including the ways in which the boatbuilders transport the unfinished logboats 

back to the village. The final part of the chapter deals with the process of extension and 

repair. 

The following chapter provides the boats with their fundamental social context. 

It describes and analyses how the people of Coquí integrate them into their lives, and 

engage with their world through and by them. It discusses the cultural traditions in 

which the boats play a central role and a review of their context. 

The study concludes with a final chapter that brings together reflexions around 

the nature of the watercraft and their connexion to the people. It discusses the 

implications of their ubiquity and explores the significance of the entanglement of 

people and boats in the world of this Afro-Colombian community of the Pacific coast. 
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2 The world of Coquí 

 

Figure  2.1 Colombia. Based on ArcMAP base map. 
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Colombia is in the northwest of South America. It has a shoreline of 3,208 

kilometres that runs along the Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean (figure 2.1). This 

country, located in the Inter-Tropical Zone, is crossed by the Equator line in the 

Amazon region, in the south of the country. It is dominated by a tropical climate 

distinguished by the absence of seasons. Instead it has cold highlands and warm 

lowlands all year round. 

The country has a great diversity of climates determined by their geographical 

location (Leyva, 2001: 59). Temperatures across the country vary depending on factors 

such as altitude or proximity to the sea level, with the higher altitudes generally having 

lower temperatures. 

The general topography of the country is very dynamic: lowlands by the coastal 

regions, the Andes across the middle, and plains at the east and south. The main relief 

system is part of the Andes Range that splits in three sub-systems known as cordilleras. 

Additionally, there are other independent systems such as the Serranía del Baudó that 

extends along the northern Pacific coast. Colombia has five main drainage systems that 

encompass a great number of rivers and tributaries that make it one of the richest 

countries in water resources (Leyva, 2001: 118).  
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2.1 Study area 

 

Figure  2.2 Study area: Bay of Coquí, and nearby villages. Topography based on grids 183-I-

B, 183-I-D, and 183-II-A, Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi (1988).  

The study area (figure 2.2) is located on the Pacific coast, within the Gulf of 

Tribugá, north of the Cape Corrientes. This wild region is mostly covered by a dense 

rainforest that encompasses outstanding biodiversity. Abundant runoff watercourses 

(rivers, streams, and creeks) flow across the jungle and down the hills, consequence of 

the almost incessant rainfall that every year reaches averages of more than 10,000 

cubic millimetres (Leyva: 2001: 65; Oslender, 2002: 91). 

This area is located in the marine eco-region known as the Panama Bight, where 

the northern and southern Trade winds meet forming the Inter-Tropical Convergence 

Zone (ITCZ). The ITCZ determines the occurrence of clouds and high levels of 

precipitation (Leyva, 2001: 61). This phenomenon appears as a belt of clouds across the 
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equatorial region that generates high relative humidity (90% to 100%) and copious 

rain. The temperature rarely surpasses 30°C (Cantera, 1993: 16; Leyva, 2001: 61).  

 

Figure  2.3 Inter-Tropical Convergence Zone. Based on Barry, R. and Chorley, R. (2003) 

Atmosphere, wheather, and climate. London: Routledge, pp. 235. 

The ITCZ is permanently being displaced by the effect of the Trades (figure 2.3). 

These are the winds that dominate this region, with an average speed of 2.5 m/s 

(Cantera, 1993: 16). The movement of the belt of clouds results in the differentiation of a 

rainy season known as invierno (winter) from a dryer season or verano (summer) and a 

shorter and less rainy season called veranillo (little summer) (Tayler, 1996: 3).  

Different currents influence the Colombian Pacific littoral. The cold Humboldt 

Current, flowing from south to north, drives away from the continent near the 4°N (off 

the coasts of Peru). It generates the Colombia Current that warms up in the Panama 

Bight. This current flows anticlockwise. Its intensity is greater during the last months 

of the year at the south of the coast, when the southeast winds are stronger (Cantera, 
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1993: 17). The Colombia current registers a maximum speed of 1.5 m/s from December 

to April in contrast to the slower speed of 0.5 m/s from May to June (Cantera, 1993: 17). 

This current is the one that determines the coastal navigation practiced in this region. 

The Pacific coast is also influenced by the Northern Equatorial Current (that flows 

towards the west in the Panama Bay) and the Equatorial Counter Current (that 

circulates from the central Pacific Ocean towards the east) (figure 2.4). 

 

Figure  2.4 Major marine currents that influence the area of study. Based on ‘Ocean 

Currents and Sea Ice from Atlas of World Maps’, United States Army Service Forces, Army 

Specialized Training Division. Army Service Forces Manual M-101 (1943). 

The coast is affected by a semidiurnal tidal range of 4 metres in average. The 

tidal activity also generates currents that affect the sedimentation processes 

contributing to the dynamism of the shoreline. These currents are also responsible for 

the formation of chains of abundant floating debris in the sea, swept along by the rivers 

and discharged into the sea. These floating chains or hileros are formed where the 

oceanic and tidal currents converge, and they serve as natural seamarks for fishermen 

and sailors. 
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Parallel to the shoreline and further inland, the Serranía del Baudó frames the 

coastal area with its steep hills. This range has an extension of 250 km and is separated 

from the Western cordillera by the Atrato River, the main artery of the Chocó region. 

The western slopes of the Serranía descend towards the coast of southern Panama until 

the Cape Corrientes. The highest altitude of the Baudó Range is 1500 metres above sea 

level, but most of it oscillates in between 600 and 1200 metres. This mountainous 

system meets the ocean forming steep cliffs that continue into the sea, giving a 

considerable depth to coastal waters.  

The shoreline of this area is very dynamic with series of small capes and rocky 

headlands (figure 2.5). A few coves and sandy beaches, sometimes only visible at low 

tide, sporadically interrupt this rocky landscape. This is the case of Bay of Coquí, where 

the community of Coquí is located. In a similar way than most of other coastal villages, 

Coquí is settled at the mouth of a main river. The village is named after it, as well as the 

majority of communities of the Pacific Coast.  

 

Figure  2.5 Rocky headland and sandy beaches near Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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2.2 Landscape 

I could describe the world of Coquí in similar terms as those used in the first 

section of this chapter: highlighting the physical features of the environment. Rather, I 

chose to explore it drawing on the experience of my fieldwork, and on the ways people 

describe it in their everyday life. It is appropriate to cite Ingold’s words “the landscape 

is the world as it is known to those who dwell therein, who inhabit its places and 

journey along the paths connecting them” (Ingold, 1993: 156). It is precisely based on 

this definition that I describe the physical world of Coquí. The following section is 

grounded in ethnographic observations exploring the landscape where day after day 

the people of Coquí live their lives.  

Landscapes are to be thought in relation to the ways people understand them 

and engage with them. This notion of landscape, as essentially intertwined with 

people, finds its roots in the way several influential authors have conceptualised the 

idea of space and its sociality (see for instance Lefebvre, 1991, Bender, 2002 and 2006). 

Rather than inert backgrounds, they are living spaces that are to be perceived through 

the senses, values, feelings and experiences of individuals and social groups (Bender, 

2006: 303; Rodríguez et al., 2010: 24). 

In 1997 Camacho, interested in the different uses that Afro-Descendants gave to 

their territory, identified six areas of activity that they described as areas of use 

inscribed in a symbolic topography (Camacho, 1997: 73). These areas are also identified 

in this study, with minor variations. The world of Coquiseños seems to be composed by 

six main spaces connected by rivers and waterways: village, quebrada (river and farms), 

monte (jungle), sea, mangrove, and beach. The people of Coquí draw a distinction 

between those spaces based on their activities and the environment.  
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The village 

 

Figure  2.6 Village of Coquí (Chocó). Map C.Fuquen. Based on grids 183-I-B, 183-I-D, and 

183-II-A, Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi (1988). 

 

Figure  2.7 Main street of Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Enclosed by the sea, the mangrove swamps, and the river, the village of Coquí 

has an approximate population of 260 to 300 inhabitants. Sixty to seventy dwellings 

are situated along the main street, perpendicular to the river and parallel to the beach, 

with few simple ramifications or secondary streets/paths that follow an organic spatial 

distribution (figure 2.6 and 2.7). This pattern has been observed across the Pacific 

region (Oslender, 2002: 92; Hoffman, 2007: 86; Meza Ramírez, 2010: 134) and has been 

described as “street-villages” (Mosquera, 2004: 293), recognisable not only in the coast 

but also along riverine and other rural settlements. Some areas within the village are 

called ‘barrios’ (neighbourhoods), although a neighbourhood might include only two 

or three houses.  

This is the place of permanent dwelling, where the inhabitants of Coquí or 

Coquiseños lead a collective way of life, constantly sharing activities with neighbours 

and family. This space represents home, and brings safety. The village is commonly 

perceived as having two different areas: up and down (arriba and abajo) where down is 

the nearest to the river (west) and up the opposite end (east). Hoffmann (2007: 84) 

observed a common correlation between the location of family dwellings and their 

kinship to the original founders of the village among the settlements of the southern 

Pacific region. This same correlation exists in Coquí: the direct descendants of the 

founders are usually settled near the river (abajo) and those families whose dwellings 

are established towards the other end and in the few secondary ‘streets’ are more 

recent. Those families appear to hold a higher social status, reinforced by their wider 

family networks in the region. The advantages of living near the river are evident: daily 

activities such as loading and unloading boats, and pulling them out of the water to be 

put under a shelter or even home, require less effort as the distance is shorter. Also, the 

fast access to the river, one of the main ways of transport, is guaranteed as well as 

securing the prompt knowledge of any news brought by the visitors arriving to the 

village. 



2 4 	 | 	 P a g e 	

Coquí encompasses about sixty-five family dwellings plus some thatched huts 

(ranchos) that serve as temporary housing, shelter, and other purposes. There is a 

church, a communal park, a football pitch on the beach, and a few family businesses -

two bars and two local shops. 

The spatial distribution in the domestic space follows the same pattern in most 

houses. The kitchen is situated at the back of the house. It has access to the back area 

where people keep their zoteas (elevated gardens), chicken coops, and laundry area. 

This space is probably the most social one within the house. The distribution of the 

different areas inside the houses corresponds to the traditional pattern in the region: 

there is a main entrance with a narrow corridor towards the back of the house, small 

rooms along the corridor, a cooking hearth in the kitchen area at the back, and a dining 

area, usually within or very close to the kitchen. Recently, this pattern has been 

influenced by foreign trends that are becoming popular in the region. It is now 

common to see brick houses and zinc and asbestos roofs among the traditional wooden 

ones, as well as recently made toilets in every house of the village, which benefits from 

a fairly recently built aqueduct. 

In Coquí, as well as in nearby villages, only pedestrians and animals use the 

main street, as motor vehicles are non-existent. The village is devoid of any kind of 

metalled roads. Coquí is mainly accessed from the sea, although beaches and small 

paths are also used to travel between coastal villages.  
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Quebrada 

 

Figure  2.8 River Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

The second space is equally vital. It is referred as the quebrada, which means 

stream or river, although this term has a double meaning. On the one hand, and quite 

literally, Coquiseños use this term when they talk about the river (figure 2.8). On the 

other hand, when people talk about going to the quebrada, they usually mean going to 

their farms to work in their crops. These farms are located near the riverbanks of the 

River Coquí, and its tributaries (Bongo, Aguaclara, etc) and within the surrounding 

jungle (figure 2.9). 



2 6 	 | 	 P a g e 	

 

Figure  2.9 Agricultural plots distributed along the rivers. Map: C.Fuquen. Topography 

based on grids 183-I-B, 183-I-D, and 183-II-A, Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi (1988). 

 The reasons for the ambiguous use of this term might be, on the one hand, the 

use of the river as the main way that connect the people with their farms, and on the 

other hand, their proximity to the waterways. People in Coquí use this term 

indiscriminately regardless of which farm or river they refer to, as some families work 

in different places, near different rivers or streams. It is also common to find that some 

families navigate the mangrove swamps to go to work and still refer to them as the 

quebrada. Regardless of the physical location of their farms, they all use the same. They 

can also mention the proper name of the river/stream but the generic term is quebrada.  

Farms can be permanent or temporary. Camacho identifies them with the term 

monte biche o de rastrojo also amansado (tame forest) (Camacho, 1997: 73) although I 

did not hear the term in use during fieldwork. Essentially, people clear areas in the 

jungle to prepare the land for cultivation (figure 2.10). The method used is known as 
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slash and mulch (West, 1957: 129; Isacsson, 1976: 21; Whitten, 1994: 66), also observed 

among Emberá people and Afro-Descendants. Farms can eventually be relocated, so 

they give the soil the chance to recover. 

 

Figure  2.10 Rice field surrounded by jungle (near the Stream Balbudera, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

The size of the farms is variable and depends on the capacity of the families or 

individuals to cultivate them as well as on the type of crops. Sometimes, and usually 

depending on how distant the farm is from the village, people might build a hut in their 

farms where they can stay for several days or weeks if they need to achieve a 

particularly time consuming task. 

In spite of the dynamic essence of the farms, a static dimension is given to these 

spaces by the legalisation of ownership in the form of deeds, acknowledged by national 

legislation. Although the traditional way of collective ownership can be seen in Coquí, 

things have changed in the last decades. Traditionally, land appropriation requires a 

consensus of the factual ownership by the person that has occupied the land to 



2 8 	 | 	 P a g e 	

cultivate it or by the descendants of this person (Hoffmann, 2007: 86) as the jungle has 

been considered as wasteland. Until the approval of Law 70 in 1993 (the Law of Black 

Communities”) this model had prevailed. Since then, many communities have 

registered collective lands in an attempt to protect them from the pressure of the 

increasing colonisation of the region by paisas -outsiders, mainly from the cities of 

Medellin, Bogota, and Cali. However, some families opted out and instead made the 

decision to keep their own lands ‘private’ and legalise their individual property. As a 

result, land ownership in Coquí has a mixed character: static (physical spaces of tenure 

with fixed boundaries by the law) and dynamic temporary or semi-temporary spaces 

(according to the traditional system of land distribution).  

The jungle 

 

Figure  2.11 Jungle or monte (Bejuquillal, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

The third space is the jungle, monte or selva (figure 2.11). This space is wild and 

usually represents danger and risk. The jungle cannot be owned by a particular 
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individual. Any member of the community has the right to hunt there, or to clear a 

space to cultivate it. They have developed a common awareness of the pressure that 

some cultural practices put on the resources and their limited nature. Therefore people 

seem to practice a tacit control by expressing social rejection of bad practice. When the 

action of the hunters result in an excessive pressure upon a certain species by killing 

indiscriminately an unnecessary number of individuals, females that are breeding, or 

when they hunt too often in the same area, people find the way to express their 

disapproval, for example by avoiding buying the meat from the hunter or by criticising 

or making negative comments about it with others.  

The jungle provides people with timber for trade and conversion, medicines, 

land to grow their crops, and game. Hunters and loggers learn to know the dangers in 

the jungle and to avoid them. People can get lost in the jungle or can become the 

subjects of the action of supernatural entities that might confuse them and make them 

lose their way and their tracks. The jungle can be unknown and difficult but it can also 

be a space where hunters find comfort in the temporal solitude and where they can 

experience the empowerment that comes from facing the wild, where they can 

accomplish a killing and therefore provide meat for their families, and eventually some 

cash in exchange of the game. 
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The sea 

 

Figure  2.12 Humpback whales in the bay of Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

The fourth space is the sea (figure 2.12). Mainly referred to as afuera (outside), 

the sea is the main means of access to the village. This space connects coastal villages 

in the gulf to the rest of the country and to Panama and Central America. The sea is the 

main way of access to the Coquí and allows the provision of goods and other essential 

items. A few merchant ships undertake regular coastal journeys from the port of 

Buenaventura to the northern Pacific coast trading a broad range of items, transporting 

a few passengers, and serving as a postal service. These ships transport the fuel locally 

used to power the village with an obsolete and semi-permanently broken electric 

generator which, in rare opportunities, provides the households with a couple of hours 

of electricity.  

Fishing is one of the most common activities in the Gulf. Fish, a staple food in 

Coquí, is consumed almost every day. This is particularly significant, since “food is a 
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product and mirror of the organization of society on both the broadest and most 

intimate levels. It is connected to many kinds of behaviour and is endlessly 

meaningful. Food is a prism that absorbs and reflects a host of cultural phenomena” 

(Counihan, 1999: 6). The sea offers that fundamental resource on which the people of 

the coast depend and therefore it is a fundamental aspect of their cultural identity. 

Every morning, when fishermen return to the beach with their catch, people come to 

socialise, to buy, to comment on the catch, or simply watch.  

One of the most important and visible aspects of this space is the way in which 

the tidal activity and moon cycles influence almost all the activities of the community. 

From the time of day when they can go to their farm, to the moment of the month when 

they fell trees, tides and moon regulate the movements of the people, in particular 

those involving waterways. 

The beach 

 

Figure  2.13 Beach of Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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The fifth space is the beach (figure 2.13). It is a collective space that, providing 

that the tide is low, connects villages and neighbours by allowing the passage. It is a 

source for foraging for food as people, especially children and women, collect species of 

molluscs from the sand and from the rocky formations (figure 2.14). It is also a source of 

sand for the construction of those houses that require it. 

Finally, the beach is often a space for leisure and socialisation. Every day of the 

week, at 5pm, a large group of men get together to play football, and many others join 

to support the players and socialise. It is also the area where some attempt to find 

mobile phone reception in order to communicate with distant relatives, often 

unsuccessfully. 

 

Figure  2.14 Foraging for molluscs in the beach (near Jobí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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The mangrove swamp 

 

Figure  2.15 Estero Boca vieja, main mangrove chanel of Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  2.16 Women pianguando in the mangrove (Estero Boca Vieja, Chocó). Collection of 

bivalve molluscs (Anadara tuberculosa) from the muddy roots of the mangrove trees at low tide. 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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The mangrove is the sixth space that can be characterised in the world of Coquí 

(figure 2.15). The channels of the mangrove connect the village to some farms and the 

monte. This ecosystem is extremely complex and fragile, as well as fundamental for the 

balance of life. It is a productive area in which people fish in its brackish waters and 

extract a large diversity of resources for daily activities. The Bay of Coquí is one of the 

few areas in the northern coast of Chocó where it is possible to find swamps and, 

therefore, the activities related to this space are essential for the way of life of 

Coquiseños. There are seven species of mangrove tree, which used to be exploited as 

timber; the bark was used for tanning. However, after the community became aware of 

the negative impact of the activity in the biodiversity of the area, they implemented 

control measurements to protect the trees and the species that develop in the swamps. 

Nowadays, the mangrove trees are used as a source of firewood for the kitchen, and 

sometimes used in boatbuilding and domestic construction.  

The swamps are also areas for fishing and for women to collect piangua (figure 

2.16), an activity characteristic of the Afro-descendant populations of the Pacific coast, 

in particularly the southern part (Arocha, 1999: 73-74). This activity takes place in the 

soft muddy substrate of the swamps, where women find the shells deeply buried next 

to the roots of the trees. This substrate allows the flow of the waters influenced by the 

tide and can only be reached when it is low. The other substrate of the mangrove 

ecosystem is more firm and stable. It is on one of these firm areas in the form of islands 

within the channels that the community established their graveyard.  

All these spaces are linked physically and symbolically by the river and its 

tributaries. By river, Coquiseños can physically reach their farms, the village, the sea, 

and the jungle. The river therefore is an axis that connects the six spaces of their 

territory.  
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2.3 Subsistence strategy 

Coquiseños maintain a mixed subsistence strategy that includes fishing, 

hunting, gathering, and agricultural production –activities practiced by men and 

women. Activities such as logging, the occasional selling agricultural products and 

fishing catch, services such as labour force, and the engagement in sporadic touristic 

activities, provide them with the economic means to afford some basic necessities by 

allowing some monetary income. Additionally, during the last years, drug-related 

activities have become another source of income to those directly or indirectly 

involved. The drug traffic has negatively impacted the fragile village economy, which 

struggles to maintain the balance between their autonomy and their inclusion into the 

broader mainstream economy. It has not only affected the stability of the local 

economy but also the normal development of cultural practices and daily activities.  

2.4 Kinship networks 

Coquí is part of a wider and flexible network of neighbouring villages along the 

shores of the Gulf. This kind of relationship was observed by Losonczy who identified 

multi-communitarian systems in the region of Chocó (Losonczy, 1997) that in turn 

configured the social and cultural nature of the communities related. In the Gulf of 

Tribugá, coastal communities have a close relationship with the community nearby. 

For instance, Coquí has a distinctive relationship with the nearest village called Jobí. 

Coquiseños sometimes refer to Jobí as a sister village. This relationship can also be 

observed between Arusí and Apartadó (Partadó), and between Juribidá and Chorí. This 

perception may be closely related to the fact that there are multiple kinship affiliations 

between the inhabitants of both villages. In fact, one of the most characteristic cultural 

features of black communities in the Pacific is their kinship networks extended along 

rivers, mangroves, and coasts (Oslender, 2002: 95; Hoffmann, 2002: 120 and 2007: 67). 



3 6 	 | 	 P a g e 	

Moreover, these networks are not only based upon consanguine affiliations. Symbolic 

kinship is a widespread element in the black communities of the Pacific. This kind of 

kinship might be established either by the rite of the baptism, or by the adoption of the 

children (usually in the practice rather than by law) by members of the family or the 

community different from the biological parents of the child. It is usual to hear people 

referring to others as godmother/father, godson/daughter, among communities of 

Afro-Descendants, even if they are not consanguineously related, and it is also a 

common practice held with indigenous families. In fact, Losonczy identified this 

practice as one of the multiple mechanisms or strategies practiced by both Afro-

Chocoanos and Emberá, to maintain a symbolic interchange of immaterial values as a 

strategy to maintain a peaceful coexistence (Losonczy, 1997: 58).  

In contrast to the pattern observed throughout most of the Pacific region, where 

people, individuals, families, and communities are symbolically bond together by the 

river to which they ‘belong’ (West, 1957: 88; Losonczy, 1997: 156; Oslender, 2002: 93; 

Meza Ramírez, 2010: 136), in the coastal area, communities experience the same feeling 

of relatedness with other communities settled along the same shore, instead of the 

same river. In the Tribugá Gulf, the black communities are located by the mouths of 

rivers (meaning only one black community per river, as the rivers in this area are 

usually shorter than for instance the tributaries of the River Atrato further inland). 

 



P a g e 	 | 	 3 7 	

3 Tracing histories 

Trying to establish a reliable historiography of the cultural landscape of coastal 

Chocó represents a methodological challenge. Due to the limited archaeological 

information on the study area, I have directed my attention to sources different from 

the archaeological record that inform on the groups that once inhabited, and on those 

that still inhabit, the area of study. These sources take multiple forms: historic 

cartography, chronicles and narratives, reports of explorations, myth analyses, and oral 

histories. This multiplicity implies a necessary dialogue between disciplines. 

Archaeological research in Colombia has been unevenly unfolded. As a 

discipline, archaeology locates itself within a broader historical context and it is 

inextricably bound to the milieu in which it develops. In this specific case, 

archaeological investigations on the northern Pacific coast have been particularly 

scarce. Perhaps factors such as the region being difficult to access, largely deprived of a 

national interest, and the persistent internal conflict afflicting the country since the 

mid-20th century, have served as an effective deterrent for researchers (Gnecco, 2008: 

1103). Furthermore, the scope of the few reports and publications on the northern coast 

(produced several decades ago) is mainly descriptive with very few and ambiguous 

interpretations of the archaeological materials and their contexts. The lack of relative 
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and comparable information in the region along with the theoretical stage of 

archaeological thought in the first half of the 20th century (i.e. predominance of a 

cultural-historic approach) might be part of the reason.  

A brief review of the available archaeological information on human activity 

along the northern Pacific coast serves to introduce the cultural development of this 

region, but it is necessary to integrate other sources that inform on the history of the 

place. In the following sections I present some of the methodological issues that are 

commonly encountered when dealing with such sources, and that help clarifying the 

process of tracing the histories of northern Chocó. 

Myths, oral traditions, and linguistics 

In the absence of a writing system, but not necessarily because of that, the 

cultural groups that inhabited the northern Pacific coast treasured knowledge about 

their territory and ancestors, as well as their cultural and historical milestones, in their 

rich oral tradition. As a result of the devastating effects that the Spanish conquest and 

colonisation had on the native populations, many of those traditions were lost, and 

others survived mostly in form of myths. The Emberá, Wounan and Tule peoples –

surviving nowadays in the region- have a rich oral history and a very complex account 

of myths. The myths, in a similar way as for other indigenous groups, play an essential 

role in their cultural transmission (Rappaport, 2000). The study of those myths and 

accounts contribute to better contextualise their history (Vargas, 1993a:16). In the 

analysis of Emberá, Wounan, and Tule mythology, it has been possible to establish 

some references about disappeared groups that might have had a cultural or territorial 

relationship with the surviving ones. For this research, the analysis of Vargas (1993a), 

Romoli (1987), as well as the research on Emberá cosmology undertaken by Isacsson 

(1993) has been particularly relevant. 
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In a similar way, linguistic analyses of surviving indigenous languages, as well 

as vanished ones such as the Cueva language, had served as the basis to formulate 

different hypotheses about the origin and relationships as well as the geographic 

distribution and occupation of different areas throughout the Pacific littoral (Romoli, 

1987; Isacsson, 1993). 

Old toponyms and map analysis 

The study of historical sources, such as descriptions, chronicles, and maps 

produced since the first years of the Spanish conquest in the 17th century and 

throughout the colonial period, is particularly obscured by the inaccuracies of the 

geographical descriptions at the time. This inaccuracies can be understood as a result 

of what Murphy (1941:4) calls the ‘geographic ignorance’ of the first explorers, deployed 

across the different texts and descriptions produced, reinterpreted and sometimes 

edited to be republished at later dates. There are some analyses of the cartographic 

sources from past centuries and attempts to find the contemporary equivalents for the 

toponyms and other geographical names arbitrarily given by foreigners. An example is 

offered by Murphy, where the author identified four different categories of Spanish 

toponyms: Indigenous names or native words, regardless of the native language they 

belong to; Patronymics, such as Río Baeza (River Baudó), named after the name of a 

soldier who died there during a 16th century exploration; names according to physical 

features (Cape Corrientes); native products like Puerto Limones (Port of Limes); 

remainders of meaningful events such as Pueblo Quemado (burned village); and 

finally, names given in honour of saints or festive days (River San Juan) (Murphy, 1941: 

8). 
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Figure  3.1 17th century nautical chart of the coast north of the Cape Corrientes. From ‘San 

Francisco Solano and Tibuga’ (Ringrose, 1682: 135)  
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Figure  3.2 Toponyms of the area north of the Cape Corrientes, used in the 18th century. 

Only one toponym from the 16th Century (Bahía Solano) remained in use. From ‘Carta esferica 

que comprehende la costa occidental de America desde siete grados de latitud sur hasta nueve 

grados de latitud norte. Levantada de orden del Rey NS en 1791’ (GREN85/9 National Maritime 

Museum, Greenwich, London).  

Moreover, the names given by Spanish explorers and missionaries are not 

consistent with those appearing in the various versions of the maps from the 16th and 

17th centuries. As Rowe observed “The names along the Chocó coast have changed a 

number of times as a result of intermittent exploration. Few of the names given by 

Pizarro and Almagro (16th century) were still in use in the seventeenth century and few 

of the seventeenth century ones remain on modern maps” (Rowe, 1950: 34) (figure 3.1 

and figure 3.2).  In the same way, it is possible to find examples of geographical names 
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that referred to a particular feature at a particular time, and then the same name 

referring to a different place in a later moment. Under these circumstances, the 

analysis of historic sources may as a result be confusing or misleading. 

As for modern cartography and its correspondence with historic toponyms 

Murphy signalled in 1941 that ‘extensive physical features of the Colombian Pacific 

coast have been charted only within periods as recent as the middle nineteenth 

century. Indeed, even the most up-to-date cartographic information suffers from more 

uncertainties than that relating to any part of the South American coastline’ (Murphy, 

1941: 4). For instance, the fact that this portion of the coast (especially the north) was 

disregarded to some extent by both colonial and republican authorities is revealed by 

the multiple inaccuracies of the cartography, where it is common to find swapped and 

misplaced names (after acknowledging the inaccuracies of the cartographic science at 

the time). In addition, many of the rivers of the northern Pacific coast are nowadays 

named using indigenous names that do not correspond to the names described by the 

Spanish, probably having their origin in different languages. 

For the purpose of this research, I included a compared analysis of toponyms in 

Appendix A between 40 historic maps from the 16th to the first half of the 20th century 

and modern cartography (see Appendix B). It focuses on the region encompassed 

between the Bay of Humboldt (near the border with Panama) and the Cape Corrientes.  

The aim of this table is to serve as a tool for the interpretation of historic chronicles and 

documents that include geographic references. 

Inconsistencies in historic documents 

Another important issue that is worth mentioning is that Spanish explorers, 

missionaries, travellers, or chroniclers used different names to refer to the indigenous 

groups that they encountered not only in the Chocó but also throughout the American 
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territory. By the time of the contact, the Pacific littoral was the territory of multiple 

dialectal groups of three main cultural affiliations (Tule or Cuna, Cueva, and Chocó). 

When the Spanish started encountering people, they used different words to name 

them. For instance, a Spanish chronicler from the 17th century could use the word that a 

particular group used to call themselves (or at least an approximate phonetic version of 

the word). And then, the same group could be named after the word used by other 

groups in a different language, and also, after an adjective that could refer to a 

particular cultural feature that helped to identify them among the great diversity of 

groups.  

It is also common to find problems in the transcriptions of the documents. The 

calligraphy from the 16th century was a challenge itself, not only to modern 

palaeographers but also to contemporary copyists. The task of manually transcribing 

relations and descriptions allowed, on the one hand, the occurrence of variations on 

the spelling of the words, and on the other hand, complete mixing of words that could 

easily change the meaning of a sentence or the geographical context (Romoli, 1987: 97). 

These variations also changed through time due to the internal migrations of groups 

and disappearance of others as a result of the brutal methods of the Spanish conquest, 

epidemics and religious missions. Etno-historians and ethnographers have attempted 

to clarify this diversity, but there are still an important number of uncertainties 

regarding the groups that inhabited the northern coast of the Pacific.  
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Archaeological approaches to the area of study 

 

Figure  3.3 Northern Pacific Coast and Panama Isthmus. Map: C.Fuquen. Based on 

ArcMAP basemap. 

There were two main factors that helped to develop an archaeological interest 

in this area. On the one hand, there was concern to clarify the processes of the 

population of America. The northern Pacific coast of Colombia is situated to the south 

of the area known as the Darien Gap (figure 3.3). As such, it was believed that 

archaeological information found in the area could shed new light on the question of 

the dates and routes of the colonisation of the continent. On the other hand, this part of 

the world was one of the less studied and known on the planet by the first half of the 

20th century (Murphy, 1941: 4; West, 1957: 1), there was little information on the peoples 

who inhabited it as well as very scarce knowledge on the geography of the coast and 

surrounding areas. 
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A few explorers and researchers visited the area during the first half of the 20th 

century. They collected superficial material and provided detailed descriptions of the 

geography and settlers of the coast. The first archaeologist who visited the area was 

Sigvald Linné in 1927. Linné travelled to the region under the supervision of Erland 

Nordeskiöld with the intention of undertaking archaeological investigations (Linné, 

1929) whilst Norderskiöld undertook one of the first ethnographic studies of the 

peoples living in the Darien and Chocóan coasts (Nordenskiöld, 1929 and 1938). Later, 

in 1942, the geologist Oppenheim visited the region and collected a few surface lithic 

artefacts that were later published (Recasens and Oppenheim, 1943). This material was 

collected from various places in the Gulf of Tribugá (figure 3.4): in the mouth of the 

river Nuquí, and in Arusí (Recasens and Oppenheim, 1943). However, the material 

recovered during these initial approaches was described vaguely and the 

interpretations ere extremely limited in scope. 

 

Figure  3.4 Location of the material collected in the areas nearby the Tribugá Gulf. Map: C. 

Fuquen. 
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In 1961, almost 20 years later, Gerardo and Alicia Reichel-Dolmatoff explored 

the area from the Cape Corrientes to the border with Panama. They collected surface 

material from the region of the Gulf of Tribugá, in Cape Corrientes, Utría, and the 

mouths of the rivers Juribidá and Chorí (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1986: 99) and excavated a 

site in the Bay of Cupica (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1986: 99-100). In their report the authors 

analyse, describe, and compare their findings with those previously collected in 1942 

and 1927 (Reichel-Dolmatoff and Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1961). 

Before losing most of the material collected during fieldwork, the Reichel-

Dolmatoffs had the opportunity to describe the artefacts, based on stylistic 

resemblance, as material possibly related to an ancient palaeoindian complex (Reichel-

Dolmatoff, 1986: 42-44 and 47). None of the lithics was associated to ceramic material 

or polished stone tools. Recasens suggested a link between this material and other 

lithics found further north in the coast (Recasens and Oppenheim, 1943: 394). 

The most reliable archaeological information on the region was obtained in 

1927 and 1961 by Linné and Reichel-Dolmatoff respectively, from excavations in the Bay 

of Cupica, located in the gulf of the same name, north of the Gulf of Tribugá (figure 3.2). 

In the excavations of 1927, Linné studied 27 burials in the intertidal zone. Due to the 

fact that tidal activity had severely affected the site, and bearing in mind the 

constraints imposed by the standards of archaeological practice in the 20s, Linné could 

not determine details of the mode of burial and no human remains were found (Linné, 

1929).  

The information published by Linné was later supported by comparison with 

the materials and sites excavated in the Bay of Cupica by the Reichel-Dolmatoffs three 

decades later. They could determine three periods of occupation in the Cupica site; the 

earliest one was related to cultural developments of the Sinú Valley on the Caribbean 

coast and to those present in the north of Darién in the Gulf of Urabá. The intermediate 
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phase could be dated to 1215 A.C. This period corresponds chronologically to the Coclé 

developments of Central America (Lothrop et al., 1937; Lothrop, 1942), indicating the 

presence of Coclé groups in the Colombian coast (Bray, 1984: 313-314; Herrera, 1989; 

Cooke, 1998). 

Bray (1984) and Cooke (1998) later reassessed the material. Both authors 

concurred on the necessity of undertaking further excavations in order to broaden 

further interpretations. They concluded that the people who lived in Cupica were not 

related to parallel cultural developments located further south, in the Colombo-

Ecuadorian region (Tumaco-La Tolita culture) nor to Andean groups (Reichel-

Dolmatoff and Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1961; Bray, 1984; Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1986: 100; 

Herrera, 1989: 138; Cooke, 1998). The ceramic analysis indicated variation in the style 

that Bray explained as the result of local particularities and innovations (Bray, 1984). It 

is not certain how further south these groups occupied the coasts but the 

archaeological evidence suggests that these peoples could have had other small 

temporary settlements by the Gulf of Tribugá.  

To summarise, the region between the international border with Panama and 

the Cape Corrientes and framed by the Baudó range can be considered a region where 

human groups developed independently from the main chiefdoms of the Andes, and 

possibly from the peoples who inhabited the southern coast of the present-day 

Colombian territory. The archaeological evidence suggests that the human settlements 

located near the Bay of Cupica were initially related to the Sinú groups of northern 

Darién. Later, the region of the Bay of Cupica was inhabited by people who sustained 

regional commerce, mainly with groups settled along the coast to the north, on the 

riverbanks of some waterways and in the Panamanian territory. This contact was 

probably sustained for at least nine centuries before the arrival of Europeans to the 

Pacific coasts (Bray, 1984; Herrera, 1989: 137-138).  
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The northern coast of Chocó is therefore linked to the Central American 

isthmus and pre-Hispanic Lower Central America. The problem of human migrations 

in northern South America, particularly around the Darien region has been 

challenging. The so-called Darien Gap has often been regarded as an obstacle for 

human movement, but this view might be limiting. If the isthmus is considered a land 

bridge instead of a gap (Cooke, 2005) it can change the understanding of the history of 

the region and can support the interpretation of the region as a passage in both 

directions. Ethno-historic studies about the people who inhabited Darien at the time of 

the European contact indicate that the isthmus has never been a real obstacle for the 

movement of these groups (Romolli, 1987: 167). According to Romoli (1987) and Cooke 

(2005), the perception of the isthmus as an impenetrable jungle that deterred the 

transit of peoples between the Americas has no real basis. 

The idea of a ‘remote’ northern Pacific Coast might have a colonial origin that 

has extended until our day. But the isolation of a particular region is usually subjective: 

the degree to which someone perceives this isolation depends directly on issues like 

accessibility. The idea of the Chocoan coast as an isolated region is nowadays 

reinforced by the difficulties that are experienced by mainstream society in accessing 

the region in a country with a centralising tendency –after all there are only three roads 

that connect the whole Pacific coast to the rest of the country. But this coast has 

probably not been perceived as remote in different moments in history. For instance, it 

is known that the Chocoan coast has been difficult to reach from the Andean valleys 

and mountain range as well as from the areas south of the Cape Corrientes due to its 

strong currents. But according to interpretations of the archaeological evidence, the 

area was culturally affiliated to groups inhabiting the isthmus and the northern area of 

Darien, in the Sinú valley. Also, the coast is easily accessible to the people living on it 

and there is ethnographic evidence that shows how local people reach bays and coves 
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and navigate to and from the Panamanian isthmus or Buenaventura using traditional 

watercraft such as human-powered logboats and sailing logboats. 

As mentioned before, archaeological research has been limited in the 

geographical area of interest. But disciplines such as ethnohistory, linguistics, 

anthropology, and geography contribute to a better understanding of the historical 

processes set in motion from the 16th century. These processes had a profound 

influence in the current configuration of the cultural landscape of the area of study.  

The northern Pacific coast has been described as a frontier region (Whitten and 

Friedemann, 1974: 108; Isacsson, 1980: 210; Whitten, 1994: 56; Restrepo, 2010: 239). A 

frontier region is defined by Restrepo (2010: 239) as a region where the state and its 

institutions do not effectively operate because it is beyond its limit, even though it falls 

within its jurisdiction. As explained in the following section, this condition dates back 

to the Colonial period when the Spanish system struggled to keep control over the 

territory and its peoples. It is more so, in the coastal area where not even the mining 

system had any kind of direct control or presence. According to Pratt’s idea of a contact 

zone, coastal Chocó could be understood as a contact zone or “social spaces where 

cultures meet, clash, and grapple with each other, often in contexts of highly 

asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as 

they are lived out in many parts of the world today" (Pratt, 1991: 34). This concept is not 

only applicable to pre-colonial Chocó, where different groups sustained a constant 

conflict over their territory, but also to the region throughout history up until this day. 

Chocó has been a contact zone for different indigenous cultures, Spanish, Africans, 

Afro-Descendants, and more recently, mestizos who have been gradually increasing 

their presence in the coast.  

The Period of Contact corresponds to the first stages of the ‘Age of Discovery’ 

also known as the ‘Age of Exploration’. Even though it officially starts with the arrival 
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of Columbus to the Greater Antilles at the end of the 15th century the Contact would 

happen at different moments for the native populations of the American continent. In 

some cases, the contact happened decades, and even centuries, after the Europeans 

started developing their project of expansion. Accordingly, the contact of native 

societies with Europeans happened within a broad period of time, and varies across 

regions depending on the advances of the explorers throughout the American 

territory. Bearing in mind that the use of the term ‘discovery’ reflects a Eurocentric 

assumption, it will be avoided from now on.  

The expropriation of the Chocoan territory by the Spanish determined the 

pattern of subsequent migrations of native populations. The capitulaciones, contracts 

given by the Spanish crown granting jurisdiction to individuals or capitulantes, 

structured the colonial territorial system by establishing a systematic way to expand 

Spanish domination to new regions. Basically, when a capitulación was agreed, the 

capitulante gained control of a specific area in the American territory after he 

completed its exploration and conquest. The capitulantes were either lowly Castilians 

or hidalgos (noble title) from the region of Extremadura who decided to make their 

fortune and escalate their social status in the New World. Once they were granted 

permission to explore and conquer new territories they had the opportunity to obtain 

the title of Governor with his own jurisdiction and also to own part of the land and the 

loot. In exchange, the explorers/conquistadors would have to finance the enterprise by 

their own means and transfer approximately twenty per cent of the profit to the Crown.  

This territorial appropriation was initiated by a symbolic ritual of possession 

consistent of the erection of a royal standard or a cross, followed by the foundation of a 

fort that could eventually develop into an administrative centre with specific purposes 

(Vargas, 1993a: 42). These new ‘urban’ centres would serve as a base from where 

Spanish could expand their control to the areas beyond the initial limits. However, not 



P a g e 	 | 	 5 1 	

all of these settlements evolved in this way. On the contrary, many of them disappeared 

in a short lapse of time. In many cases conquistadors tried to establish new foundations 

on already inhabited territories having to face the resistance of the native populations. 

To maintain this kind of centre the Spanish required a great effort and a considerable 

human capital so the native populations had to be subjugated to fulfil this purpose. 

Besides the cases when Spanish established alliances with local groups, native 

inhabitants resisted this pressure by different means. The destruction and irreversible 

change that the contact brought to native populations generated a great loss of lives 

and a deep transformation on the spatial distribution of the people. 

The other method widely spread throughout America was the establishment of 

religious missions, which had as purpose the reduction and ‘pacification’ of native 

societies. These missions altered the indigenous social equilibrium by forcing 

populations to adopt an imposed way of life. 
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Cultural landscape at the beginning of the 16th Century 

 

Figure  3.5 Approximate territorial distribution of the main cultural groups in the region 

of Chocó in the 16th century. Map: C. Fuquen 

The geography of this part of the country is characterised by the high density of 

rivers and a dense tropical forest. The region is influenced by three main river systems: 

the Atrato, San Juan and Baudó. Those rivers and their hundreds of tributaries have 

been the territory of a large number of riverine societies throughout the centuries. The 

cultural diversity of the region of Chocó is a feature that goes back to early times. As 

was examined in the first part of the chapter, archaeological information available 
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about pre-Hispanic developments in the coasts of Chocó is very scarce. However, the 

ethnohistorical information allows us to get a general idea, although still limited, about 

the people that were living in this territory before the time of the contact.  

Chocó was the territory of three main groups: Cueva, Tule, and Chocó (Emberá, 

and Wounan) (figure 3.5). The Cueva people became extinct in the first half of the 16th 

Century (Romoli, 1987: 40); the Tule, widely known as Kuna or Cuna, are nowadays 

confined to the Darien region (Alí, 2010) and belong to the Chibcha linguistic family; 

the Wounan people live by the lower river San Juan and, since very recently, by the 

Atrato River and the Darien Range (on the border with Panama); And, finally, the 

Emberá people live scattered throughout a wider area, in the Pacific Littoral (From 

Panama to Ecuador), by the east of the country (region of Caquetá), and on the western 

Andes of Colombia. This geographical distribution has been the result of different 

internal migrations that followed the Spanish arrival in the Americas. 

There are two hypotheses about the Wounan people’s cultural origin. The first 

one implies their cultural affiliation to the Emberá, and is based on similarities of the 

traditional way of living of both groups, language being the only substantial difference 

between them (Vargas, 1993b: 296). The second hypothesis suggests that the Wounan 

were initially a Cueva group who migrated to the south to settle by the San Juan River 

and were later isolated by Tule groups who occupied the coast north of the Cape 

Corrientes (Loewen, 1954 in Isacsson, 1980: 215). Either way, there is not enough 

ethnographic, ethno-historic, or linguistic evidence to support the hypothetical Cueva 

origin of the Wounan (Pardo, 1987). 

Tule peoples were known by the Spanish as Darienes, while Chocoes was the 

name they used to refer to both Emberá and Wounan. It has been possible to establish 

that the groups known as Catio or Carauta, settled by the eastern tributaries of the river 

Atrato, the Burumia, controlling the western region of the Atrato until the coast, and 
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the Membocana living by the river Baudó were culturally affiliated to the Tule tradition 

(Vargas, 1993b: 294). In addition, the groups known as Tatama, Sima, Poya, and Citara 

(or Citarabira) were Emberá dialectal groups (Pardo, 1987), of which the Tatama and 

Sima are nowadays known as the Chami. 

For the Tule and Cueva populations that inhabited the region of the Darien and 

further south of the Pacific coast such as the Burumia, belonging to the Tule tradition, 

the period of contact covers the first three decades of the 16th century. In 1501, a Spanish 

expedition undertook a coastal exploration commanded by Rodrigo de Bastidas, with 

the participation of Juan de la Cosa and Vasco Nuñez de Balboa. Along the Caribbean 

coast they identified the river Sinú, and later the Gulf of Urabá. The Gulf of Urabá, 

located in the Caribbean, was early recognised as a potential place to establish an 

enclave that would eventually allow further expansions inland. The reason was not 

only the fact that the Gulf had the conditions of a natural harbour where the great river 

Atrato ends, but also the quantity and quality of gold crafts displayed by the local 

population. Since these first years, the inhabitants of the forests of the western Darien 

and Gulf of Urabá displayed their defensive skills, successfully resisting Spanish 

advances. For these populations, the contact meant war against the undesired visitors 

with the consequences of great loss of life and a social turmoil. However, as it will be 

explained, not all the indigenous societies rejected the foreigners. Some welcomed 

them instead, establishing military alliances for their own benefit. Nevertheless those 

alliances served to exacerbate the multiple intertribal conflicts already existing in some 

regions, sometimes causing the weakening, displacement, and eventual disappearance 

of native populations, bringing the irremediable loss of entire cultural groups due to 

subjugation, illness or mestizaje (racial and cultural mixing). 

In the following years, the Spanish explorers started a colonisation project with 

the approval of the Crown. As a result, they founded two enclaves in the Gulf of Urabá 
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but soon the colonisers realised how difficult it was to maintain these initial colonies. 

The indigenous Urabá, living by the eastern part of the gulf, continuously attacked the 

invaders and sited wooden forts, frustrating the Spanish desire to access the region 

(Vargas, 1993a). Eventually, the Spanish established key alliances with the Cueva 

people, located to the western area of the Darien and the Isthmus, that allowed them to 

remain in their emplacements (Vargas, 1993a: 72). Nevertheless, the unsustainability of 

those emplacements, mainly caused by the difficulties experienced to maintain reliable 

food supplies, impelled the Spanish to the exploration of the surroundings areas in 

search for a more suitable place to settle. 

Vasco Nuñez de Balboa embarked on the ascent of the river Atrato, having to 

confront the hostilities of the indigenous groups they found on their way. On some 

occasions, the native populations successfully rejected the invaders forcing them to 

back off, but in others, they only managed to hold back the Spanish advances. The 

indigenous populations that the Spanish encountered were not affiliated to a single 

cultural group but to at least two, Cueva and Tule, that at this time were sustaining an 

intertribal war. This regional instability represented a strategic advantage for the 

Spanish, not only during the conquest of the Darien, but also throughout the American 

territory. Local military alliances with native groups served as a guarantee for the 

Spanish to access areas and usually represented reinforcements in case of hostile 

confrontation. These alliances could be either voluntary or enforced after being 

military defeated. These circumstances seem to have been crucial for the project of 

colonisation of the Spanish. 

The so-called ‘discovery’ of the Pacific Ocean by Vasco Nuñez de Balboa in 1513 

was exactly a consequence of these alliances. Balboa did not find the Pacific Ocean by 

accident. He first heard about the Pacific Ocean from native allies (likely to be Cueva 

people) and then he decided to prepare the expedition, triggered by his greed for power 
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and gold. The explorers would eventually find the Pacific Ocean but only with the help, 

guidance, and military support of hundreds of subdued natives. 

During the years following the arrival on the Pacific coast, in the Gulf of San 

Miguel, the Spanish undertook further explorations along the coast of the isthmus to 

the east and west. However it was not until 1519 that they founded the city of Panama –

an enclave that would help them to explore further south in search of Peru. Pascual de 

Andagoya’s exploration of the Darien and Pacific coast narrates that when he sailed 

from Panama in 1522-1523, after having anchored in the Gulf of San Miguel, he walked 

for 7 days following one of the main rivers and entered into the territory of Birú, east of 

the Baudó range and then advanced further south along the coast (Murphy, 1941: 10; 

Vargas, 1993a: 86). Murphy (1941: 10) thinks that this expedition possibly reached the 

Piñas Bay (Panama) but Vargas (1993a: 86 and 108) believes that Pascual de Andagoya 

might have actually reached the area north to the Cape Corrientes.  

The year 1525 seems to have been the year when the indigenous coastal peoples 

made first contact with the Spanish. During a later expedition commanded by Pizarro, 

the Spanish explorers reached a small cove next to the Bay of Cupica, which they 

named Puerto de la Candelaria (possibly the Bay of Aguacate). In this bay they found 

some native people but no settlements. However, the expedition was forced to head 

back and stay in the Humboldt Bay due to a shortage of provisions. Nearly two months 

later, a second ship that sailed from Panama in search of Pizarro rescued few survivors. 

The place where they camped was named Puerto del Hambre (Port of Hunger) in 

commemoration of the struggle experienced by the group. After being rescued, they 

continued the expedition and stop again in Puerto de la Candelaria where this time 

they found an indigenous settlement. The indigenous people that lived there were later 

described by the Spanish as anthropophagus, a feature that would serve as an indicator 
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for a possible identification of these native populations, recurrent in other Spanish 

sources.  

The next place visited by Pizarro’s group was probably the Bay of Solano where 

they found an indigenous fortified settlement. The visit caused a hostile reaction 

among the native people, after the group stole their food and gold artefacts, ending up 

in a violent confrontation and bringing many casualties from both sides. Pizarro 

burned the palisade before sailing back towards Panama, a fact that would later give 

the name of Pueblo Quemado (Burned Village) to this place. 

At the same time, Diego de Almagro sailed south in search of Pizarro’s 

expedition. Almagro maintained his route close to the coast and disembarked several 

times along it missing Pizarro’s group. He finally reached the Cape Corrientes and then 

explored a small part of the River Baudó (named by him as River Baeza) encountering 

many natives living along it. Further south on the coast, Almagro’s expedition found 

the mouth of the River San Juan, which was densely populated by indigenous probably 

related to the Wounan that intimidated the unwelcomed visitors and deterred them to 

undertake further explorations inland. On his way back to the isthmus, Almagro’s 

group disembarked again in the Bay of Solano where they attempted to build a 

palisade. However, once again the indigenous peoples rejected the visitors, attacking 

the expedition. Murphy mentions that Almagro was badly injured and survived thanks 

to the reaction of an African slave who was part of his expedition (Murphy, 1941: 15). 

The Spaniards had a hard time trying to penetrate the coasts to the south of the 

Panamanian Isthmus. According to Williams (2004: 12), the Spanish soon reduced 

their interest in the region after realising how difficult, demanding, and expensive this 

project was. 
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The Burumia of the northern coast 

 

Figure  3.6 Burumia territory, according to the interpretations of historic sources by 

Isacsson (1980) and the descriptions of Cordova Salinas in 1657. Map: C.Fuquen 

As a general overview, the region between the Pacific coast and the middle river 

Atrato (figure 3.6), was populated by people that have been referred to with different 

names in various sources: Monguinera, Gorgonas, Idabaez, Tatabes, Oromiras, or 

Burumias, the last being the most common. During the period of contact few 

superficial descriptions were produced about these groups, as the ephemeral initial 

contacts were violently rejected by the indigenous people. Soon afterwards, the 

Spanish interest shifted towards regions further south where the neighbouring 

indigenous groups held a sustained intertribal conflict with the Burumias. It was in the 

context of this campaign that the Spanish obtained a few references about the 

Burumias that were recorded in the documents of the time. However, the fact that the 
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Spanish decided to control the southern coasts first (from where they managed to 

penetrate inland) contributed to the colonial marginalisation of the northern coast of 

the Pacific Ocean. The Spanish only achieved partial control of the region in the 17th 

century. 

The Burumia peoples seem to have lived north of the Cape Corrientes, 

particularly in the surroundings of the Cupica bay (Vargas, 1993a: 108; 1993b: 294). 

They were probably related to the cultural group Tule but it was not possible to 

establish a definite identification for them (Vargas, 1993a).  However, as Williams 

noted, Vargas (1993a: 35, 1993b: 96) distinguishes the Monguinera from the Burumia, 

even though she identifies both as Tule related groups (Williams, 2004: 19). 

The Burumia group were therefore the people that occupied the northern 

Pacific coast by the time of the contact (Isacsson, 1980: 212; Pardo, 1987) although their 

numbers by the 17th century is uncertain (Williams, 1999: 404), they were able to 

maintain control of a wide area. According to the Spanish documents, the Burumia 

were warlike, practiced cannibalism, used poisoned arrows and darts, and lived in trees 

(Isacsson, 1989: 212; Pardo, 1987; Vargas: 1993a: 162). They controlled the river Bojaya, 

an important tributary of the Atrato, which seems to have been their main territory. 

Isacsson (1980: 212) attempted to delimit their overall territory based on descriptions 

from the 17th Century. He identified the river Napipi as likely to be the northern river 

inhabited by Burumia, until probably the river Tangui to the south. The Burumia would 

have controlled the region surrounding the river Neguá to the east (very close to the 

actual city of Quibdo), as for as the Pacific coast to the west. The name Burumia can 

also be found in primary sources as Pormia, Porumeaes, Buromea, Burgumia, Bromeas, 

Pormea, Burgamia, Promia, and Burgumea, (Isacsson, 1980: 212) usually depending on 

the subjective understanding of the indigenous phonetics. 
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It is relevant to point out that this group were surrounded by other groups with 

whom, regardless their cultural affiliation, Burumia would sustain intertribal conflicts. 

The fact that their neighbours feared Burumia is reflected in their oral traditions, 

where raids and violent attacks are still remembered among Emberá and Wounan 

peoples. 

The Idabaez or Gorgonas are vaguely mentioned in a few works (Rowe, 1950; 

West, 1957: 17 and 222; Isacsson, 1980: 211; Pardo, 1987; Losonczy: 44, 1997) and were 

described in a Franciscan chronicle written by Cordova Salinas in 1657. According to 

Isacsson, the Burumia territory, as well as their cultural traits, suggests that the 

indigenous known as Gorgonas or Idibaez belong to the same group (Isacsson, 1980: 

212).  

Cordova Salinas dedicates two chapters to giving a detailed account of the 

events that occurred to the Idibaez on the coast of La Gorgona from 1632 to 1646 

(Cordova Salinas, 1957). This description is probably the only Spanish document that 

refers to the indigenous populations living on the coast of the Chocó, north of the Cape 

Corrientes. 
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Figure  3.7. Location of the Franciscan mission (1632-1646). Map: C.Fuquen.  

The geographic location described in the document is vague. It only mentions 

the area of La Gorgona as the place where the mission was settled (Cordova Salinas, 

1957: 259) (figure 3.7). This name has mislead various authors who have assumed that 

La Gorgona corresponds to the homonym island of La Gorgona, further south (see for 

instance, Arcila Robledo, 1951: 50; Vargas, 1993b: 52) but as Isacsson (1980: 210) and 

Wassen (1988) highlighted, the area seems to be located on the coast between the Gulf 

of San Miguel and the port of Buenaventura. In the Franciscan chronicle, Cordova 

Salinas mentions that the Idibaez inhabit La Gorgona, located on the coast of Tierra 

Firme (Cordova Salinas, 1957: 189). The author details the extension of La Gorgona as 

starting from the Garachine point and encompassing 50 leagues to the south of the 

Pacific coast, along the coast of Tierra Firme (Cordova Salinas, 1957: 245).  

According to this chronicle, the religious missionaries chose this region after a 

Panamanian named Francisco Martin reported that natives came to his encounter in 
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their canoes when he arrived to a bay known as Las Aguadas. There is no reference to 

such toponym in contemporary maps and charts, but it is possible that he was referring 

to the area depicted as Las Anegadas in other contemporary cartography.  The first 

place where the missionaries disembarked was the Bay of Solano, where they took 

symbolic possession of the place by the celebration of a Mass and the deployment of a 

standard with both religious images and the royal emblem of the Catholic Crown. The 

next place they disembarked at was a place that they named San Antonio Bay, and 

seems to correspond to the Utria Cove (Figure  3.7). It seems that the Spanish 

encountered a considerable number of indigenous people who adopted a defensive 

attitude. According to Cordova Salinas, the missionaries settled a church and a house 

at this place that was reported to the authorities settled in Panama as the first church in 

the region of Las Anegadas, according to the notes made by Lino G. Canedo (in Cordova 

Salinas, 1957: 258-259), the foundation of a settlement named La Concepcion took place 

at this location. The chronicle gives an account of more than 400 indigenous Idibaez 

present in a Mass celebrated in 1632. Cordova Salinas reproduces the first description of 

the process of reduction and conquest of the indigenous people living in the land 

known as La Gorgona. The value of this document is very significant as it is the only 

document found so far that details aspects of the way of life of the Idibaez, strongly 

biased and deeply influenced by religious and political interests. The author of this 

description was Fray Matias de San Francisco, who in 1636, counted 200 native people 

living in the mission, and another 500 that used to visit it regularly. The missionary 

calculates the population as “more than twenty thousand in a distance of twenty 

leagues, but inland they are presumed to be much more” (Cordova Salinas, 1957: 247). 

The Idibaez, according to Fray Matias, were ‘unusual’ people who “did not have a king, 

chief, governor, or captain” and who did not owe obedience to anyone. They were 

settled in familial groups of approximately 30 people in a similar way most the 

indigenous Emberá living in the Baudó region. They slept in hammocks and their 

houses had thatch roofs. Matias de San Francisco reports that the Idibaez used to bath 
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twice per day in the rivers and in the sea. It is difficult not to relate this to the Emberá 

practice of taking several baths per day in the rivers, activity deeply related to their 

beliefs (Isacsson, 1993). They hunted in the jungle, fished in the sea, and grew products 

such as maize. 

The Idibaez not only lived by the sea, but also inland where they were settled by 

the many waterways that flow towards the sea. For instance, when the population of 

Idibaez living in the mission abandoned it between 1644 and 1646, they settled by the 

rivers “Povo” and “Paria”, toponyms that have not been possible to identify as they do 

not appear on the 17th century cartography. 

According to the chronicle, this was the final period of the mission. During this 

couple of years (1644-46) the Idibaez suffered from an outbreak of a respiratory illness 

(“corrio en aquella tierra una enfermedad de tos y pechuguera, de que morian muchos 

indios” (Cordova Salinas, 1957: 255) [persistent coughing]) that apparently killed three 

thousand people. Worried about the cause, the Idibaez consulted their medicine man, 

whom accurately blamed the presence of the Spanish as the cause. Angry with the 

Spanish, some indigenous leaders decided to kill the Frays and expel them from their 

territory.  One of the Spanish escaped from the mission and gave notice of the rebellion 

to the authorities based at the Panama City. The authorities returned to Las Anegadas 

with the purpose of capturing the rebels. As a result, the Spanish seized 25 native 

people and took them back to be imprisoned. The Franciscans gave up on pursuing the 

establishment of a mission in La Gorgona after this violent episode. 

According to Isacsson (1980: 210) in 1677, five indigenous people from the coast 

of La Gorgona, near the Bay of Solano, requested help from the Spanish governor of 

Darien province, to be relocated as a result of the struggles they held with the 

neighbouring groups. Isacsson (1980: 210) interprets the events as the perfect 

opportunity for the Spanish to subdue definitely the indigenous population of the 
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coasts of La Gorgona. During a short period of four months, 415 people were embarked 

and taken to the River Chagres in Panama (Wassen, 1963: 10) so they could settle a new 

village. This village formed part of a defensive strategy for the crucial Spanish passage 

up the river (Isacsson, 1980: 210). During the time that followed, the indigenous people 

were attacked by English pirates and their Tule allies. These actions, along with further 

illness outbreaks, had dire effects on the already reduced population of the area. By 

1696 only 143 people remained, and after a short time, with the addition of Tule people 

to the village, the last native people disappeared (Isacsson, 1980: 211). 

Cultural traits of the Idibaez or Gorgonas are similar to those observed among 

Emberá, but this does not necessary mean that they are culturally affiliated. For 

instance, according to the text of Cordova Salinas, the Burumias seemed to practice the 

farming method known as slash-burn to cultivate, in contrast to slash-mulch (West, 

1957: 129; Isacsson, 1976: 21; Whitten, 1994: 66) used by the Emberá and Afro-

Descendants throughout the contemporary Chocó. In fact, there is evidence of contact 

between Burumias and Emberá in the 17th century as the Burumia appeared as fierce 

and powerful enemies to the Emberá throughout the historic documents: The Spanish 

reported that the Burumia constantly attacked the Emberá, and that was the main 

reason why they had established an alliance with the Spanish, in order to get military 

support. 

According to Isacsson (1975: 106), during the mid 17th century, the Citarabiraes 

(a dialectal group of the Emberá) expanded their territory dramatically from the upper 

River Atrato, towards the middle River Atrato and the west (Former Burumia territory) 

(see also Pardo, 1987) (figure 3.8). It was probably the result of two factors: on the one 

hand, the territorial pressure exerted by the Spanish, who settled mining enclaves in 

the heart of the Emberá territory, forcing some of the population to flee and resettle far 

from the direct control of the colonial authorities. On the other hand, the diminished 
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Burumia society backed off and eventually disappeared, allowing the expansion of the 

Emberá to the west. 

 

Figure  3.8. Territorial expansion of Citarabiraes (Emberá) during the second half of the 

17th century. (Based on Isacsson, 1975: 109) 

Introduction of the African population and the ethnogenesis of Afro-Colombians 

Pardo (1987) and Vargas and Ferro (1999: 24) have noted that the names of the 

rivers, and therefore the names of many of the actual settlements located in their 

mouths, have an indigenous origin. For instance, the toponyms of the southern Gulf of 

Tribugá (Nuquí, Panguí, Coquí, Jobí, Arusí) are Tule names and those of the northern 

coast (Juribidá, Juradó, and maybe Tribugá) are Emberá words that mean ‘the river of 

the Cuna’ (Tule) and ‘from the Cuna region’ (Tule) (Vargas and Ferro, 1999: 24). 
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According to Pardo (1987) this might suggest a migration of Tule people from Darien to 

the Gulf of Tribugá who were eventually displaced by the Emberá who came from the 

upper River Atrato and later settled on this coast. There is linguistic evidence that 

supports the inland origin of Emberá, based Nordenskiöld and Wassen’s observations: 

they dismissed a maritime origin for the Emberá as the words used to name maritime 

animals and features are Spanish terms (Nordenskiöld, 1927; 1928; both in Murphy, 

1939: 463). This migratory movement at the downfall of the groups previously settled 

by the coast, initially Tule moving in direction north to south and then Emberá from 

the south east to the north west) might be evidenced on the landscape and the names of 

the places that are still in use today. 

Those mining enclaves were the entrance points for African peoples into the 

region during the 18th century. The aim of the Spanish was to seize control of areas rich 

in alluvial gold and platinum that could be exploited through the establishment of 

mining settlements. There, production would rely on an enslaved labour force, with the 

introduction of large numbers of Africans who that would have a high impact on the 

cultural landscape of the Chocó and the country.  

The mining settlements were dispersed and small, and were based on the River 

Atrato, River San Juan, and Telembí (Arocha, 1998: 75). The mining system developed 

in parallel to the hacienda system (landed estates), which provided the first with food 

supplies and equally relied on enslaved working force (Friedemann and Arocha, 1995). 

By the 18th century, the region of Baudó, which encompasses the Cape Corrientes and 

its northern coast, was considered a region where people fled or avoided the grip of the 

colonial authorities (Jiménez, 2002: 133; 2004: 51). The settlements on the southern 

coast of the Cape already existed by 1730 founded by both freed or escaped slaves and 

indigenous peoples (Jiménez, 2002: 133). By the mid-century, the importation of 

African slaves had decreased significantly (Arocha, 1998: 73). In the absence of gold 
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mines, the economy of the Baudó region was based on the exploitation of forest 

resources, boatbuilding, and fishing (Jiménez, 2002: 134). 

In the 19th century, the war of independence (1810-1821) unchained a subsequent 

displacement of the Afro-descendent population (Arocha, 1998: 76). These people 

followed the pattern of settling by the riverbanks within the jungle and coasts. The first 

Afro-descendant settlements on the Gulf of Tribugá were established as a result of the 

migration towards the north. In between this period of unrest and civil war and the 

abolition of slavery in 1851-1952 the migration intensified further (West, 1957: 104; 

Hoffmann, 2007: 57) as the mining centres, formerly operating in the colonial system, 

collapsed and the slaves were freed. People from the upper Atrato mining area settled 

on the coasts of the Gulf of Tribugá, in Nuquí, Arusí, and Nabugá (West, 1957: 104). 

Towards the end of the 19th century, the majority of the riverbanks of rivers and 

streams were inhabited by Emberá peoples (Vargas and Ferro, 1999: 24). The 

communities settled by the Gulf relied on an extractive economy of rubber, mangrove 

bark for tanning agents, tagua palm nuts, and timber from the 1930’s (West, 1957: 

1969). The new centralised state struggled to govern the region of Chocó, which 

allowed the Afro-descendant settlements to develop with relative territorial, economic, 

and political autonomy (Arocha, 1998: 76). During the second half of the 19th Century, 

West (1957: 104) suggests that Emberá groups living by the lower course of the rivers 

and the coasts started retreating into the upper courses and into the jungle, in order to 

avoid the increasing arrival of Afro-Descendants. By the end of the 19th and beginnings 

of the 20th century, between 1899 and 1902, the Thousand Days War caused further 

migrations, and villages like Tribugá were born (Murillo, 1999: 31). Soon after, Coquí, 

Jobí, and Arusí became Afro-Descendant permanent settlements, with people who 

came from the Baudó region (Vargas and Ferro, 1999: 17), in search of suitable areas to 

farm, fish, and exploit the resources of the forest, that were being traded with Panama. 
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This process implicated a necessary adaptation to the environment and the slow 

cultural transformation of these populations into a way of life that integrated maritime 

preoccupations.  

Vargas highlights that the history of the relationship between Afro-

Descendants and Emberá in this part of the coast has not been characterised (1999: 24). 

She suggests that the Emberá were initially part of the extractive activities until 

conflicts flared up that caused them retirement to the upper course of the rivers. The 

names of streams and minor tributaries were then named by the new settlers, in 

Spanish, and according to the main features of the place (Vargas and Ferro, 1999). 
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4 Ethnographic endeavours 

“Fieldwork is a profoundly humbling experience, and 
its effects persist. Poring over our fieldnotes, there is 
plenty of time to discover crucial questions that we 
failed to ask, and remember kindnesses that can never 
be repaid. These are the preliminaries to writing 
ethnography. Then comes the business of sorting a 
tangled mass of inchoate data into some kind of 
presentable form.” (Metcalf, 2002: 11) 

 

This research is mainly based on an ethnographic approach to the maritime 

material culture of the people of Coquí, particularly on their logboats. Ethnography, 

chosen as the main data collection strategy, is used in cultural anthropology as it 

enables the researcher to observe in context sociocultural phenomena and then 

produce a written account of the ways of life observed in the field. It consists of the 

development of an inductive methodology where methods such as participant 

observation as well as other forms of direct observation and data collection take 

place, while devoting time to live among the community. It involves a direct and 

sustained contact with the people. However, the term ethnography has a double 

meaning: as product (ethnographic writings) and as process (fieldwork) (Cushman 

and Marcus, 1982: 25; Sanjek, 1996: 295). The use of ethnography, initially exclusive 
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to anthropology, has extended into different areas of social and human research. For 

example, in material culture studies ethnography has proven its potential for the 

understanding of different ways in which people engage with things. Whilst it is 

generally agreed that the use of ethnography as a primary source to generate 

analogies applied to completely different cultural contexts is problematic (Gould, 

1980: 29-48; Wylie: 1985: 64; Blue, 2003: 334), the contributions offered to 

archaeology are unquestionable. Ethnographic data from contextualised material 

culture provides a rich and in-depth perspective of the roles material culture plays in 

human existence which can be invisible in the archaeological record alone. It allows 

researchers to broaden the possibilities of interpretation of material culture by 

demonstrating the inherent diverse nature of human engagement with the world. 

Even though ethnography and anthropology are closely related and depend 

on each other in different ways (Ingold, 2008: 21) their nature is very different. On 

the one hand, the practice of ethnography is a methodology that encompasses 

methods such as participant observation, among others (O’Reilly: 2009: 3). Atkinson 

et al. (2001: 4) describe ethnography as “grounded in a commitment to the first-

hand experience and exploration of a particular social or cultural setting on the 

basis of (though not exclusively) participant observation”. Participant observation 

serves to triangulate data obtained from different sources, such as indigenous 

narratives, experienced situations, and survey results, and understand the interplay 

among them. The ethnographer experiences, records, and observes social milieus, 

that is to say, the primary data. On the other hand, anthropology seeks a critical 

understanding of human life for which it uses ethnography to read between the 

lines of the observations undertaken in the field. After all, Radcliffe-Brown drew a 

distinction between them as ethnography being idiographic and anthropology 

nomothetic (Radcliffe-Brown in Ingold, 2011: 229).  
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This research focuses on the boats of Coquí as entry points into the ways of 

life of the community; by undertaking ethnographic fieldwork, it looks at the wider 

social context of the boats in an attempt to understand different ways in which 

watercraft make part of the world of Coquí, their repercussions, implications, and 

meaning, rather than intending to produce a comprehensive anthropological 

account of the community.  

The ethnographic practice is a personal process that extents beyond the use 

of methods such as interviews, capture of photographs, and written descriptions of 

fieldwork. Facing social realities from an ethnographic perspective is an extremely 

challenging and intuitive experience where perceptiveness is central. Much of the 

knowledge involved is “non verbal” (Jenkins, 1994: 439), and is expressed in other 

ways than words, subject to being experienced by the ethnographer through other 

senses rather than in a conversation. The ethnographic process also has mutual 

repercussions, as it not only affects the ethnographer but also the people around 

them. It encompasses personal relationships, empathy towards others and from 

others, as well as the lack of it. All these aspects inevitably act as a filter to the 

observations that constitute the primary data of the research.  

Native accounts 

In the field, informants give accounts of their own views on different aspects 

of their everyday life. In many cases, such accounts are requested or induced by the 

researcher and constitute a self-reflective exercise for the informer on their own 

practice. The nature of these narratives and the implications that they have for 

interpretation are complex and have been looked at in some detail in 

anthropological literature (for instance Bourdieu, 1977; Jenkins, 1994). One form of 

native accounts is known as standard narrative. Such accounts are often as 
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problematic as they are invaluable. Jenkins explains the nature of these accounts by 

identifying what he calls a ‘sequence of distortion’ (Jenkins, 1994: 438). In first 

instance, following the desire to explain, the author of the narrative tends to omit 

contexts and other aspects ‘taken for granted’ (Simpson, 2006: 9). This tendency 

allows the author to handle their accounts in a conversation and to eliminate 

conflicts such as ambiguities or contradictions by providing the narrative with a 

linear logic (Simpson, 2006: 9). In the process, obvious behaviours or crucial aspects 

of the cultural practice are omitted or distorted. This is closely related to Bourdieu’s 

idea of the discourse of familiarity (Bourdieu, 1977: 18) that implies “leaving unsaid 

all that goes without saying”, in other words, all that does not need to be said as it is 

part of everyday practice is left outside; it is part of the universe of reference or 

system of previous information –part of the habitus- that is manifested through 

practice and never reach the level of verbal discourse (Jenkins, 1994; Bourdieu, 

1977).  

Another example of the distortions common in native accounts is that they 

often reflect the informant’s desire to meet the presumed expectations of the 

enquirer. In doing so, the narrator tends to standardise or generalise what is being 

explained or they might emphasize or concentrate on the exceptional (Jenkins, 1994: 

438). Bourdieu compared the relationship between the informant and the 

anthropologist to a pedagogical relationship “in which the master [informant] must 

bring to the state of explicitness, for the purposes of transmission, the unconscious 

schemes of his practice (…) so the informant’s discourse, in which he strives to give 

himself the appearances of symbolic mastery of his practice, tends to draw attention 

to the most remarkable “moves” (…) rather than to the principle from which these 

moves and all equally possible moves can be generated and which, belonging to the 

universe of the undisputed, most often remain in their implicit state” (Bourdieu, 

1977: 18-19). Therefore, the accounts offered to the ethnographer give the narrator 
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the opportunity to describe events, social behaviours or practices in a way they 

believe such things should happen or should have happened and to reflect upon 

their own practices. 

The subjective character of native accounts, rather than resting value to what 

is said, constitutes a fascinating opportunity to understand the reasons and 

motivations behind such accounts, their meanings, and the different ways in which 

people reflect upon themselves and others, including, of course, the ethnographer. 

But in order to reach such understanding, the ethnographer must contrast and/or 

connect the narratives to the observations made in the field, as well as other kinds of 

ethnographic data, as they are crucial to complement, undermine or even expose as 

false such accounts (Simpson, 2006: 9).  

Such narratives are the starting point of this research. During my first visit to 

Coquí I had the opportunity to talk to members of the community about the logboats 

and very often I came across apparent clear-cut accounts about several practices 

related to them. For instance, the assertion that the boats -regardless if riverine or 

seagoing- were made almost exclusively by indigenous Emberá, was predominant. 

The Emberá being fundamentally jungle and river people, my interest in finding out 

more about aspects such as the seaworthiness and context of those boats grew 

further. I was interested in the significance of the boats for the coastal community 

and the reasons why the people of Coquí were still relying on the skills of Emberá 

boatbuilders, maintaining such an apparently dependant relationship with their 

neighbours. This concern led me to become increasingly interested at looking at 

those dynamics from an interethnic perspective, and the issues involved in the 

social context of the production, trade, and use of logboats became the basis of my 

initial research questions from where the ethnographic enquiry would unfold. 
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When designing a research project, there are components that need to be 

balanced in the best way possible for the benefit of the project. I understood from 

the beginning that my research questions were just one of the issues that I had to 

take into account when planning the fieldwork. Practicalities, such as logistics, 

financial resources, and timings, would interplay to determine how the project 

would develop. But even when the planning is as comprehensive as possible, there 

would be unforeseen events and circumstances to be addressed along the research 

journey.  

This ethnographic approach required a relatively sustained immersion in the 

daily routines of the people of the village, and the adaptation to the different 

rhythms of life in Coquí for a total of eighteen weeks. During those weeks, I 

employed a “family” of ethnographic methods (O’Reilly, 2009: 3) and tools, such as 

unstructured interviews, production of field notes, and capture of audio, graphic, 

and spatial data; the enquiry was initially focused upon the logboats and contexts of 

use and production. As part of the data collection strategy, I conducted a boat survey 

in the village, supported by the production of plans, the design of boat recording 

sheets adapted to this particular context, and the testing of photogrammetry as an 

alternative method for boat recording.  

Fieldwork was undertaken in three different seasons. The first took place in 

the winter of 2009 and the following two during the summers of 2009 and 2011. 

Local issues like the weather cycles and the times of rice crop harvesting were taken 

into account to maximise the prospect of observing the boats in as many contexts as 

possible. I was concerned that fractioning the fieldwork in such way could be 

disruptive, as one of the traditional characteristics of ethnography is precisely a 

sustained presence and contact in the field. However, the constraints of having to 

find external funding for fieldwork, and the nature of the available grants, 
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conditioned the length of fieldwork leaving me with no other choice than to split the 

fieldwork in three rather than having one single lengthy season. Under these 

circumstances, I am inclined to believe that instead of having a negative impact on 

the research, being able to come and go several times allowed me to reflect upon the 

data collected thus far, to revisit certain questions, and to further expand or 

complement the data set based on those considerations. 

In practice 

The following sections present a description and reflection upon each one of 

the fieldwork seasons, as they unfolded.  

 

Figure  4.1 Southern area of the Gulf of Tribugá (Chocó). Map: C.Fuquen 

The first trip to the area had a duration of two weeks. The main aim of this 

visit was to assess the feasibility of undertaking fieldwork in the village. I had a first 

approach to the material, and established some connections with local people in 
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order to ensure the feasibility of future fieldwork seasons. During this trip, I met 

Embers, a person who would become crucial for the research. Embers is a very witty 

and skilled woman, with years of experience working in the tourism business. Her 

talents are widely known, so she frequently works as a cook and helper for cabins 

managed by paisas in nearby beaches that accommodate tourists, mainly during the 

whale-watching season (July to mid-September). Embers has an innate ability to 

relate to people of all walks of life, so it was not fortuitous that she was one of the 

first people I encountered and that later she became my host and first contact with 

the rest of the community. She knows her way around the community in such a way 

that almost nothing goes unnoticed. Her outgoing personality made me feel 

instantly at ease, and before long Embers was playing the role of what is known in 

anthropology as a ‘gatekeeper’, as her house is located very close to the river. 

 

Figure  4.2 The Nuquimar  (Nuquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

During this trip I also met some members of Embers’ close family who would 

eventually become also my closest circle of support during all the fieldwork seasons. 

Mr. Tango, the former partner of Embers’ sister, is a well-known boatbuilder in the 
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region. He was born on the southern Pacific coast, from a family of boatbuilding 

tradition, so he did not belong to the community in spite of being the partner of 

May. He had built the Nuquimar, a large wooden boat used to trade along the coastal 

waters of the Pacific as well as other boats of the same type, all made and launched 

in Coquí (figure 4.2). He was in fact the person that was recommended to me when I 

first arrived in the town of Nuquí asking for local boatbuilders. Mr. Tango was very 

keen on sharing his knowledge and experience with me, perhaps because he was an 

outsider, so we planned to work closely in my following visit. He would allow me to 

observe his work carving and making boats. During those initial days, he introduced 

me to one of his assistants, an Emberá man called Chelo.  

Chelo, ‘officially’ a member of the Emberá community of Panguí, is an 

indigenous boatbuilder born on the River Bongo, who grew up very closely to the 

people of Coquí. He is almost considered a member of the community so he 

maintains a fairly regular presence in Coquí where he spends weeks working for 

different people, usually in exchange for cash. In the Pacific region, when Emberá 

people travel down to the coastal villages, they stay with relatives (this could be their 

godparents, compadres, comadres, and other spiritual kin). So when Chelo is in 

Coquí, he lodges with his godmother, an Afro-descendant woman who has a close 

relationship with him and other Emberá people. Chelo is a friend of Embers, for 

whom he has carved several boats in the past.  

Embers was also a personal friend of the indigenous Governor of the 

community of Panguí. She introduced us during a fortuitous encounter in the town 

of Nuquí, towards the end of my stay, so I had the opportunity to express my interest 

in visiting the Emberá community and talk to boatbuilders. I was aware of the need 

to have a permit in order to visit indigenous communities, so I explained to him 

what the purpose of such a visit would be and the topic of my enquiry. I asked him 
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about the procedures that I needed to follow after he agreed to receive me. The 

Emberá community of Panguí is located on the River Panguí, several kilometres 

further upstream from the afro-descendant community of the same name (figure 

4.1). At that moment, the community did not have any form of telecommunication 

with the outside, so the only way of communication was to send a messenger, a 

member of the same community. The Governor told me that since I was staying with 

Embers, all I needed to do was to give Chelo the dates of my visit so they could send 

someone to find me in Coquí and escort me back to their community upstream River 

Panguí.  

In the course of these initial days, I arranged practicalities for the future 

visits to Coquí, such as food and accommodation, and grasped a more realistic idea 

of the size of the community, the characteristics of the environment I would 

encounter, and the practical challenges of fieldwork. It also helped me to have an 

initial overview of the material. I produced the plan of one sailing logboat and 

gathered enough information for the design of recording sheets for the boats. The 

plan of the boat complied with the standard boat recording technique that includes 

the drawing of a plan view, a profile view, and cross sections; the recording sheets 

aim to encompass as much contextual information as possible, such as materials, 

time of use, name, owner, builder, current state, and so on. This information would 

later be entered in a database (Appendix C). I also recorded visual data of other types 

of boats, in photographic format, and some preliminary interviews with boat 

builders. The collection of all this data would support the description and 

understanding of the array of watercraft used in Coquí. 

On my return to Bogota I visited the National Geographical Institute to 

acquire good resolution maps of the area, but found that the Ministry of Defence had 

a restriction on the information. This was a consequence of the internal conflict in 
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Colombia, where most rural areas are inevitably affected. Although the area of study 

in particular is not currently considered a conflict zone, issues related to activities 

such as drug trafficking needed to be taken into consideration. I was authorised to 

obtain a copy of the maps in a 1:25000 scale, after signing a confidentiality 

agreement. The maps were later digitised, vectorised, and georeferenced into 

ArcGIS, which I used to produce a digital elevation model (DEM).  

Second season 

The second visit to the area took place six months later. This season 

comprised eight weeks. The main objective was to start the boat survey, focusing on 

the production of plans of different logboats and the recording sheets; the use of 

photogrammetry would also be used and assessed with the collaboration of Hembo 

Pagi, a colleague from the department who joined me for the first week to assist with 

the recording of boats. I intended to observe and record the different phases of 

production of logboats; and ultimately collect enough data to achieve a description 

of the material. Finally, since I was interested in approaching the production of 

boats among Emberá boatbuilders, I aimed to arrange the visit to the community of 

Panguí. 

On my arrival in Coquí I realised that some circumstances had changed to 

impact on my initial plans. For instance, I found that Mr. Tango had left the village 

for good; I would not be able to work with him at all. In addition, Chelo, who at the 

time was the only practical link to the community of Panguí and the only Emberá 

boatbuilder living in the village, had had a serious accident a month before my 

arrival. He had fallen off a tree and was being treated in Panguí (Emberá) for an 

indeterminate length of time. This unfortunate incident led me to postpone the visit 

to the Emberá community.  
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In the absence of two of the main informants, I decided to focus on the boat 

survey, at least throughout the initial weeks. During this period I spent a 

considerable amount of time recording logboats with traditional plans and 

photogrammetry techniques. Whilst being focused on these activities I passively 

became familiar with the fieldwork setting and, almost without noticing, I found 

myself getting used to the daily routines and rhythms of my hosts and other 

members of the community. Soon after my arrival, I found out that in ethnographic 

settings, the pace of the research usually differs from the rhythms of the people. 

Sometimes it is very difficult to adapt to the local pace since, in spite of the 

inherently flexible methodology there will always be limitations imposed by time, 

budget, and aims. The disparity between local rhythms and the research agenda can 

be somewhat narrowed by keeping a flexible and open minded approach, being 

ready to adapt to new circumstances, and when necessary, modifying the research 

questions and even the methodology. For instance, there were occasions when I 

could access a boat only after several days waiting, when the owner was not using it. 

And even if people promised they would meet me for a chat, many times I had to 

wait for days until they had the time for me. I was aware that I had eight weeks to 

accomplish my aims, but I also knew that I could not impose my agenda on the 

people. I was the one who had to accommodate to their interests and timings, and 

although sometimes I could negotiate with them, my priorities were not theirs. 

People became increasingly comfortable with my presence as I measured 

boats and covered them with tags and strings, day after day. In the course of this 

period of time different people came to help me and keep me company. As a result, I 

built up connections with boatbuilders, fishermen, children, and other people, some 

of which would develop into trusting relationships and with whom I had 

conversations about the boats, the life in the community, and other topics.  
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Some of my regular visitors invited me to go with them to their farms, 

harvests, hunting and fishing journeys. I was also invited to play dominoes by 

candlelight, to hear stories, and even to watch soap operas and the national news on 

the only television in the village which worked almost every evening for just a 

couple of hours. Sharing all this time and peripheral activities with them was 

essential in my process of understanding aspects of the sociality of Coquí, daily life, 

and the ways in which people related to others, and to me. I realised through the 

practice of ethnographic fieldwork that it was impossible to fully isolate a single 

topic as it would inevitably overlap with other aspects of social life. In this logic, the 

most fruitful strategy was to maintain an open mind and disposition since, as it 

often happened, I would find significant threads to follow in the least expected 

situations.  

Because Embers lived close to the river I was able to perceive the daily 

rhythms of the people: when they went to the quebrada; when the children went to 

school; when most fishermen came back with their catch; and most hunters from 

their journeys. Early every morning I sat in front of the house to catch up with my 

diaries, tidy up notes, plans, and so on, initially unaware of how strategic my 

location was. And through this routine I became increasingly familiar with the 

character of the place. 

In the course of those initial weeks I met Justo, a former boatbuilder who 

became a dear friend. He enjoyed sharing time and stories with me whilst holding 

tape measures and reading the measurements to me. Justo is a fisherman in his 

fifties, who grew up listening to the stories of his father, a sailing merchant who 

made his living by trading vegetable ivory and natural rubber in Panama, and 

agricultural products with Buenaventura. He became a key informant on the 

processes of boatbuilding and lost traditions, took me to the sea in his logboat to 
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watch whales so I could experience for the first time the performance of seagoing 

logboats out in the Bay of Coquí, and even built a model of a sailing boat similar to 

the one his father used to sail to show me what they looked like (figure 4.3). 

 

Figure  4.3 Justo, making a model of a sailing boat (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

Don Nazarelo was another fisherman I befriended in this season. In spite of 

his old age, he was a very active fisherman and sailor. He was born in Panama in 

1929, but made his life in Coquí, where he lives with some of his children and 

grandchildren. Nazarelo is also a traditional healer, and the only one who knows 

how to cure snake bites in Coquí. His reputation as a snakebite healer is well known 

in the region. I also met Gaspa, Embers’ father and a fisherman whose passions are 

reading and being at sea. He frequently mentioned how much he wished to be at sea 

all the time and how much he enjoyed sailing his logboat. Nazarelo and Gaspa are 

probably the only two artisanal fishermen who sail, and who still go fishing at night. 

I also met Bee, a farmer like his father and an occasional boatbuilder. He carves 
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boats, but only for his own use. He built his house in a traditional way, using the 

kind of materials that are accustomed in rural areas. Bee taught me how to flog the 

rice stems to harvest the grain and explained to me most of the agricultural cycles 

and moon cycles. 

Towards the end of the season I became close to the family of old Chachajo, a 

patriarch of a large family. Developing a closer relationship had been difficult due to 

a long-standing conflict between Gaspa and Chachajo, which left me in a difficult 

position, as I was a guest of Gaspa’s daughter, Embers. But by the end of August I 

was being welcomed in Chachajo’s home, where we held conversations about his 

experience at carving boats. He used to be a well-known boatbuilder, and his 

children are renowned hunters, fishermen, loggers, and carvers. I got to meet Chebe, 

one of Chachajo’s sons. Although he is very skilled at most activities he considers 

himself a fisherman, and would dedicate his days to fishing if he had the choice. 

Chebe invited me to observe the carving of a seagoing logboat. This was the first 

time he had directed a team of carvers through the process although he had had 

some experience at helping others carving boats. After having collected most of the 

data from interviews and conversations, I finally had the opportunity to directly 

observe the sequence of carving a boat, albeit by a relative novice.  

By the end of the season, I had collected enough photogrammetric data to be 

able to test this technique as an alternative or complementary option for recording 

logboats. This technique uses photogrammetrical principles to derive three-

dimensional data from two-dimensional images. The purpose was to assess the kind 

of information that can be drawn from the models compared to the kind of data 

recorded in traditional hand-drawing plans. Producing hand-drawn plans is a time 

consuming task that implies having access to a boat from several hours to an entire 

day or days. This proved difficult on occasion as people were often using their boats. 
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Although the survey undertaken in Coquí relied on 2D recording techniques (hand 

drawing plans), it was a good opportunity to explore the potential use of 

photogrammetry as a recording technique in boat ethnography (Appendix E).  

Fieldnotes and photographic data were also part of the data set informing the 

question of technology. Free-flowing unstructured interviews were recorded in the 

form of notes or audiofiles. These interviews or conversations were to some extent 

spontaneous and carried on in different settings and times of the day and the week. 

The subject of enquiry was initially focused on the sequences of boatbuilding, 

materials, tools, traditions, enskillment, and exchange. Some of the processes were 

not recorded by direct observation in this season, as most of the boats are built or 

exchanged in random moments of the year. Therefore most of the data regarding 

these topics at this stage was collected by means of informal interviews. The boat 

survey encompassed the production of further plans of boats of different kinds 

(Appendix D); Information regarding fixings and repairs, decorations, or other 

features was also included in the recording sheets previously designed and later 

refined in the field. 

Third season 

The third season was undertaken over a similar time span of eight weeks. 

The general aim of the season was to expand further the data set through direct 

observations of the tasks of boatbuilding and intervention (expansions and repairs), 

and other related contextual activities that I had not been able to record up until 

then. The question regarding interethnic relationships and exchanges was to be 

addressed during this season, so I intended to collect observations about the Emberá 

production and trade of boats as well as interviews with Emberá boatbuilders. For 
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this purpose, the visit to the Emberá community of Panguí called off in the previous 

season was essential.  

A few days after I arrived to Coquí, I noticed that I was more at ease with the 

place and the people than in past seasons, in contrast to the already familiar feeling 

of being somewhat out of my depth. As a result, this period was much more fluid 

and consistently focused in the research questions. I did not need to pay so much 

attention to the contextual information regarding the dynamics of the daily life in 

the village, or even to many local linguistic expressions, as much of this information 

had been already assimilated.  

Turning point  

When dealing with social realities, it is impossible to foresee how events will 

unfold, no matter how much we can anticipate or predict beforehand. Before 

travelling to the village I contacted Embers who had good news about Chelo’s 

health. He had fully recovered from the accident he suffered the previous year. I told 

Embers about my intention to realise the trip to Panguí (Emberá) and she expressed 

her desire to join me, as she wanted to visit her friend, the governor of the Emberá 

community. Embers would talk to Chelo, in order to make the necessary 

arrangements and give notice to the authorities in Panguí. 

Chelo was indeed in the village during those weeks. However, he was 

constantly working for some neighbours helping them with agricultural tasks. He 

had already acknowledged my presence and had expressed his disposition to assist 

me as a guide to go to Panguí. When I asked whether he had given notice to the 

governor in Panguí, Chelo assured me that it had not been necessary since the only 

reason why they needed such notice was to be able to send a guide for me. I took his 
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word and after a couple of weeks, Chelo finally had time to travel so we planned the 

trip and arranged the last details.  

We left before dawn in a rainy and chilly early morning. The journey 

awaiting us promised to be long; we would have to paddle in the sea for a few hours, 

and then follow the River Panguí upstream for the rest of the day. Soon after we 

started heading upriver, we saw a boat coming in the opposite direction. There were 

two persons poling the boat, among them Embers’s friend, our contact in the 

community. We exchanged greetings from the distance, and Embers told him that 

we were heading to the community. He replied that he would be absent until the 

next day but that we could stay at his sister’s place and then said something else to 

Chelo in Emberá language. My concern grew when I perceived uneasiness in Chelo, 

who explained that there had been changes in the government of the community, 

which meant we did not have permission to visit the community anymore. In spite 

of the risk, we decided to continue the journey since we would not have another 

chance to visit the community and Embers’s friend had promised to be back in 

Panguí at noon the next day. 

The following events took a pivotal turn. After arriving to the community in 

the evening we found out that they were in the middle of a celebration that involved 

the consumption of alcoholic beverages. We were received by members of the 

community who were evidently uncomfortable with our presence. I requested to 

talk to the authorities of the community to explain our situation and motives for our 

trip. After listening to me, they made it clear that we were not welcome, as 

unexpected visitors were not allowed under any circumstances. They also made it 

clear that had Embers’s friend been there the situation could have been different. 

Shortly after they asked us to leave the place the following morning.  
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This unfortunate situation implied a readjustment in the aims of the season. 

My first reaction was to share the experience and my concerns with some of the 

people around me. They showed clear empathy, and to my surprise, they manifested 

ambivalent feelings towards their neighbours for the first time, which revealed 

underlying tensions. This experience also marked a turning point in the research, in 

particular regarding the way the people of Coquí related to me. Probably, by sharing 

with them this experience, the coastal people recognised in me some sort of affinity; 

in other words, I had the impression that my own position shifted from being 

different from the coastal people, to being by their side in relation to the Emberá. 

From that day onwards, I perceived an increased openness among the people of 

Coquí. 

Given the impossibility of visiting the Emberá community of Panguí, I 

resolved to give up the intention of obtaining data about the production of logboats 

by Emberá people, and concentrated on expanding the dataset in the coastal setting. 

In contrast to the previous fieldwork, this one proved to be a favourable time for it 

coincided with the time when several people were carving or repairing boats. I 

slightly refocused my attention towards these processes. 

I met Ciro, a hunter and boatbuilder from the neighbouring village of Jobí, 

who cultivates his farm up the River Coquí. Ciro was in the process of carving several 

boats, all located in different areas and rivers. I was lucky to spend several days in 

the jungle, where he was carving a seagoing logboat, and to be invited to record 

most of the stages in the carving of different types of logboats in other locations, so 

for a couple of weeks we worked closely together. I also worked with Nino, another 

boatbuilder from Coquí, who was finishing a logboat he had carved just before my 

arrival in the village. Finally, I met Sailor who was extending a logboat in the village 

and who allowed me to record the process from the beginning. 
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By the end of the third season, I had completed a boat survey of the logboats 

of Coquí, including the production of more plans and descriptions of the boats 

observed in the making. I also collected more photogrammetric data to be digitally 

processed. I could observe and take part in some of the processes, not only related to 

the making of the boats but also to the contexts of use, previously recorded only by 

accounts and explanations in interviews. I collected spatial data with geo-referenced 

information about the location of some farms, the locations where some boats were 

carved, some fishing areas and other referential data, which would later be 

integrated into the DEM of the area of study. 

Except for the process of felling trees, which no one was comfortable enough 

to bring me along for it is considered a highly risky operation, I recorded the whole 

process of carving a sea-going boat, from the moment they open the tree until they 

bring it to the village and finish it off. Similarly, I recorded the process of carving a 

river logboat but not its hauling from the jungle to the village. I registered how 

Chachajo initiated the process of carving two azotadoras (see Chapter 5) from the 

same log, and how Ciro finished one in his farm. Finally, I recorded the process of 

extension of a sea-going logboat and the making of three different paddles.  
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5 Step-by-step 

The present chapter describes the methodology of fieldwork, stating the steps 

that were followed to accomplish both the ethnographic approach to the community of 

Coquí and the boat recording process. In the first section of the chapter I will explain 

the process of ensuring access to the community and the informants, as well as the 

data-gathering techniques used in this particular case. The following section describes 

the techniques I used for the boat recording process: those applied in the boat survey; 

the recording of boat building sequences; and repairs. The final section of the chapter 

presents a description of the technologies used to assist the processes of data 

gathering.  

This chapter offers a reflective appraisal of the methods and techniques applied 

in this research. Research methods are tools and some can be more or less effective 

than others depending on various factors such as the particular contexts, the 

researcher, the aims of the research, and so on. This chapter intends to assess the 

effectiveness of the methods chosen for the collection of ethnographic data, and for the 

recording of logboats, as well as the implications of such choices for the outcomes of 

the research. 
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Data gathering techniques 

This section is devoted to the process of data gathering. I start from the 

assertion that there are ethnographic techniques, notably participant observation and 

unstructured interviews; that there is an instrument, the researcher, with all her 

attributes i.e. gender, age, cultural background, and so on, immersed in a social milieu 

and experiencing social relationships that take place in the field (Guber, 2001: 17-18). 

And that it is through the researcher experiences and observations that the 

ethnographic accounts come into existence. These techniques are usually supported by 

the use of technological aids (mainly recording devices such as digital voice recorders, 

photographic cameras, notebooks and pens, and so on).  

There were two general areas of enquiry in the field: on the one hand, daily life, 

social practices and contexts concerning the use and production of boats in the 

community of Coquí; and on the other hand the logboats as objects, their structural 

features, building sequences, materials, and so on. These areas of enquiry not only 

determined the methods chosen for gathering data, but also who would be sought out 

as informant, what questions would be asked, and what specific activities would be 

chosen to be recorded in-depth.  

Participant observation 

Participant observation is perhaps the signature technique of data collection in 

ethnography. It allows the researcher to get an in-depth perspective on what is being 

observed. It implies the presence and engagement of the researcher in the activities 

that are to be recorded in the field: “the ethnographer participates in the daily routines 

of this setting, develops ongoing relations with the people in it, and observes all the 

while what is going on” (Emerson et al., 1995: 1). I set out to achieve all these objectives, 

knowing that participant observation is a very instinctive method that requires 
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flexibility and patience. Participant observation was therefore undertaken with the 

purpose of achieving an in-depth perspective of what I wanted to observe. Getting close 

to a social setting does not only imply physically being there but also being immersed 

in it.  

In order to immerse myself in the life of Coquí, I chose to live in Embers’ home 

instead of renting the small cabin that was initially offered to me. As building rapport 

with the people of the community was essential, I decided to experience some of their 

daily tasks along with them, such as learning to use their working tools, cooking using 

their spices, sharing leisure activities with children and adults, and so on. I asked 

people directly (whenever possible) whether I could come along with them to see and 

help with different tasks, not necessarily those involving boats. This is how I was 

offered the opportunity to participate in two sessions of rice harvesting; to go to the 

jungle in a hunting day; to go fishing; to observe different phases of boatbuilding; and 

to be part of other wide range of activities. This method of data collection allowed me 

to develop high levels of rapport with some people, and less with others. 

Access 

The initial access to the research area needed to be secured at two levels: 

community and individuals. In the first instance, it was essential to obtain official 

permission from the authorities or representatives of the community. In this case, the 

Community Council of Coquí was entitled to grant such permission. I held a formal 

meeting with the community representatives at the beginning of the second visit to 

Coquí to explain the aims of my research. I explained the reasons for my interest in 

doing the research in Coquí, explained the activities I would undertake, the duration of 

my visits, and other practical arrangements such as housing and daily routines. The 

proposal was based on information and details acquired and assessed during my first 
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visit to the village. The meeting resulted in a common agreement and I was kindly 

offered further support by the Community Council.  

Once the access to Coquí was settled, I came into contact with individual 

members of the community, initially with people close to Embers and her family, and 

later on, with some of their acquaintances. And finally, I approached others that had 

distant or non-existent significant relationships to the family. Frequently, Embers 

shared with me her opinions about the feasibility of interviewing some people, or 

working with particular boatbuilders, and expressed her approval (or in some cases, 

disapproval) of such approaches. Although these contacts were initially made with her 

help, as the time passed and I became increasingly familiar with the community, I felt 

more comfortable approaching others without her mediation.   

The choice of people as informants was therefore influenced by Embers and her 

willingness to help. Her role as a gatekeeper, besides being enormously facilitating, 

also exposed existing tensions between her and other members of the community. I 

could perceive these tensions in the way some of those people related to me, as I was 

inevitably associated with Embers as her guest and friend. I successfully overcame 

some of those situations, establishing meaningful and fruitful collaborations with 

some of those people, but in a couple of cases I simply could not establish such links. 

Interviews 

Ethnographic interviews are a core element of participant observation. 

According to O’Reilly “while the main method of ethnography is participant 

observation, ethnographers conduct interviews as well. These can take the shape of 

opportunistic chats, questions that arise on the spur of the moment, one to one in-

depth interviews and group interviews, and all sorts of ways of asking questions and 

learning about the people that fall in between” (O’Reilly, 2012: 116). Therefore it was not 
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enough to register what I saw; it was also essential to raise ethnographic questions as 

well. 

There are various kinds of ethnographic interviews: structured, unstructured, 

and semi-structured interviews, which are used depending on the objectives of the 

researcher and the kind of information that is sought. The differences between them lie 

in the kind of questions asked; for example, whether they are open-ended questions 

allowing room for the interviewee to reflect on their answers, to drift away from the 

topic, to explore memories and so on: “an unstructured interview is more free-flowing. 

The interviewer may have a guide, or plan or simply a topic to address, and the 

interviewee is given the opportunity to respond in a leisurely way, to disagree, to 

change the topic, to add new ideas and so on. This is more like a conversation than an 

interview” (O’Reilly, 2012: 120). Structured interviews, on the contrary, can be 

considered more ‘formal’ and follow a rigid plan and set of predefined questions that 

leave less space to wander in answering. Finally, semi-structured interviews are a mix 

of both, in which predefined questions are asked as well as open-ended questions that 

allow certain straying from the main topic in a way the researcher finds fit to her 

purposes.  

The process of interviewing in ethnographic settings is gradual, and during my 

experience in Coquí, semi-structured interviews only took place after some time of 

learning and immersing myself in the daily routines of the community.  “A more active 

approach to interviewing usually takes place as the ethnography progresses, but the 

style is collaborative rather than interrogative” (O’Reilly, 2012: 118). Accordingly, the 

kind of interviews held during the initial weeks of fieldwork were mostly unstructured 

as I was getting familiar with the setting and the people. Casual conversations were 

turned into interviews when I consciously gained some control over the topics 

discussed. These interviews had the shape of guided conversations and the range of 
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topics was quite wide, from agricultural activities, to family life, or boatbuilding. 

Questions popped into my mind during such conversations and some were addressed 

at the moment, whilst others were elaborated privately and then addressed during 

semi-structured interviews. 

I did not deem it necessary to arrange group interviews except on one occasion 

when I was invited to observe the process of carving a boat by a team of five young 

men. Holding the interview was a comfortable way of interaction with them and a good 

opportunity to observe and discuss what they were doing.  

Field notes 

At the base of the whole ethnographic practice is the production of field notes. 

They constitute the majority of the corpus of data that grounds the ethnographic 

experience. Field notes provide “the primal, even foundational moments of 

ethnographic representation: for most ethnographic monographs rely upon, 

incorporate and may even be built from these initial fieldnotes” (Emerson et al., 2007: 

352). They are written everyday and their purpose is to log observations, thoughts, 

memory triggers, and so on. They are produced without a logical order and encompass 

all that the researcher considers as relevant. This particular point is important as it 

emphasises the nature of field notes: “fieldnotes are produced incrementally on a day-

by-day basis, without any sustained logic or underlying principle and on the 

assumption that not every observation will ultimately be useful for a larger/finished 

project” (Emerson et al., 2007: 353). I filled several notepads with observations about a 

wide range of topics, experiences, and emotions. The initial notes were made as I was 

observing the things that happened around me or as I was talking to people. They 

consisted of quick jottings scribbled in small notepads that I carried with me at all 

times. Although these notes were messy and spontaneous, they were later expanded 
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into another notebook, usually on the following morning. As part of that process, I 

gave an initial order to those thoughts by allocating codes to the contents. The codes 

were chosen according to the topic, the person, or my own instinctive understanding of 

how would I later revisit such notes on my way back from fieldwork. And they would 

also be refined over time, as I made conscious choices over which observations and 

thoughts were more relevant than others, both during fieldwork and afterwards. 

As time passed, the contents of the field notes became more selective and 

refined, which reflected my own process of thinking and the direction that the research 

was taking.  

Boat recording  

The second area of enquiry concerned the logboats as objects of daily use, their 

physical features, and the sequences of construction and repair. This area was 

addressed by developing two approaches: a boat survey and an ethnographic enquiry 

focused on the specific topic of boat use, construction, and repair. 

The methods employed to enquire about boatbuilding and boat use were 

participant observation and unstructured and semi-structured interviews. Due to the 

nature of the topic, I mainly used semi-structured interviews with boatbuilders in 

which I combined open-ended and specific questions in order to reach detailed 

accounts of processes and sequences. Participant observation also played a 

fundamental role in my understanding of these practices. However, in this section I 

will focus on the specific methodology applied in the boat survey, as the other 

ethnographic techniques have already been detailed.  
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Boat survey 

Throughout three fieldwork seasons, a total of 19 logboats were recorded. The 

aim of the survey was to record the array of logboats used in Coquí in different formats 

in addition to the recording sheets. The survey required the undertaking of three 

phases: Identification of the vessel to be recorded; ensuring access to the boat; and 

recording process in at least one format: plan, recording sheet, and/or 

photogrammetry. 

The decision of which boat to include in the survey was based on the type of 

boat and its availability, that is, whether the owner could make it available to me for 

one or two days. The boat to be recorded was chosen depending on its characteristics, 

such as materials, presence/absence of specific features, decorations, and so on.  

The time invested in recording a logboat depended on the size and complexity 

of the boat. I could make a plan of a basic logboat in a day, if the circumstances were 

ideal, i.e. sheltered from the rain and in a relatively quiet place free from various 

distractions or visits. Access to a logboat for a whole day was, however, difficult as they 

were used for everyday tasks. 

a. Recording sheets 

Recording sheets were designed and progressively adapted and modified in the 

field to include the information deemed relevant for each boat. Each boat was given an 

individual ID to be integrated into a database of logboats. The information 

encompassed in the recording sheets, except for the sketches, is included in Appendix 

C.  
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When possible, some of the information relevant to the individual boats was 

directly found from the owner of the boat (in particular contextual data such as the 

length of time that the boat had been used for, who the builder was, which timber was 

used, and so on). Figure 5.1 shows a model of the recording sheet used to survey the 

boats: 

 

Figure  5.1 Model of a recording sheet 

b. Standard plans 

Traditional plans encompass a comprehensive set of information about the 

boat, such as shape, size, dimensions, distinctive features, decorations, fixings, and as 

much information as possible on the structure of the boat. Ethnographic plans include 

three-dimensional views of the boat, usually a plan view, a profile view, and various 

cross-sections (McGrail et al., 2003: 19-20) (see figure 5.2). 

The process of recording a boat using this technique requires setting up a datum 

line that will serve as a reference, from which series of off-sets are used to measure 

heights and depths. These measurements constitute the data used to represent the 

different views of the boats. When possible, each measurement was transferred onto 
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graph paper, at a scale 1:10. However, when I found myself without enough time to 

draw the plan on the spot, I logged each measurement in a notepad and later made the 

plan using these measurements. Each plan then was cross-referenced with the 

corresponding recording sheet. Upon returning back from fieldwork, the plans of the 

boats were vectorised and formatted in a standard layout (Appendix D). 

The average time invested in the production of a plan was 10 hours, for a basic 

double-ended boat, and 4 hours vectorising the plan. 

 

Figure  5.2 Example of a standard plan of a logboat 

c. Photogrammetry 

This technique uses photogrammetrical principles to derive three-dimensional 

data from two-dimensional images. The purpose of using photogrammetry in boat 

recording was to assess the kind and quality of information that can be drawn from the 

processed models of boats, compared to the kind of data recorded in standard hand-

drawing plans.  
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The first step was to capture the object from different angles in a series of 

photographs, in which parts of the image overlapped (fig. 5.3). The whole boat needed 

to be captured in this way, avoiding, whenever possible, missing information and dark 

areas. For boat 016, a total of 91 photographs were taken. Capturing the data proved to 

be a fairly quick process, providing that I had help moving and turning the boat over. 

This task took about one hour.  

 

Figure  5.3 Photographic data before processing. 

Since I decided to avoid using a laptop during fieldwork (see following section 

on technologies and tools) the recording of boats using photogrammetry in the field 

ended there, as the next step required processing the data in photogrammetric 

software. 

Back in the laboratory, I masked the background of the boats in the photos, in 

order to avoid any unwanted noise in the point cloud (figure 5.4). This was the most 

time-consuming phase. This process could be avoided if the boat was originally 

photographed in a setting with a contrasting background colour (i.e. green shades of 

the jungle, or against a wall). 
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Figure  5.4 Masked backgrounds. Images ready to be processed. 

After the images were processed, a full three-dimensional image of the boat was 

produced (figure 5.5) and animated for visualisation purposes (see Appendix E).  

 

Figure  5.5 Model of boat 016. 
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In general terms, using photogrammetry to record logboats presented certain 

advantages. Perhaps the most helpful one was the dramatic optimisation of time, as the 

whole capture of data could be accomplished in less than one hour. This is striking 

when compared to the amount of time invested in the production of standard boat 

plans; a process that requires positioning and levelling the boat, setting up lines, and 

taking a substantial number of measurements. Using this technique was thus very 

useful when there was very limited time to record a boat. 

Processing data also proved to be a fairly swift phase, providing that the images 

did not present too many issues, and even if they did, fixing those issues would not take 

as long as taking all the measurements needed to draw a plan. And since the resulting 

model is scaled, any measurement can be taken from it (figure 5.6). 

 

Figure  5.6 Scaled and texturised model of logboat 016. Measurements can be taken from 

the image, as well as different views and sections. 

Moreover, In addition to the basic information comprised in the model, i.e. 

dimensions of the boat, the texture of the materials, colour, and details such as tool 

marks, were recorded using this technique. For instance, a geometric view of the model 

(figure 5.7) highlights tools marks and textured surfaces, information that is not 

included in standard boat plans. 
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Figure  5.7 Toolmarks and texture visible in a geometric view of logboat 016 model.  

Technologies and tools 

The methods and techniques applied to gather ethnographic data were 

supported by technological aids. They are outlined and described in this section, 

highlighting both advantages and disadvantages, and the impact they had on the 

ethnographic enquiry. The tools used to achieve the aims of the research should be 

explicitly visible in the methodology, as they have an effect on the way the data is 

logged, or on the way people and the researcher interact. 

 Although I mainly opted for the use of analogue forms of logging data, I also 

supported myself with some digital devices. This decision was based on the specific 

conditions of the fieldwork setting which imposed a number of constraints; for 

instance, I was aware of the impossibility of having a reliable source of power to charge 

batteries and other devices, such as laptops, cameras, and so on. This factor, along with 

permanent high levels of humidity and rainfall, represented a challenge to the use of 

electronic devices. There was also a restriction on the weight of my luggage, due to the 

size and capacity of the aircraft used to travel to the Pacific coast. I needed to travel 

with only absolutely essential gear so finding a balance between these circumstantial 

factors and the fieldwork objectives conditioned the choice of equipment.  
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The basic equipment chosen to gather data from observations and interviews 

was reduced to a bunch of notepads and notebooks, a photographic camera, and a 

digital voice recorder (DVR). I also took with me a handheld GPS to record spatial data, 

and the standard surveying equipment used to take measurements of the boats (tape 

measurements, plumb-bob, tape, string, stationary, etc). I decided to leave my laptop 

behind since it would be useless without a battery. For the camera and DVR, I took two 

fully charged spare set of batteries.  

Taking notes and writing fieldnotes was not particularly disruptive in most of 

the situations I was observing. The people of the community expected me to do so, 

according to my role as a thesis student. However there were moments when I deemed 

it inappropriate to fetch my notebook, in particular when the conversation was very 

casual and then turned into a guided conversation. Taking notes would have disrupted 

the casual atmosphere. The notebook would have made people feel self-conscious and 

would have reminded them of the reason for my presence. 

The DVR was mainly used as an alternative way to record interviews or personal 

thoughts but from the beginning I decided to avoid relying on it as I would not have 

any means to back up the data. However, the DVR was very useful for recording sounds 

of the environment and activities such as boatbuilding. Although the model of DVR 

taken to the field was very small and discreet, I limited its use in interviews as people 

found it distracting and even intimidating. 

I logged spatial data with a handheld GPS, but its effectiveness was limited, in 

particular when I ventured into the jungle or to register the places where people carved 

boats and the trails of the bota (see chapter 6 and 7), as the canopy interfered with the 

satellite signals.  
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Finally, a very important tool used to capture images was the photographic 

camera. It was an essential tool that helped me to gather visual data of both areas of 

enquiry (ethnographic and boat recording). Heavy rain and humidity limited the use of 

the camera but I sorted out most situations using drybags and 300g of dessicant (silica 

gel). 
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6 The boats 

This chapter explores the technological aspects of the logboats of Coquí. It is 

presented in two sections. The first section describes the boats that are built and 

used in the study area. With this particular purpose, they have been classified 

according to the environment for they were originally made, for although the 

relationship between form, function and environment is not always dominant, it is 

still powerful. The second part of the chapter describes the materials and processes 

of conversion of the raw materials and building sequences. 

6.1 Types of boats 

The tradition of making and using logboats extends along the coast and 

rivers of Chocó. Although fiberglass boats can also be seen along the shoreline, the 

use of wooden logboats for personal use prevails throughout the region. The generic 

term used to refer to any kind of boat is lancha (translating ‘boat’). Although some 

types of boat have their own names, the word lancha is used indiscriminately for 

river boats (chingos), sea boats (lanchas and esteleadoras), and land boats 

(azotadoras). All these boats are present within the same biogeographic region and 
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share common features. As a result they can be deemed part of the same ‘family’ of 

boats. 

Figure 6.1 displays a model of this ‘family’ based on the observations made in 

the field. The purpose of this model is to help understand and visualise the variety of 

boats that can be seen in the study area. This model does not intend to reflect a 

social reality but instead it serves as a descriptive tool valid within the framework of 

this study. Attempts to produce universal classifying models of boats have proved 

problematic (for instance McGrail, 2001: 8). The limits and the exclusions that the 

categories imply might become hazy when contrasted to the observations of the 

social milieu. In the same way, it does not correspond completely to the 

explanations offered by the people when asked about the boats.  

 

Figure  6.1 Model determined by operating environment, structure, and shape. 
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Basing the classification of watercraft on local names as categories has 

proved unsuccessful in other contexts (see for instance Blue and Palmer, 2010). An 

attempt to classify the boats of Coquí according to their names was not feasible as 

most of them are just called ‘boats’. The people of Coquí did not suggest a 

classification system for their boats but they talked about them and grouped them 

according to the environment the boats were ideal for. Also, the construction 

approach, using the structure of the boats as a starting point (more commonly used 

to classify watercraft) proved unsuccessful when applied to the logboats of Coquí 

(one example of this approach is the model developed by McGrail, 2001: 8-9). The 

attempt grouped crafts together under the same category (i.e. basic double-ended 

logboats) that are clearly different when seen in context (land boats, river boats, and 

sea boats can all be basic double-ended boats). As a result I suggest a model that 

integrates the operating environment approach, the names given to the boats by 

Coquiseños, as well as my own observations regarding their structure and shape. 

Taking into consideration other attempts to classify water transport (McGrail, 1985) 

this model provided me with the most comfortable way to explain the kinds of boats 

that I observed in Coquí. Appendix C displays a database of the boats recorded in 

Coquí during all the fieldwork seasons.  

Sea logboats 

Primarily used at sea, these boats present a wide range of variability in terms 

of structure, shape, and size. The structure of these logboats can be basic with no 

additional fittings to the carved hull of a single log, extended logboats in which 

additional parts such as washstrakes and cutwaters are fitted to the sides and stem, 

or extended/expanded logboats in which the basic hull of the boats is split at the 

bottom in order to expand its width. In terms of shape seagoing logboats can be 
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double-ended, in which both bow and stern extend into opposite pointed ends, or 

transom-stern where the stern is cut across to end in a flat shape.  

Basic double-ended sea logboats: Lanchas and Esteleadoras  

 

Figure  6.2 Lancha (right) and esteleadora (left): basic double-ended sea logboats 

(Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Basic sea logboats are plain flat-bottomed boats with a pronounced sheer 

line associated with their use at sea. There are two types of basic double-ended 

logboats: lanchas and esteleadoras (figure 6.2). The reason why both types are 

described under the same category is the similarity between their operating 

environment, structure, and shape. The main differences, addressed in the following 

paragraphs, are mainly related to their size and function. 
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Figure  6.3 Rasel of a basic double-ended sea logboat (esteleadora, boat 016) (Coquí, 

Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

These boats have a distinctive feature called a rasel (forefoot) in stem and 

stern ends (figure 6.3). The rasel is a vertical prolongation of the hull structure that 

is believed to help the boat to increase its seaworthiness, acting as a cutwater. 

Esteleadoras observed in the field had an average length of 3.5 m, breadth of 

0.5 m, and a height amidships of 0.3 m. This type of boat, as indicated by its name, is 

used for trolling with estela, which translates fishing line, which is drawn from the 

boat while powering it with a paddle. The line of nylon is attached to the toes of the 

fisherman, who paddles and steers the boat while seated in the bottom. Esteleadoras 

are also used for assisting people in crossing the mouths of the rivers and for 

covering small distances when the transport of heavy items is not required. 

Sometimes they can be used for leisure activities such as friendly rowing 

competitions as part of local festivities. Lanchas, on the other hand, are bigger than 

esteleadoras. The hull of basic lanchas is 6 or 7 m long, with an average of 1 m 

breadth with a height amidships of aprox. 0.5 m (see Appendix D, Boat 005). The 

variation of dimensions is great as it is usually determined by the size and quality of 

the tree, so it is not uncommon to find lanchas with similar width but 1 or 2 metres 
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longer. On the other hand, the smallest lancha recorded had 5.4 m long, 0.67 m 

wide, with a height amidships of 0.3 m.  

Lanchas and esteleadoras are generally propelled and steered with paddles 

(See section 6.2). Some basic lanchas can occasionally be propelled by sail by 

adapting a mast step and a crossed board that serve as a mast partner (figure 6.4 and 

Appendix D boat 006). The sails recorded in the field are very similar to the crab-

claw type and the sprit sail. The crab-claw type (figure 6.5) consists of two or three 

spars that support the sail. The sail is usually made with a triangular piece of 

polyester or polyethylene. This type of sail is very practical for fishermen as the sail 

is light and can be set up and put back in the bottom of the boat very rapidly.  

 

Figure  6.4 Sea logboat fitted with mast step, mast partner, and cross-beam at the stern 

end to be used as a seat (boat 006) (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 



P a g e 	 | 	 1 1 1 	

 

Figure  6.5 Basic double-ended logboat adapted for sailing (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

Sea logboats are primarily used at sea. However, in some occasions these 

boats are used in mangrove channels and rivers. Ideally, people use river logboats to 

navigate rivers and channels but this depends on the availability of such boats. For 

instance, people can decide to use an esteleadora if there are no chingos available. 

But sea logboats are heavier and more difficult to manoeuvre in the shallow rivers of 

the region.  

Basic sea logboats are regularly used to travel short distances, mostly within 

the Gulf of Tribugá and mainly to accomplish fishing tasks, especially at night. 

However, two journeys of more than 100 km using basic lanchas and only powered 

by paddles were recorded during fieldwork. Longer trips were also reported, but 

they are not as common. I was told stories about people who had travelled north to 

Panama using this type of watercraft. 
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Appendix D - boat 006 displays the plan of a basic double-ended sea logboat 

(same kind of boat as in figure 6.4) adapted to be sailed with the right weather 

conditions. In this plan features like the rasel can be observed, especially in cross 

sections 1 and 4. Cross section 2 pictures the crossbeam added to the hull to support 

the sail. 

Extended logboats: double-ended 

 

Figure  6.6 Extended double-ended logboat, adapted for optional sailing (boat 001) 

(Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Extended double-ended logboats are part of the group of seagoing boats. 

These boats are also known as lanchas. They are basic double-ended logboats that 

have been extended to increase their seaworthiness. As such, the dimensions and 

characteristics of the basic hull are similar to those described above in the section on 

basic double-ended logboats. This means that they have an average length of 6 m to 

7 m, a maximum breadth of 1 m, and 0.5 m draught (see Appendix D boat 001).  

The process of extending a boat is known as falca. It consists in adding 

washstrakes to the sides of the dug-out (figure 6.7) to raise the sheerline. 

Furthermore, two extra pieces are added to the ends, so they rise the sheer line at the 

stem and stern, but the piece placed at the stem also acts as a cutwater (tajamar). The 

parts fastened to the hull of the boat are fixed with nails. 

 

Figure  6.7 Cutwater and washstrakes (boat 001) (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Similar paddles to those used in basic lanchas and esteleadoras propel this 

kind of extended lancha (see section 6.2). It is also possible to find extended lanchas 

capable of sailing (boat 001). The kind of sail used in this boat was a spritsail but 

they can also be sailed with a crab-claw sail. 
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Extended double-ended logboats are mainly used for artisanal fishing within 

the bay and as a means of transport. Like basic lanchas, these boats can be used in 

mangrove channels when the tide is high. 

Only one example of this type of boat was recorded although people reported 

this practice of extending double-ended boats as not rare around the Gulf of 

Tribugá. 

Extended logboats: transom-stern 

The other variation of the extended type of logboat is transom-stern boats 

(figure 6.8 and Appendix D boat 004). This kind of boat is very common in the 

region. They are also named lanchas and are the largest logboats currently being 

built in this part of the coast. They usually reach an average of 8 m or 9 m in length, 

1.5 m breadth, and height amidships of 0.7m. 

Extended transom-stern boats have a more complex structure. The hull of 

the boat is extended in a similar way as the extended double-ended boat by 

fastening washstrakes along the original gunwhale of the logboat. The washstrakes 

are usually made of a different timber from the hull such as caimito (Chrysophyllum 

auratum L., or Chrysophyllum caimito L.). A cutwater is also added to the stem of 

the boat, which in conjunction with the washstrakes raises the sheer line of the boat 

(figure 6.9). These boats have gunwales and two crossbeams that are used as 

thwarts. 
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Figure  6.8 Extended logboat with a transom-stern (boat 014) (Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.9 Cutwater (boat 014) (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

These boats have an average of 4 frames fitted in the inside of the hull, each 

composed of a floor and two futtocks that overlap with the floors and extend up to 

the gunwales. These frames are added during the process of extension or falca (see 
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section on the process of logboat extension). They are fastened with the help of bolts 

and nails. The frames are made with resistant timbers such as nato (Mora 

megitosperma (pittier) Brit. et Rue.) or cedro (Cedrela odorata L.). 

The hull of the boat is carved with a small rasel and usually with a flat stern. 

The stern is cut off and replaced by a separate transom board during the falca, 

although I saw boats that kept the original flat stern carved in the boat and were 

used this way (figure 6.10). The transom board is usually made of nato or cedro and 

fastened with bolts and nails. 

 

Figure  6.10 Extended logboat with a carved transom-stern left in place and small 

azotadora inside. (Coquí, Chocó) Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Extended transom-stern boats are propelled by outboard engines at sea. 

These boats are usually painted and named. They are used for transporting cargo 

and passengers, and for other personal uses. The navy controls the use of this kind 

of boats by registering them and issuing licenses to the boat owners, therefore, these 

boats cannot be operated at sea without such license.  

Extended-expanded transom-stern logboats 

This kind of logboat is very similar to the extended transom-stern logboat. 

As well as most of the sea boats, this kind is also called lancha. These boats are 

slightly larger than the extended transom-stern logboats as the process of 

expanding them allows an extra metre in length and 0.5 m in breadth. The main 

feature of this type is the inclusion of a plank at the bottom of the hull in order to 

broaden them. This piece is added along the bottom from the stem where the plank 

starts with a narrow angle. This angle widens off along the bottom increasing the 

width of the boat. In addition, these logboats have a similar structure as the 

extended boats, featuring washstrakes, cutwater, gunwales, frames, transom mirror, 

and cross beams.  

The types of timber used to build these boats are similar to those used in the 

extended type. The hull is carved in espavé and the additional parts are made of nato 

(frames and transom) and caimito (side planks). They are propelled using out-board 

engines and have similar functions to the extended logboats. These boats are also 

painted and named, especially if are to be used for commercial purposes. 
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River logboats  

Basic double-ended river logboats: chingos 

Basic double-ended river boats (figure 6.11) are known as chingos. These 

boats are long and narrow monoxylons with a range of length that varies from 5 m 

to 10 m. Their breadth rarely surpasses 0.6 m. They are also shallower boats with 

0.34 m height amidships (see Appendix D, boat 011).  

One of the main features of these boats is the absence of the forefoot 

characteristic of the sea logboats. As a result, the bottom rises in a steady curve 

towards both ends. In contrast to the sea logboats, chingos are carved with a 

rounded bottom. They usually have a piece of wood nailed across the bow end that 

acts as a handle or where a piece of rope can be attached so the boat can be moored, 

usually with the help of a pole. For this purpose, the pole is driven into the riverbank 

as shown in figure 6.11.  

River logboats are also made using espave timber, although I recorded 

chingos made of different kinds of timbers. For instance, boat 002 was made of 

candelo, and boat 015 was made of marío (Calophyllum maruae, Planch & Triana) 

(see Appendix C). 
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Figure  6.11 Chingos moored near the mouth of the River Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

Chingos are mainly used to transport people, agricultural products, and tools 

(figure 6.12). They are mainly powered and steered using poles (See section 5.2) 

although long paddles can also be used in the same manner as the poles. As the 

operating environment of these boats is exclusively fluvial, they are adapted to the 

conditions of the rivers. As described in Chapter 2, the rivers of this area of Chocó 

originate as runoff resulting from the almost constant precipitation. Although the 

rivers become wider and deeper towards the outlets (mainly due to tidal activity and 

with the occurrence of heavy rain) they are mostly shallow waterways along their 

upstream courses. As rivers are also surrounded by sandy riverbanks, people going 

upstream sometimes prefer to walk and drag the boat with the help of a rope.  

These boats are common to all the rivers of the area. In contrast to the basic 

double-ended sea logboats that can operate in environments different from the sea, 

chingos are exclusively used in rivers.  
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Figure  6.12. A chingo (at the front) loaded with plantain and chontaduro (Bactris 

gasipaes Kunth). A lancha behind it carrying an azotadora inside it. The third boat to the 

back of the image is an esteleadora, and finally, in the background, another azotadora loaded 

with bananas. Outlet of the Stream Aguaclara (River Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Land boats 

Basic double-ended land logboats: Azotadoras 

 

Figure  6.13 Freshly carved azotadora (Stream Aguaclara, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 
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Land boats are basic double-ended logboats called Azotadoras (figure 6.13). 

In a more generic way, they are also called lanchas. They are small, round-bottomed 

vessels in which dimensions vary greatly. Azotadoras recorded in the field had 

lengths from 1.2 m to 2.1 m and breadths from 0.4 m to 0.7 m (see Appendix D, boat 

018). The boats are shorter but wider than chingos. Similarly to chingos, azotadoras 

have a wooden piece nailed across the fore and aft ends of the boat called galindro or 

gavilán and used as handles to drag the boat (figure 6.14). 

 

Figure  6.14 Galindro used to pull the azotadora (River Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

In contrast to the other kinds of boats, azotadoras are made of a wider range 

of timbers that also encompass lower quality wood  that is less durable and less 

resistant. The kinds that were recorded include higueron, sangre de gallina, and 

espavé.  

These boats have two particular uses. On the one hand, accordingly to their 

name, the boats are used to collect and carry rice during the harvest. Azotadoras 
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take their name from the verb azotar (to thresh), referring to the action of flogging 

rice stems on the inner surface of the boat (figure 6.15). On the other hand, 

azotadoras are used as vessels to collect sugar-cane juice produced in traditional 

sugar-cane hand mills (figure 6.16). 

These logboats are classified as land boats as their operating environment is 

not any form of waterway but the rice fields and the village. Perhaps they are seen in 

the water only in two occasions: when children play with them in the river learning 

some of the skills necessary to propel and steer a boat; and when they are floating 

downstream, as they are brought back to the village from the farms, either to be 

stored or used in the sugar mills.  

 

Figure  6.15 Azotadora being used in the harvesting of rice. (River Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.16 Azotadora in context collecting the juice of sugar-cane. (Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

As mentioned before, the dimensions of these boats are variable. This 

particular feature is usually determined by their function. For instance, azotadoras 

are often made to be used in the next rice harvest. As a result, the size of the crop 

will influence the size of the boat to be carved. The size, particularly the width, can 

also be determined by the space between the sugar mill posts which the boat must fit 

within (see figure 6.16). Furthermore, the timber available also determines the size 
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of the boat as sometimes they are carved as a by-product of another carving of larger 

vessels (lancha or chingo). I witnessed some of these boats being made from suitable 

parts of the logs felled with the initial purpose of making a bigger boat. 

The boatbuilding sequence is similar to the process of carving a lancha or a 

chingo. However, in contrast to the other boats, boatbuilders usually make 

azotadoras either in the village or at the farms where they will be used and where 

sometimes they remain indefinitely. When the time of the harvest comes, it is 

common to hear along the river the particular sounds of carving coming from the 

farms. Carvers make azotadoras almost every year, depending on the care they take 

of the vessel, as sometimes one azotadora will not last long enough to serve for two 

rice harvests.  

6.2 Propulsion 

 

Figure  6.17 Paddle and pole (River Coquí, Chocó) Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Sea logboats and river logboats are propelled and steered with paddles and 

poles (figure 6.17). The size and weight of the paddle vary according to the 
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preference of the person who uses it and the size of the boat to be powered. Some 

women or children prefer smaller paddles (1.5 to 1.6 m long) whilst men use longer 

ones (2 m). Also, the paddles used to power esteleadoras are usually lighter and 

shorter than those used in larger seagoing boats. The blades of the paddles vary also 

according to the overall length. The length of the blades observed in context varied 

from 0.5 m to 1 m from the point of the paddle to the start of the shaft. It was also 

observed that the length of the paddle reduces with use as the point wears off. The 

poles are slightly longer than the paddles. They must be made of a straight, durable, 

and lightweight wooden shaft of 2 to 3 m long. Poles have a pointed end that helps 

them to cling to the bottom of the river. The paddles are carved in a strong and 

durable type of timber (jigua negro, guayabillo, perena, and chachajo).  

Paddles are used at sea, in the deepest parts of the river, and in mangrove 

channels when the tide is high. They are generally used while standing in the stern 

of the boat, but they are can also be used while sitting in the bottom. This position 

however is preferred by women. (West) 1957: 191 and 252 mentions the prominence 

of paddling by women while sitting in the boat in the Pacific coast. Also, paddling 

when sitting can be observed when esteleadoras are trolling or when more than one 

person are propelling lanchas.  
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Figure  6.18 Use of pole. (River Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

As noted above poles are used in the shallow rivers both to propel the boat 

forward and to steer. They are used while standing at the aft part of the boat and 

pushing against the river bed (figure 6.18).  
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6.3 Timber 

 

Figure  6.19. Young espavé (Anacardium excelsum L) (River Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Rainforest, also known as tropical broadleaf evergreen forest, covers the 

coastal area from Panama to Ecuador, including the Chocó region. This kind of 

forest appears in tropical regions with a heavy rainfall distributed throughout the 

year, and without a pronounced dry season (Haden-Guest et al., 1956: 202). 

Rainforest is composed of broadleaf trees and palms that maintain green leaves all 
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year round (Haden-Guest et al., 1956:56). It surrounds the coastal villages of Chocó 

offering a wide range of resources. However, there has been an unbalanced 

exploitation of some of the wooden resources in the region, which as a consequence 

has caused a decrease in the number of certain species in proximity to villages. This 

is the case of the espavé tree, also known as caracolí, the preferred kind of timber for 

the building of wooden logboats. 

Espavé (Anacardium excelsum L) (figure 6.19), from the genus 

Anacardiaceae (cashew family), is also classified under the names of Anacardium 

rhinocarpus DC and Rhinocarpus excelsa (Bert. & Balb). This species is present from 

Guatemala (Central America) to northern South America (reaching Ecuador and 

Guiana), and has been listed as a highly threatened species (Cárdenas and Salinas, 

2006). The vernacular name of the tree in Chocó is espavé but it is also known under 

other names across Central and northern South America: Caracolí, Aspavé, Ispavé, 

Marañon de monte, Surucke, Ispavel, Merey (Colombia), Mijao, Caracolí, Mija, 

Mijagua (Venezuela), Espavel, Espavel Amarillo, Espavel Rosado (Costa Rica), Wild 

Cashew, Grand Cashew (United States and Belize), Cashu, Cajuy, Cajú, Assú, Cajú Da 

Mata, Cajü de Campo, Cajueiro Do Campo, Cajuhy, Cajuvana (Brazil), Naríz (Cuba), 

Cashou (French Guyana), Akajoe, Merekeballí (Surinam), Espavel Acanjou (Central 

America) Espabel, Ispabel (Nicaragua) (Howard, 1934: 176; Record and Hess, 1944: 37; 

Escobar et al., 1993; CATIE, 1998: 103; Fournier, 2002: 294; Boshier and Cordero, 

2003: 347). The trade names are espavé, esparva, espave mahogany, and pesége 

mahogany (Howard, 1934: 176). 

The trunk of this tree grows straight and branch free for the first 15 m 

(Boshier and Cordero, 2003: 350; Escobar et al., 1993). It develops well in the 

watersheds of the tropical rainforest and forests in an altitude range of 0 to 1000 m 

above sea level (Boshier and Cordero, 2003: 349; León, 2003). It needs a well-drained 
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ground and a high phreatic level to grow, so it is common to find it growing near the 

riverbanks.  

According to Gonzalez (1980, cited by Fournier, 2002: 294) espavé trees grow 

at a medium rate and ultimately reach 45 m in height and 3 m in diameter at breast 

height (dbh). Observations made in the field showed that a five-year-old espavé had 

a bole diameter of 12-15 cm, and another exemplar of approximately 10 years had a 

trunk of 35-40 cm diameter. The largest tree observed during fieldwork had a 

diameter of 1.5 m. 

The outer bark of the tree is grey and brown with a fissured appearance and 

the inner bark is pinkish and exudes a yellow/red aqueous resin (Personal 

observation, also described in Escobar et al., 1993). The sapwood is very light brown, 

almost white and the heartwood is golden yellow. The grain of the wood is fine and 

interlocked and it has a rough texture (Fournier, 2002: 294). The sapwood of espavé 

is highly vulnerable to decay by the action of fungi and woodborers. In the case of 

the heartwood, it appears to be resistant to white-rot and brown-rot fungi 

(Chudnoff, 1984: 15) although it is considered to be only moderately resistant to 

woodborer insects (Chudnoff, 1984: 15; Fournier, 2002: 294; Escobar et al., 1993). 

These characteristics regarding the preservation and resistance of espavé were 

registered in the field, where logboat carvers and users manifested the suitability of 

making the boats employing as much heartwood as possible, especially at the 

bottom of the boats as this would make them more resistant to decay resulting from 

the action of woodborers (informally known as broma). Accordingly, a boat entirely 

made out of espavé heartwood is regarded as a very valuable boat for its quality and 

rarity. 

This timber is moderately difficult to air-dry (Boshier and Cordero, 2003: 

350; Escobar et al., 1993; Chudnoff, 1984: 15) which makes it susceptible to 
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deformation and cracking. Logboats carved in the coastal region of Chocó are all air-

dried so they use sticks (known as barrotes) to support and maintain the shape of a 

freshly carved boat to avoid deformation. 

The use of espavé has been reported since at least the 19th century (Pombo, 

1810: 328; Cullen, 1867: 13) More specifically, one of the oldest references to the use 

of espavé in logboat carving was written in 1898 (Cortes, 1898: 145). In an article 

written by Proctor Cooper, the author explains that ‘large trunks are well adapted for 

the making of dugout canoes as they can be fashioned with crude tools, are not 

easily split, and have a fairly long life’ (Cooper, 1930: 6). This purpose was also 

reported in 1943 (Record and Hess, 1943: 38) and 1950 (Hess et al., 1950: 34). 

 Espavé is also used to make furniture, to build rural dwellings, and for 

flooring (Escobar et al., 1993). This is widespread throughout the region. Among the 

coastal communities there is a manifest preference for its use in boatbuilding, based 

on the physical properties of the wood. Boat builders and users describe it as being 

lightweight, buoyant, and fairly manageable to carve. Besides espavé, the use of 

other kinds of timber was recorded during fieldwork (figure 6.20): 

Common name Scientific name 

Espavé (Anacardium excelsum L.) 

Caimito (Chrysophyllum caimito L.) 

Candelo (Hyeronima laxiflora Tul.) 

Jigua negro (Ocotea cernua (Nees) Mez) 

Higueron (Ficus glabrata H.B.K.)  

Cargadero (Guatteria amplifolia, Planch & Triana) 

Nato (Mora megitosperna (Pittier) Britt. et Rose) 

Marío (Calophyllum maruae, Planch & Triana) 

Sangre de Gallina (Dialyanthera otoba (H. & B.) Warb.) 

Figure  6.20 Identification of wood species used in boatbuilding. 
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6.4 Transformation process  

The transformation process encompasses the felling of the tree, the 

conversion of the log, the transportation of the unfinished boat, and the final stage 

when the boat is finished at the village. This is not always a straightforward process 

as there is a wide range of variability. However, the sequences as well as the tools 

employed from the felling of a tree to the final conversion into a logboat are mostly 

the same for all the type of logboats. 

As mentioned above, seagoing logboats have a distinctive feature. The 

presence of rasel in the structure implies that the carving process takes longer, in 

contrast to river and land boats. The time employed to carve logboats is variable due 

to factors such as the size of the boat, the number of people involved in the process, 

the tools available, the degree of difficulty determined by the place and position of 

the felled tree, the experience of the boatbuilder, and so on.  

Boats can be carved by one person or by a team. For instance, an average 

basic 7 m long double-ended seagoing logboat can be carved in about a week by one 

person. The time shortens when other people are involved. Likewise, a land boat can 

be carved in three days by one person. 

Moreover, several logboats can be carved from one tree. If the tree is chosen 

to make a seagoing boat, the trunk might be large enough for two or three average 

seagoing lanchas. And then, river boats and land boats can be carved in the branches 

if the size and quality of the tree allow. 

One aspect worth mentioning is the measurement system employed in 

boatbuilding. The use of anthropomorphic units for lineal measures is widespread 

in coastal Chocó. The length of the boats is counted in fathoms (figure 6.21) and ells, 
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the width in hand spans, and the thickness of the hull in inches (as 1 inch = the 

length of the distal thumb phalanx).  

These measurements are taken by comparing physically the parts of the 

boatbuilder’s anatomy against the things they want to measure, or by using twigs or 

long narrow leaves to take the measurement and then measuring with their hands. 

Sometimes, they calculate straight lines by aligning the points in the same visual 

line formed by the point, the axe handle (placed vertically on the second point) and 

their visual line (figure 6.22). Tape measures are not common and are only used by 

carpenters when repairing or extending boats. 

 

Figure  6.21 The use of anthropomorphic units is a common practice. In this 

photograph, Ciro is measuring the number of fathoms of a log ready to be converted into a 

seagoing logboat (near the Stream Aguaclarita, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.22 Ciro calculating straight lines with the help of the handle of his axe. (River 

Bongo, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

The Fell  

After a tree suitable to make a boat has been chosen the felling takes place. 

This operation is considered very risky so experienced people always take part. The 

felling of the tree is always planned according to the moon cycle, preferably during 

the last quarter or new moon phase (corresponding to the waning gibbous) as 

according to the boatbuilders in Coquí, the wood is more resistant to the attack of 

woodborers.  

Before cutting the log, the fellers study the shape of the trunk, the position of 

the branches, and the surroundings. They check the girth, length, and quality of the 

timber to roughly calculate the dimensions of the boat or boats to be carved. They 

study the terrain, foreseeing which will be the drop zone of the tree, the position that 

they want the log to lie once on the ground, and the escape route. Before felling the 
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tree, the carvers study the course they will take to drag the unfinished boat out of 

the jungle, and the ways in which they will sort out the obstacles in the process.  

The trunk has to lie on the right position as this will determine the feasibility 

of the carving and the final dimensions of the boat. If the tree falls on the wrong side 

and the terrain does not allow it to be repositioned, the size of the boat calculated in 

an initial approach may be compromised. Moreover, the tree may end up in such an 

uncomfortable position that it is abandoned even after the carver has started to 

work the wood. Also, the condition of the log may affect the dimensions of the boat 

as the trunk might be hollow or partially rotten on the inside. To minimise the 

possibility of felling a hollow tree, loggers listen to the sound that the trunk makes 

when they tap on it. 

 If the tree fulfils the conditions required they proceed with the felling. The 

tools most commonly used to clear the area are axes and machetes. The tools 

traditionally employed to cut the tree down are long handle axes. However the use 

of chainsaws is slowly becoming more widespread, particularly near the villages. 

Loggers use chainsaws if they have the means to own or borrow one as those tools 

allow them to work faster during some of the building stages.  

The loggers start by making a notch on the surface of the trunk, on the side 

they want the log to rest on. After this, they proceed to make another notch on the 

opposite side. This notch is narrower than the first one they make. This causes the 

structure of the tree to become unstable so it ends up falling towards the side of the 

first notch. This is the most critical moment in the operation. In rainforests trees are 

usually entangled at their tops by branches and thick vines. When the tree falls, 

those branches and vines burst and fall hitting the ground with great force 

representing a real threat to people’s safety. 
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The gap left by a felled tree in the canopy of the forest allows the passage of 

light that illuminates the area where the subsequent carving takes place (figure 

6.23). 

 

Figure  6.23 Gap in the forest canopy left by a 30 m tall espavé felled for boatbuilding 

(near the Stream Aguaclarita, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

The conversion 

This process takes place at the same location where the tree is felled. Once 

the tree is lying on the ground it needs to be prepared for its conversion into a 

logboat. The first step is to clear the drop zone again, as the fall of the tree might 

have caused the presence of debris from other trees and smaller vegetation. The 

next step is the sectioning of the trunk into more manageable pieces so it can be 

repositioned if desired (figure 6.24).  
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Figure  6.24 Section of an espavé log ready to be converted into a boat (near the Stream 

Aguaclarita, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Each section will be converted into a logboat. The tools employed to section 

the log are the same used in the felling process: usually axe and/or chainsaw if 

available. The boatbuilder measures the length of the trunk and marks it on the bark 

at the desired length with a machete, and proceeds to section the log.  

At this stage, if the terrain permits it, the carver might want to adjust the 

position of the log to make the most of the material and to make the carving phase 

as comfortable as possible. Repositioning the log can be an extremely difficult task. 

For this purpose boatbuilders use ropes and levers made of surrounding vegetation. 

They can also use surrounding trees as support to attach the log in the process of 

moving it about.   

According to Ciro, Nino, Chelo, Chachajo, and Justo, the sequences followed 

when carving any log can be divided into three main phases: Destape (slabbing off), 

engalibe (hewing), and ahueque (hollowing). Each one encompasses different steps, 

considerations, and problems to be solved.  
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Destape (slabbing off) 

The first step they take after putting the log in position is to score the outline 

of the shape of the boat with the help of a machete (figure 6.25). This will serve as a 

rough guide that the boatbuilder follows along all the phases of carving. These 

guidelines give the boatbuilder an initial idea of the general lines of the boat. 

 

 

Figure  6.25 Boatbuider scoring the shape of the boat on the bark of the trunk to be 

carved (near the Stream Aguaclarita, Chocó). Photograph and illustration: C.Fuquen 

Ideally, most of the structure of the boat should consist of heartwood. Some 

trees allow this because of their size and condition, but sometimes parts of the boat 

end up being carved in the sapwood, which deteriorates faster. For this reason, 

carvers aim to make the bottom of the boat coincide with the heartwood (figure 

6.26). 
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Figure  6.26 Cross-section of a log and ideal position of the logboat within the 

heartwood. Illustration: C.Fuquen 

 

 

Figure  6.27 Boatbuilder making notches on the surface of the log. (River Bongo, 

Chocó). Photograph and illustration: C.Fuquen 

The following step is to make notches on the surface of the log as deep as the 

mark on the bark allows (figure 6.27). These notches are distributed along the log 
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into equal distances. The notches are produced with an axe. Next, the carver 

proceeds to slab off the intervals of wood in between notches. Because they follow 

the grain of the wood, such pieces comes out in just a few strikes of the axe (figure 

6.28). After all of the upper part of the log has been removed, the carver uses the axe 

to roughly smooth the surface. 

 

 

Figure  6.28 Intervals between notches being slabbed off (River Bongo, Chocó). 

Photograph and illustration: C.Fuquen 
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Engalibe (hewing) 

 

 

Figure  6.29 Hewing the shape of a double-ended boat. (Near the Stream Aguaclarita, 

Chocó). Photograph and illustration: C.Fuquen 

The next stage is called engalibe and consists in shaping the log closer to a 

boat shape by using the axe to remove the outer sides of the log and give the double-

ended shape or the transom stern shape, depending on the kind of boat that is being 

carved (figure 6.29).  
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Figure  6.30. Shaping a chingo (near the River Bongo, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

This phase is crucial. The boat has to be carved within an imaginary central 

axis with the two ends – or the fore end and the middle of the transom – in a straight 

line. If this is not the case, the performance of the boat is compromised. This can be 

particularly challenging when the range of tools available is limited, so the skill of 

the boatbuilder is fundamental. This axis is checked and maintained during this 

phase. As it was mentioned, the carver uses the handle of the axe as a guide and 

straightens the boat by removing material from the sides at the ends (figure 6.30). 

Boatbuilders carve the boats according to the anatomy of the tree. They 

situate the fore end in the part of the log corresponding to the lowest part of the tree 

as it is always slightly wider than the aft end (figure 6.31).  

Once the plan of the boat is outlined, the carver proceeds to the next step 

called ahueque. 
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Figure  6.31 Bow of a transom-stern logboat carved in the root end of the log (near the 

Stream Balbudera, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Ahueque (hollowing) 

The next step is called ahueque, and refers to the process of hollowing the 

hull of the boat with the help of axes and adzes (figure 6.32). Sometimes, if the 

carver is using a chainsaw, they can also reduce part of the inside of the log with it. 

Otherwise they chop off the inner material with their axes taking care to maintain 

the shape of the boat. As he starts approaching the inner sides of the boat, the carver 

switches the axe for an adze to smooth and even the surface (figure 6.33). A third 

tool is used to shape the concave curves of the hull. It is called zuela gurbia 

(originated from the Spanish term azuela gubia or gouge adze) (figure 6.34). This 

tool has been in use since the 16th century for boatbuilding and was presumably 

introduced by Europeans. 

Simultaneously, the hull continues to be hewen around the outer surface by 

following the lines established during the phase of engalibe. At this stage, the 
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boatbuilder continuously checks the thickness of the hull. He usually does it by 

placing both hands on the inner and outer surfaces of the hull and examining the 

material. By doing so he estimates the thickness and homogeneity of the hull. 

Additionally, boatbuilders drill holes at different places on the hull to check the 

thickness of the material (figure 6.35). The general aim is to leave the hull 

approximately 3 inches thick. 

 

Figure  6.32 Process of ahueque or hollowing the log (near the Stream Aguaclarita, 

Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.33 Adze or zuela llana (azuela llana) (near the Stream Balbudera, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

   
Figure  6.34 Zuela gurbia (gouge adze) used to shape the inner curves of the logboat 

(near the Stream Balbudera, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.35 Drilling the control hole in the centre of the boat. Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Canteado (Rolling the boat on the side) 

This is the last in situ phase of the carving. Once the boat has been hollowed 

and the boatbuilder is satisfied with the thickness of the hull, he proceeds to roll the 

boat onto its side and secure it in this position. This operation is called canteado. 

The boat needs to be resting on its side so that the partially carved boat can be 

reached in the lower areas. The main purpose is to hew the area called codo (elbow) 

or cachete (cheek). This manoeuvre requires the use of levers and ropes to lift and 

roll the log and attach it to the surrounding trees so it maintains its position. The 

ropes are tied to the side of the boat opposite to the location of the tree that will 

support the boat (as pictured in figure 6.46). The orifices made on the sides of the 

hull with a manual drill are used to tie the ropes. The carver continues to hew the 

outer shell of the boat with a short-handled axe and adze. Once the boat has 

achieved the desired thickness under the hull and the surfaces are roughly evened, it 

is considered ready to be brought to the village. 

Paddles 

Paddles are usually made in the village. They are carved from a piece of 

timber called cantonera. This is a by-product of the logging activity widespread in 

the region. The cantonera is the outer residue of a log when it is processed into 

planks or timber blocks. This piece is illustrated in figure 6.36.  

The carver starts by outlining the shape of the blade on the surface of the 

bark in a similar way as they do when carving a boat (see figure 6.37). The blade is 

the first part to be outlined followed by the shaft and the grip. After they have 

defined the length of the shaft they proceed to carve the blade. The shaft is later 

rounded using a hand plane. 
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Figure  6.36 Cantonera. Illustration: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.37 Nino outlining a paddle on a cantonera with a short-handled axe (Coquí, 

Chocó) Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Transportation: La Bota (the haul)  

The bota is the process of transporting the boat from the place where it is 

carved to the village. It involves several members of the community who make part 

of the enterprise according to the logic of mano cambiada (where people 

reciprocally exchange labour). This section will focus on the technical implications 

of the process, while the social context and implications will be discussed in the next 

chapter.  

The aim of the bota is to bring the logboat to the closest waterway so it can be 

floated down to the village. Hauling a logboat requires the consideration of a various 

aspects. In contrast to the carving, which can be undertaken by one person alone, 

the bota requires multiple people. The number of haulers depends on the size of the 

boat and the physical challenges presented by the topography of the path. As 

logboats are carved within the jungle, hauling them across the thick forest and hills 

is usually a difficult and time-consuming task. It requires the boteros (haulers) to 

solve problems as they go and to face multiple risks and challenges. This process 

entails careful planning. The carver starts foreseeing the way it will happen from the 

moment he finds the tree. He visualises the trail within the forest and the different 

ways the team of haulers could pull, carry, push, and trail the boat in a safe and 

controlled way. Having been part of other botas is very important as that experience 

prepares the carver to solve similar problems later on. Usually the carver of the boat 

is the one that guides and leads the operation. For an average double-ended sea 

logboats the minimum number of haulers is five, including the leader. They might 

include a pair of men per extra fathom of length. The boatbuilder who directs the 

operation brings the tools required for the bota. These are usually ropes, machetes, 

and maybe an axe or two to cut down thicker vegetation.  
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Figure  6.38 Top: Drilling holes on the sides of the hull. Middle: Handle to haul the boat. 

Bottom: Main rope attached to the hole drilled in the rasel of the boat. Photographs: 

C.Fuquen 
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In order to haul the boat, loops made with rope are passed through holes 

drilled on the sides of the hull and attached (figure 6.38 top). The loops serve as 

handles (see figure 6.38 middle). Also, the main rope is attached to another hole 

drilled in the forefoot of the boat (figure 6.38 bottom). 

 

Figure  6.39 Use of rollers to move the boat (Stream Aguaclarita, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 
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Before hauling the boat, the carvers make an improvised trail within the 

forest, wide enough for the boat and the boteros (haulers) to pass through. They also 

use rollers in some areas to facilitate the task (see figure 6.39). They also improvise 

levers to help lift the boat, which are made using the surrounding vegetation. 

The terrain is rarely flat and in some occasions it can be extremely steep 

(figure 6.40). As a consequence, the haulers need to control the descents and ascents 

of the boat. For this purpose, they use the rope by wrapping it around surrounding 

trees and using them as a support to hold the weight of the boat (figure 6.41). For 

bigger boats, they improvise a structure, similar to the sugar-cane hand mill 

pictured in figure 6.16, but with only one horizontal roller. The roller is operated like 

the rollers of a mill, by making them turn manually, like a reel that winds and 

unwinds a rope. This structure is erected on top of the hill so the length of the rope 

and speed is controlled by the operators of the mill, called trapiche. This is left 

behind in the forest. 
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Figure  6.40 Steep hills in the rainforest (Stream Aguaclarita, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.41 Ciro controlling the descent of the boat during a bota (Stream Aguaclarita, 

Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.42 Boteros hauling a boat along the Stream Aguaclara (Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 
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The journey speeds up considerably once the boat reaches the water (figure 

6.42), especially if it is an important waterway. When they are hauling a large boat, it 

is common practice to wait for the occurrence of heavy rain so the river swell can be 

used to their advantage. Once there, the logboat is guided downstream with care 

(figure 6.43). At this stage logboats are still much heavier than finished boats, so 

their performance is not at its best. The thickness of the dugout should be in 

between 2 and 3 inches thick which make them more robust and heavy. Like this 

they can handle superficial damage and the risk for breakage is reduced during the 

bota. Hauling the boat is a process that can take entire days depending on the 

distance, the difficulty of the terrain, and the skills of the boteros.  

 

Figure  6.43 Boat arriving to the main river (River Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 
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Finishing off 

 

Figure  6.44 Seagoing logboat ready to be finished in the village (Coquí, Chocó) 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

Except for the case of azotadoras which sometimes can be finished in the 

quebrada, where it will be used in the rice harvest, the last phase of the conversion 

takes place in the village. The aim is to reduce the thickness of the rough boat and 

smooth the surface of the hull. Additionally, small repairs to any damage that might 

have happened during the previous stages are made. The tools required during this 

process are the same as those used during the previous stages, except for the felling 

axe: short-handled axe, adze, gouge adze, machete, iron nails, hammer, ropes, and a 

metal file. 

The boatbuilder finds a suitable place to work on the boat and positions it 

securely with the help of wooden sticks nailed into the hull for support. He places 

the boat on top of two rollers so it is slightly raised (figure 6.44). When it has been 

positioned the carver proceeds to hew off approximately an extra inch of thickness 

and to smooth the surface of the hull. The inner part of the hull is usually almost 
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finished in the jungle so most of the work done during this final stage is made on the 

outer shell. 

 

Figure  6.45 Method used to estimate the thickness of the hull (Coquí, Chocó) 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

The boatbuilder starts by hewing the sides of the boat. He uses a shorter 

handled axe for this. The thickness of the hull is continuously checked by placing 

each hand on one side of the boat (figure 6.45). 

When the sides are 1 in thick, the boatbuilder proceed to work on the 

curvature near the bottom of the boat called codo (elbow) so he leans the boat upon 

one side by approximately 45 degrees. He secures the boat and proceeds to hew the 

codo with an axe. Hewing this part of the boat is dangerous as one leg of the carver is 

positioned within the area of impact of the axe.  

The next area of the boat to be carved is the basae or espalda. This part of the 

boat is the thickest at this stage as it was very roughly made while in the jungle. The 

carver has to roll the boat in a steeper angle in order to reach the outer bottom side 

of the logboat. This task also requires care as he needs to attach the boat to a tree (in 

a similar way as it was done in the jungle) but the sides of the boat are already 
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thinner. This implies that the boat can suffer cracks if it is not handled carefully. If 

the boatbuilder considers that the holes already drilled on the dug-out for the 

hauling will not support the weight, he drills a hole closer to the bottom to attach a 

rope. Usually another person holds the boat in position while he ties it up to the tree. 

He replaces the supports in suitable places and nails them in their new positions. 

Finally the boatbuilder drives a long pole into the ground against the boat so it stops 

it from turning over (figure 6.46). 

 

Figure  6.46 Boat rolled over the side by 90 degrees (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

The first area hewn on the base of the boat is the one around the control hole 

made half way along the boat. This way, the carver will have control over the 

thickness of the whole shell by using this first part as a guide. He estimates it by 

introducing a little twig through the hole and then measuring it with his fingers 

(figure 6.47). The desired thickness at this point should be 2 inches. These boats are 



P a g e 	 | 	 1 5 7 	

thicker in the bottom so they are stronger as they will be repeatedly dragged on 

shores and riverbanks.  

 

Figure  6.47 Method to measure the thickness at the bottom of the boat using the 

control hole, a twig, and the fingers (Coquí, Chocó) Photograph: C.Fuquen 

If the boat being carved is a seagoing boat, the next step is to refine the rasel. 

This step is fundamental to ensure the good performance of the watercraft. Both 

rasels need to be centred, straight and aligned with each other. Boatbuilders make 

this assessment by eye. The rasel also needs to be robust (about 2 inches) to avoid 

breakage in daily use. If this feature breaks the boat will be useless in the sea and too 

heavy to be used in the rivers. They use the axe, the adze, and the gouge adze to 

finish this part (figure 6.48). 
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Figure  6.48 Nino using a gouge adze on the rasel of the boat (Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.49 Working on the base of the boat with a plane (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 
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Next, the boatbuilder rolls the boat upon the finished side and secures it so 

he can repeat the same process on the unfinished side. There is less surface to be 

finished as most of the back has been done.  

The last step is to roll the boat over completely, leaving it upside down. In 

this position it is easier to check the fore and aft rasel and improve if needed. If the 

boatbuilder has a plane, he runs it on the back of the boat to leave it with a smoother 

surface (figure 6.49). Finishing the boat in the village usually takes two or three 

days, depending on the size of the boat.  

Logboat extension 

It was mentioned before that there are two kinds of extended logboats: 

double-ended and transom-sterned. The main difference between them, besides the 

obvious shape, is the propulsion system. In this section I will describe the process of 

extension of a transom-sterned boat, as it requires some extra steps compared to the 

process of extending a double-ended logboat. The latter consists of more or less the 

same sequences undertaken when extending a transom-stern logboat. Once again it 

is important to remember that every boatbuilder varies the methods and the way he 

solves different problems based on his own experiences and material available to 

him. For instance, variations among the types of timber or fastenings, as well as the 

presence or absence of additional features are very common. Therefore, this section 

aims to provide a general description of a process that is not necessarily strictly 

followed by all the carpenters. 

Whether a logboat is extended or not depends on the interests of the owner. 

They might want a boat for business (fishing, transport or cargo and/or passengers). 

If this is the case, they acquire a basic logboat subsequently to get it extended in the 

village. The people in charge of the extension of the logboats need to have carpentry 
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skills and experience and know the tools and the materials. This means that they are 

often not exclusively carvers or boatbuilders, but also have experience building 

other things such as houses, ranchos, furniture, and so on.  

This process is locally known as falcado. It takes the name from the 

washstrakes, locally called falcas, added to the sides in order to increase the 

freeboard of the boat. The extension of a boat requires other additional parts such as 

frames, transom, gunwales, thwarts, cutwater, and other occasional fittings such as 

stabilisers. These parts are usually made of stronger and more durable timber and 

are customised to the particular hull.  

The cutwater is made by placing a piece of timber against the bow end and 

shaping it with the help of an axe. The boatbuilder makes a notch (figure 6.50) on 

the piece that will help it to be inserted along the bow end. This piece is fixed to the 

hull with nails. Once the cutwater has been put on the boat, the boatbuilder fixes the 

washstrakes crafted using flexible planks and fixed along the top of the sides of the 

hull. They are fitted with nails and join the cutwater at the bow. The ends of the 

washstrakes are later shaped into a curve (figure 6.51).  

 

Figure  6.50 Cutwater removed from a double-ended extended logboat during its repair 

(boat 001) (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.51 Finishing touch on a washstrake (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.52 Original carved transom of a logboat (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

The logboats that are carved to be powered by an outboard engine are 

frequently carved with a transom stern. With very rare exceptions, this part is later 

cut off by the boatbuilder during the process of extension (figure 6.52). A new 

transom is then crafted by placing a flat board against the stern of the boat, drawing 
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the shape of the inner hull and then cutting it with a chainsaw. This part is later 

fitted into the inner curve of the hull (figure 6.53). 

 

Figure  6.53 Transom before being fixed to the extended boat (Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.54 Template used to make the frames (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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In order to make the framing, the carpenter creates templates using spare 

pieces of low-quality timber that he places on the inner surface of the boat (figure 

6.54). The template is shaped with the help of a hand axe. Once shaped to the 

curvature of the inner hull and the angle of the washstrakes, the template is placed 

on the timber and the shape transferred with a pencil (figure 6.55). The piece is then 

cut with a chainsaw or an axe and smoothed with a plane (figure 6.56). Each frame is 

fixed with bolts and nails to the hull of the boat (figure 6.57). The same template is 

subsequently modified to fit different areas of the hull and therefore used to make 

all the frames, the number of which varies greatly – between 3 and 8 depending on 

the size of the boat.  

 

Figure  6.55 Shape of the template being transferred onto the timber (Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.56 Frame being smoothed up with a spoke-shave (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.57 Stern frames fixed with bolts and nails. The transom is fixed to the boat 

using these frames (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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The thwarts are also made and fitted to the boat with planks put across the 

forward and the stern areas. The gunwales are crafted by placing a plank upon the 

washstrakes and drawing the curvature on the plank (figure 6.58). These pieces are 

later cut with a chainsaw and fitted to the top of the washstrakes with nails. 

Additional fittings such as stabilisers were observed in the field and 

photographed (figure 6.59) but their crafting was not observed.  

 

Figure  6.58 Boatbuilder drawing the curvature of the washstrakes on the plank to be 

transformed into the gunwales of the boat (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.59 Example of an extended logboat with stabilisers (Jobí, Chocó). Photograph: 

C.Fuquen 

Repairs 

Logboats are repaired as a result of deterioration caused by accidental 

damage or the decay of materials. They are usually fixed by the owner or someone 

who does not necessarily have boatbuilding experience. The materials used for this 

purpose are usually found locally and the ways used to perform the tasks are very 

similar across the coastal area. The range of repairs goes from filling cracks or 

reinforcing weakened areas of the hull to stop the water leaking into the boat to 

major structural repairs that imply the replacement of large decayed portions of the 

hull with fresh timber. There is a vast array of ways that people find to solve these 

problems that display the creativity of the Coquiseños as well as the endurance of 

traditional practices. 

For instance, one of these practices that were reported to have been used 

throughout generations is the use of clay. It is called barro azul or blue mud and 

used by rubbing the surface of the hull with it in order to increase the resistance of 



P a g e 	 | 	 1 6 7 	

the timber to the action of woodborers. The clay has a grey/blue colour (hence the 

name) and it can be found in visible clay deposits along the rivers of this region. 

Boatbuilders follow this practice when the timber is felled in the wrong moon cycle 

having as a result a weaker timber prone to decay. 

The most widespread method of filling cracks in the hull is by dissolving EPS 

(expanded polystyrene) with gasoline and creating a paste that solidifies once it 

dries again (figure 6.60). Alternatively, some people mix animal feed (or fodder) 

with PVA glue to create a paste used for the same purpose.  

 

Figure  6.60 Boat owner reinforcing the hull of his logboat with dissolved EPS (Coquí, 

Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.61  Series of plastic layers covering and reinforcing cracks in the hull of a 

logboat (Jobí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

 

Figure  6.62 Metal sheets covering a piece of polyethylene and fixed to the hull with 

nails (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Additionally, it is a common practice to cover the filled crack or area with a 

piece of plastic or metallic layer that people fix to the hull with nails (figure 6.61). 

Sometimes the sheets are covering only a layer of polyethylene put on the crack 

(figure 6.62). These repairs can often been seen in all the kinds of logboats. 

Major repairs are usually performed by carpenters or boatbuilders and may 

range from the insertion of pieces of timber into cracks (figure 6.63) to the 

replacement of whole portions of decayed hull (figure 6.64). 

 

Figure  6.63 Boatbuilder fitting a piece of timber into a crack during the extension of a 

logboat (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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Figure  6.64 Carpenter replacing the top of the bow of a logboat due to deterioration of 

the material (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

6.5 Seasoning 

The process of adjusting the humidity by drying the wood before it is 

converted into timber is a very common practice in boatbuilding. This process 

notably reduces the risk of deformation and cracking as a result of the natural 

shrinkage of the material when exposed to the air. This structural problem happens 

as a result of the stress caused by the loss of humidity when exposed to the air.  

In coastal Chocó, however, boatbuilders do not season logs. As described 

above, the boatbuilder starts carving the boat as soon as the tree has been felled. 

Depending on the kind of timber, they might experience cracks on the hull as a 

consequence of uncontrolled air-drying. As the wood dries unevenly, the material 

suffers tensions that cause shrinking and cracking. When this occurs, boatbuilders 

solve the problem by fitting braces that stop the advance of the cracks (figure 6.65).  
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Figure  6.65 Cracks on the structure of the boat during the hollowing stage of the 

conversion (near the Stream Balbudera, Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 

However, the fact that boatbuilders do not season the timber does not mean 

that the boat does not suffer deformations as a result of the loss of structural 

humidity. Owners and boatbuilders deal with this issue by placing wooden supports 

called barrotes across the inside of the hull that help to maintain the shape of the 

boat (figure 6.66). 

 

Figure  6.66 Wooden supports fitted across a freshly carved seagoing logboat (Coquí, 

Chocó). Photograph: C.Fuquen 
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In this chapter I have outlined and described the diversity of material central 

to this research, as well as some practices related to the crafting and transformation 

of the materials into boats. The descriptions presented throughout the previous 

sections are as comprehensive as possible, always bearing in mind that any human 

activity implies a great variability and diversity of choices and solutions to 

technological problems.  

The material presented here is conceived, crafted, and transformed everyday 

within its particular context, both social and spatial, and therefore it only makes 

sense when it is understood as such. In the next chapter I will present the different 

ways in which this material is used, and the meaning that it provides to the people 

so deeply involved with it. 
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7 Boats in action 

Boats are fundamental for the people of the Chocó littoral. They are seen 

across the landscape, being used and mentioned daily in a remarkable variety of 

contexts. They are central to people and their activities. Many such activities cannot 

be conceived in the absence of logboats and therefore, the role they play in their 

daily life is essential. Boats allow people to travel to their farms, and to transport 

back the production of their main agricultural crops for their own consumption or 

to be traded. They represent a source of income to the boatbuilders and their 

families, by being themselves a product with a commercial value that is greatly 

appreciated and widely used. Moreover, the place boats take in the lives of the 

peoples is easily perceived, as they are not only physically present but also 

continuously mentioned in riddles and games, in legends, and stories. Boats 

permeate all sorts of social spheres both physically and symbolically and at the same 

time reveal ways in which peoples constantly adapt, create, and recreate their own 

cultural forms.  

The territorial configuration of Coquí, detailed in chapter 2, puts in evidence 

how important the waterways are in the universe of Coquí. The world of the people 

of Coquí is surrounded by aquatic environments that are accessed and navigated on 
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an everyday basis. On a practical level, such waterways connect the village to the 

cultivated plots and farms, allow people to access marine, riverine, and intertidal 

resources, and provide access to the jungle so activities like lumbering, 

boatbuilding, and hunting can be undertaken. On a significant level, waterways 

provide people with a sense of belonging and identity (West, 1957: 88; Losonzcy, 

1997: 156; Hoffmann, 2002: 120; Oslender, 2002: 93). The waterways constitute a 

network of fluid spaces that shape and determine physical transformations of the 

territory and have an effect on all cultural practices. 

Boats are therefore vital in this world as many of the activities depend on the 

presence or absence of rivers, streams, esteros (mangrove channels), and sea, and 

the people ability to adapt to such environments. This section is devoted to 

describing some of the ways Coquiseños use their boats. In the first instance, I 

considered it relevant to describe some of the ways people acquire their boats. The 

transactions and negotiations as well as other forms of acquisition tell a great deal 

about the ways in which libres of Coquí relate to each other and to Emberá 

boatbuilders and neighbours, as well as the value given to the boats. Also, as it will 

be argued, some of the ways considered ‘traditional’ by them are rapidly changing, 

so the pertinence of such descriptions finds its justification. Also, I will describe my 

observations of the particular uses given to the boats in all the spaces of their 

territorial configuration, or according to Camacho (1997: 72) ‘spaces of use’, both in 

the water and on land, as well as the ways in which boats are actively part of the 

agricultural activities. I want to emphasize the fact that navigation, transportation, 

and fishing are not the only important context for the use of boats but that there is 

an array of other uses and interactions where boats play a fundamental role.  
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7.1 Acquisition 

Virtually every family owns at least one boat or has access to one. When 

someone does not own a boat, they can make it, buy it, exchange it, or borrow it, 

since they are sooner or later needed to accomplish some of the simplest everyday 

tasks. In the previous chapter I presented a detailed description of the boat-making 

process. There is a tendency to choose this method of acquisition when the person is 

a boatbuilder or has previous experience carving boats (for instance the boat made 

by Nino, and those made by Ciro), wants to gain experience at carving logboats, 

and/or when they cannot afford to pay for a boat (such as the case of Chebe with his 

first boat).  

Justo, Gaspa, Ciro, and Nino explained to me that almost invariably, building 

and repairing boats is a masculine task. It was later supported by my observations of 

boats being made or repaired exclusively by a man (boats 001, 003, 011, 012, 014, 

017, 018, and 019, appendices C and D) or by a group of men (boat 008, appendices C 

and D). The jungle is a space ‘incompatible’ to the female presence (Losonczy, 1997: 

136; Camacho, 1997: 73) and the place where boatbuilding is undertaken; however, 

as it will be described, women do participate in the task of bringing the boat to the 

village. Since the boatbuilding process has already been illustrated in Chapter 5, I 

would like to highlight that this is the most time consuming route to acquire a boat 

and sometimes the only one that people can opt for. Factors such as access to 

essentials like the tree, tools, and collaboration of others determine how feasible this 

task proves to the person interested. But in most cases, the person finds support in 

the family and other members of the community that facilitate the achievement of 

their goal.  

Borrowing is another way to access much-needed boats. Occasional lending 

of boats for a specific task to a neighbour does not represent any inconvenience to 
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the owners. However, as the boats are themselves used daily for a wide range of 

activities, people might decline a request. A very common way to partially ensure 

access to a boat is by helping in the building process and bota. The system, still used 

in rural areas of the Pacific coast and known as mano cambiada, is considered as an 

effective way to ensure collaboration and reciprocity. Hence, this system is also used 

for tasks that require the help of multiple people, such as boatbuilding and hauling 

the boat. In this logic, helping to carve a boat represents a tacit agreement for the 

future, a symbolic debt that the boat owner pays back by lending his boat to the 

helper. Pantera told me that he was happy to help others at carving or hauling their 

logboats and that he used to do this when he was younger so he could later borrow 

the boat for his own use1. Helping to carve a boat represents an opportunity to a 

young man who still has not acquired his own boat, to learn, develop his own 

carving skills, and borrow the boat once it is in use.  

The other common way to acquire a boat in Coquí is by trade. This usually 

involves a monetary exchange and, more rarely, barter. In most cases, the seller is 

the same person who builds the boat, and therefore, a boat is normally sold only 

once in its lifetime. There are two main contexts for this kind of transaction in 

which the buyer acquires the boat directly from the builder: a carved logboat is sold 

after being directly offered by the seller and a boat is carved and then sold after 

previously being requested by the buyer. As an exception, the buyer can go to a 

neighbouring village where someone is building a boat to buy it, but this is a less 

common scenario. 

 Both contexts can be seen with some frequency. In the first context, the 

negotiation takes place by the riverbank where the boatbuilder brings the boat made 

elsewhere to be sold. In this kind of transaction, the seller is often an Emberá 

                                                                 
1 Interview with Ferney, Coquí, 28.06.2011 
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boatbuilder. For example, Nazarelo told me that he prefers to buy his boats from an 

Emberá boatbuilder who lives in Panguí2. This is not unexpected as boatbuilding is 

one of the main activities of Emberá people, which along with hunting, are essential 

skills considered as traits of manhood (Losonczy, 1997: 59). Therefore, Emberá men, 

mostly from the Emberá community of Panguí, are constantly making boats to be 

sold in market centres like Nuquí or smaller villages like Coquí or Panguí. In this 

example the boat is sold for cash although the price of the boat varies significantly.  

In the second context is common to find both libres and Emberá 

boatbuilders. The buyer (libre) requests the building of a boat to a boatbuilder (who 

can be libre or Emberá). The ways of payment are remarkably diverse, and range 

from a direct cash exchange to a barter for goods, dogs, or favours. For instance, the 

level of acquaintance between parties is fundamental. If the seller is closely 

acquainted to the buyer the price would not be as high as if the boat was being sold 

to an unknown person or neighbour they do not know or trust. During fieldwork, it 

was not possible to know the real price paid for boats acquired in this way as people 

were not keen on revealing the details of the deals, maybe in an attempt to protect 

and ensure good deals in future.  

Another form of trade implies an agreement between buyer and builder 

where they exchange materials for labour. On one occasion, Embers asked Walter, 

an Emberá boatbuilder, to make a boat for her. She owned an espavé tree that was 

growing on her farm the size of which was suitable for a chingo. Embers also owned 

all the tools required to carve the boat so she only needed a boatbuilder. After 

discussing the conditions of the deal, Walter agreed to carve the boat for her in 

exchange of her permission to make another boat for himself using the same tree 

                                                                 
2 Interview with Nazarelo, Coquí. 08.09.2009 
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and her tools. The tree was located in close proximity to the village so it was 

convenient for all parties.  

In some other cases, the monetary value of a boat might be disregarded and 

the boat can be exchanged for a hunting dog or a fair amount of fabrics used to make 

the traditional female clothing piece known as parumas. Dogs are vital companions 

for Coquiseños (figure 7.1). They can be seen around the village and the beaches, 

walking by the side of the people or roaming around in packs. Dogs alert their 

owners to strangers and visitors. It is very usual for people to take their dogs with 

them on their hunting journeys. Equally, from an early age, the dogs are taught by 

their owners to keep them company while they undertake their daily activities in la 

quebrada. In general, villagers and dogs maintain a special mutual relationship. 

Hunters learn to communicate effectively with their dogs by the use of subtle body 

language, signals and postures, whistles, sounds, and direct commands. A hunter 

can differentiate the sounds emitted by their dogs in different situations and also 

the sounds made by other dogs.  By the sound of their yelps and cries, the hunter 

knows if the dogs have found the track of an animal or if they are already tracking it 

(these characteristic sounds are called jonjeos). In effect, the sounds made by a dog 

are very distinctive if the dog is going after the prey or if it is already standing face to 

face with the animal. The hunter encourages the dogs by giving a particular sound 

that is known as guapurriar or he ignores the dogs if he considers that they are too 

far away and he is not in the mood for running long distances. If the hunter 

encourages the dogs, he runs as fast as possible to reach them. As soon as the dogs 

feel the presence of their master they confront and fight the pray.  
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Figure  7.1 Dog sitting on boat being carved. People usually go to the jungle 

accompanied by dogs (near Stream Aguaclarita, Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 

Dogs are not only used for hunting. They are also valued companions for 

agricultural tasks in the quebrada. Dogs usually walk and swim along with the boats 

but sometimes they are carried on board. They are appreciated not only by libres but 

also by their Emberá neighbours (Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1960: 89; Tayler, 1996: 10 and 

64). In fact, Reichel-Dolmatoff (1961: 108) observed that dogs were frequently part of 

the interethnic trade between Emberá and Afro-Descendants. Hunting, as well as 

carving, is considered a fundamental skill for any Emberá man so they also 

appreciate the use of dogs for hunting.  

During fieldwork, the exchange of dogs for boats became apparent when I 

started enquiring about the processes involved in the trade of the watercraft and 

also when asking about the origin of the boats I was recording. Eventually, when I 

asked about the price that has been paid for one river logboat, the owner replied that 

he had exchanged it for a dog. A couple of weeks later, I found out that Embers had 

promised to give a dog to Chelo in exchange for a chingo, but she was waiting for the 
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dog to reach an adult age as it was still a puppy and, as she said, indigenous people 

do not like to raise dogs. The dog, Ordon, was only a couple of months old when I 

first visited Coquí. During my last visit, and to my surprise, I found out that the dog 

was still living with Embers so I asked her about that old agreement that she had 

made with Chelo. She told me that she had to break the deal because she had 

become very attached to the dog. 

Barter happens when an Emberá boatbuilder and a libre exchange a boat for 

another item, usually dogs. But this concept of barter is being used in this case not to 

explain a simplistic transaction of one good for another one. First, one of the items 

exchanged is an animal, and second, those items encompass meanings, values, and 

ideas that are not necessarily shared by both parties. This can be mediated by 

different perceptions that each party might have about each other’s skills or about 

the quality of the items exchanged. As so, logboats carved by indigenous 

boatbuilders are widely appreciated for being beautiful and well-finished boats. 

Equally, a good hunting dog, raised by an experienced hunter will be much 

appreciated by an indigenous hunter. And at the same time dog and boat, as well as 

the transaction itself, do not necessarily entail the same meaning to each one of the 

transaction sides. One of the interesting features of barter is precisely that it has a 

“capacity to incorporate different meanings held by the two sides, a condition which 

is especially marked in the case of barter across ethnic frontiers” (Humphrey and 

Hugh-Jones, 1992: 14). The characteristic of encompassing meaning can also be seen 

in Andean Ecuador, where Ferraro, based on her ethnographic observations, defines 

a closely related concept known as trueque as a transaction that “involves 

simultaneously money, animals, and goods; but it also encompasses relationships, 

ideas, values, and perceptions of the ‘transacting other’ and oneself” (Ferraro, 2011: 

179). Those perceptions of the ‘transacting other’ are clearly embedded in this kind 

of exchange.  
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Also, when a boat is exchanged for a dog, usually both sides know each 

other. This is a place where it is common for individuals to be acquainted to the 

people from other villages and rivers as a consequence of geographically widespread 

kinship networks. Therefore, the success of the exchange is frequently determined 

by the level of acquaintance between parties. I want to highlight that this kind of 

transaction implies mutual trust. If the two sides have not previously met, this 

transaction, if successful, will serve to build up a relationship where the perception 

of the other will play an important role. 

It is important to remember that this sort of exchange creates social relations 

that cannot be separated from questions of ethnic identity and cultural boundaries. 

As such, the implications of this occasional exchange of boats for dogs are better 

understood bearing in mind that each side has a different cultural affiliation that 

determines the meanings of this transaction for each one. It is an unequal 

transaction as both items are so dissimilar, and if both items were to be sold for 

money and so their value would be equally dissimilar. However, a successful 

exchange obviously implies satisfaction and agreement. This is therefore mediated 

by the symbolic meaning that both items have for each party. 

7.2 Boats in the water 

Looking at the social context of material culture, boats in this particular case, 

illustrates diverse ways in which people engage with aquatic environments.  As it 

has been argued, these boats are a tangible example of the adaptive strategies 

implemented by the people who inhabit the Pacific coast. From an early time, 

Africans and Afro-Descendants learned successful ways to adapt to the aquatic 

world of the jungles of Chocó from indigenous societies and the adoption of 

watercraft was part of such adaptive strategies (Losonczy, 1997: 33). In this section I 
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describe the ways in which logboats operate in the aquatic environments of Coquí 

(rivers, mangrove channels, and the sea).  

Riverine spaces 

 

Figure  7.2 Area of study: drainage system. Map: C.Fuquen. Topography based on grids 

183-I-B, 183-I-D, and 183-II-A, Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi (1988). 

Rivers and streams are exceptionally abundant in the region of Chocó (figure 

7.2). Several authors have acknowledged the place of rivers in the world of the 

Pacific coast (for instance West, 1957: 88; Losonczy, 1997: 156; Oslender, 1999: 35 and 

2002: 92). According to Oslender (1999: 35) they play a central role in all economic, 

domestic, and sociocultural activities. They constitute a symbolic reference of 

identity for individuals and groups (Oslender, 1999: 35; Losonczy, 1997: 156). Rivers 

not only give the name to the village settled in the river mouth, but they are the 

main point of reference for the people by determining who they are in relation to 

their river. They are the main space of communication and place of circulation of 
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blacks and indigenous people between the jungle and the village (Camacho, 1997: 

74). 

Rivers are also spaces that allow the continuation of certain traditions. 

Although such traditions are constantly changing, the river is still a space where 

people engage in activities that, for instance, help cultivate social bonds and 

maintain gender and interethnic relationships. For example, like other rural areas of 

the Chocó, groups of women use rivers to do laundry (Camacho, 1997: 74). Until very 

recently, this was also a frequent activity in Coquí. However, since the installation of 

the aqueduct in the village, this task has been undertaken individually at the rear of 

the house. In spite of changes that create new social patterns, such as the 

introduction of the aqueduct, the memory of this traditional practice flourishes in 

certain situations. While I was in Coquí, after several weeks of heavy rain, a 

landslide occurred near the source of the aqueduct. As a result, the ducts were 

blocked and the water flow to the village was interrupted. It took several days to 

organise a minga (collective work in the pursuit of a common benefit) with a group 

of men to clear the ducts. So, a sunny Saturday morning, most of the women of the 

village took their laundry to the river to wash it, in the same way them and their 

mothers used to do3. When I asked some of them if there had been any coordination 

or leading voice they seemed puzzled and did not understand why such a ‘normal’ 

thing would need any kind of organisation. Women were joined by their small 

children and there was a festive atmosphere that everyone enjoyed. It became 

evident how important this practice used to be in the village and how present it is 

still in the collective memory of Coquiseños. 

People engage with the rivers in diverse manners. In Coquí, the river is used 

daily as the main way to access farms, the jungle, and to maintain contact with the 

                                                                 
3 Coquí, 05.09.2009 
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neighbouring Emberá who live in the upper course of the river. The river Coquí links 

all the waterways of the area, i.e. mangrove channels, tributaries, and the sea, 

making a wide area and its resources accessible. The river is the main artery that 

connects the people to resources further inland, trees for lumbering and 

boatbuilding, and their hunting areas. Loggers float timber down the river using 

rafts made of balsa logs that are later discarded4 (figure 7.3).  

 

Figure  7.3 Discarded raft. Used to transport plantain to the coast by Emberá. (Panguí, 

Chocó) Photograph: C. Fuquen 

The river Coquí is used in a daily basis, mainly to access the farms located 

upstream and the middle course of the river Coquí and other tributaries (see some 

locations of family agricultural plots in figure 7.4). It is navigated in riverine chingos 

that are pulled and pushed in the shallowest parts of the river with a long pole or 

paddle, and powered by paddles in the deepest courses.  

                                                                 
4 Interview with Justo, Coquí beach, 01.09.2009 
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Figure  7.4 Coquí. Map displaying the different waterways that surround the village 

and connect the people to the different territorial niches (sea, mangrove, agricultural plots, 

village, river, and jungle). Map: C.Fuquen. Topography based on grids 183-I-B, 183-I-D, and 

183-II-A, Instituto Geográfico Agustín Codazzi (1988). 

Chingos are used to transport people and tools to their farms (figure 7.5), and 

to bring produce down to the village for their own consumption or for sale. They are 

also used to transport people to the places where they carve boats, to the jungle to 

hunt game for family consumption, to get people across the mouths of rivers, and to 

fish in the river waters, although this has become less frequent due to the decrease 

of the resources5. Seagoing logboats are rarely taken to the river but people do it 

when there is no other boat available, although they prove to be heavier and more 

difficult to manoeuvre in the riverine environment.  

                                                                 
5 Interview with Embers, Coquí, 21.06.2011 
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Figure  7.5 Bow of a chingo going upstream the River Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C. 

Fuquen 

Mangrove channels 

 

Figure  7.6 Navigating the estero Boca Vieja (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 
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Although the mangrove channels are connected to the river and the sea, they 

form part of an environment that requires a different approach for navigation 

(figure 7.6). The access to the mangrove, and the ways channels are navigated are 

determined by the tidal cycles. Some people in the village have farms in areas that 

are accessible mainly by the mangrove channels (for instance Justo and Pantera) so 

accessing their plots requires a permanent awareness of the moon cycles. The 

mangrove is also a very important environment, adequate management of which is 

fundamental for the balance and sustainability of activities like fishing and shell 

foraging. Many of the species of fish exploited in the sea reproduce within the 

mangrove. As a result, the community, aware of this issue, has banned the use of 

engines when navigating the channels to protect the balance of aquatic 

biodiversity6, as the young specimens that grow in mangrove waters will become 

one of main sources of income and a staple in the diet of the people of Coquí.  

Shell collecting is another essential activity that takes place in the mangrove. 

Women and sometimes children forage for the shells that grow deep in the mud by 

the roots of the mangrove trees. They put their arms into the mud up to the elbow 

and search for valuable shells that are to be sold or consumed later on. This activity 

is synchronised with the tides, as the mangrove roots can only be reached during 

low tide, when the channels are empty.  

                                                                 
6 Interview with Ovidio, 02.09.2009 
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Figure  7.7 Entrance to the graveyard of Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 

Additionally, the graveyard of the village is located in the mangrove, on a 

firm area that is only accessed by water (figure 7.7). Doña Anita described the final 

phase of the funerary ritual in the community7. When someone dies, people embark 

the deceased on a logboat to be taken to the cemetery, and the boat is followed by 

other boats carrying the family, friends, and other mourners. The boats are also used 

in other religious contexts. People place the statue of the Virgin Mary on a boat and 

carry it along the river and mangrove channels before bringing it back to the church. 

The worshipped image is decorated with wild flowers and accompanied by the 

community with chants and prayers during the patronal festivities.  

                                                                 
7 Interview with Doña Anita, Coquí. 26.08.2009 
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Sea 

 

Figure  7.8 Justo paddling his seagoing logboat within the bay of Coquí (Chocó). 

Photograph: C. Fuquen 
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In contrast to the riverine and mangrove navigation that can be achieved 

using chingos or seagoing lanchas, navigating the sea only takes place using boats 

made for this purpose. The boats are used mainly for fishing although sporadic 

journeys are also made for transporting passengers or for transporting agricultural 

products to be sold in bigger markets. Some people travel to places like Nuquí or 

further north to Bahía Solano to sell their products, mainly plantain, using wooden 

logboats powered with engines if they have one or can afford the fuel. Travelling 

considerable distances along the coasts in a paddling boat is not common anymore. 

Travelling in this way is considered time consuming and an exhausting task, but 

some people do not have the option to be transported in any other way. When I was 

on fieldwork, August and his godfather travelled to Bahía Solano paddling and 

sailing a wooden logboat for five days. They needed to sell their production of 

plantain, and the nearest town of Nuquí was not an option since plantain prices 

were low due to the abundance of the product at that moment8. Although similar 

cases are occasionally seen, the most common practice is to pay or establish a 

partnership for the transportation. When someone needs to sell their crops 

elsewhere, they usually look for a relative or friend who has access to an engine and 

constitute a partnership for the transportation and sale of the produce. Also, some 

fishermen travel frequently to Nuquí so often they transport passengers and things 

in exchange for a small fee. There is a regular service for transporting passengers 

within the Gulf of Tribugá, between coastal villages. A fast engine boat the main 

destination of which is Nuquí, also calls at Panguí, Coquí, Jobí, Termales, and Arusí, 

depending on demand. 

Seagoing logboats are also used for fishing. People from Jobí and Coquí 

normally fish within the bay and around specific areas (figure 7.9) although this is 

determined by the presence of a shoal, the kind of fish targeted, the chosen 

                                                                 
8 Interview with August, 09.09.2009 
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technique, and the presence of other fishermen. The fishing techniques employed 

depend on the gear available and the boat to be used. People who can afford to use 

an engine and own or have access to a suitable boat tend to use longline (espinel) 

techniques and usually sell some of the fish to neighbours and owners of 

refrigerators and fisheries, based mainly in Nuquí. The boats they use can be either 

wooden logboats that have been extended, and sometimes expanded, with a 

transom stern, or standard boats made of fibreglass. Chebe explained that these 

fishing tasks are undertaken by pairs of men, usually members of the same family 

who constitute a partnership and share the earnings9. 

 

Figure  7.9 Bay of Coquí. General fishing areas exploited by artisanal fishermen of 

Coquí. Map: C.Fuquen. Topography based on grids 183-I-B, 183-I-D, and 183-II-A, Instituto 

Geográfico Agustín Codazzi (1988). 

There are other fishing methods that are employed in a more traditional 

way. These are usually chosen by artisanal fishermen who go out to sea with their 

                                                                 
9 Interview with Chebe, Coquí, 19.06.2011 
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double-ended logboats. Instead of using engines, these fishermen paddle or sail 

their boats. The catch is rarely for sale, unless they catch a significant amount of 

fish, so they usually fish for family consumption. Nazarelo and Gaspa are two elder 

artisanal fishermen from Coquí. They both have their boats fitted with mast steps, 

masts, and sails as they are two of the few people who still know how to sail. This 

fishing is undertaken at night using what they call a mechero that is an artisanal 

lamp made using a small glass bottle, a thick wick, and some diesel as fuel. This kind 

of fishing is usually done alone10.  

Nowadays, the continuity of this traditional way of fishing is facing 

challenges that threaten to bring it to an end. In Coquí, very few fishermen still go 

out at night to fish in this way. On the one hand, the younger generations prefer to 

invest in more efficient equipment, as the aim is to earn money instead of fishing to 

provide a basic sustenance for the family. On the other hand, there have been fatal 

incidents that threaten and discourage those few fishermen who still use their 

double-ended logboats at night. Drug trafficking is a problem that is negatively 

affecting the communities of the region. Due to the intricate characteristics and the 

relative isolation of this geographical region, the small coves by the coast and the 

secondary hidden mangrove channels are occasionally used to conceal drug 

shipments. Those shipments are smuggled out of the country using fast boats that 

also travel in the dark to avoid detection by the authorities. Woefully, those illegal 

boats have hit small artisanal logboats in the middle of the night causing the death 

of the fisherman and as a result bringing an increased fear of practicing this activity. 

During my second fieldwork season (summer of 2009), Gaspa was still going to fish 

solo at night, activity that he loved11.  But after the incidents, his daughters Embers 

and May expressed their concern for the safety of their father. They insisted Gaspa 

                                                                 
10 Interview with Gaspa, Coquí, 30.05.2011 / Interview with Nazarelo, Coquí, 03.06.2011 
11 Interview with Gaspa, Coquí beach, 24.08.2009 
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should avoid nocturnal fishing, and as a result, when I visited the community in the 

summer of 2011, Gaspa was not longer fishing at night12.  

The smaller esteleadora boats are used in the sea by only one person who sits 

in the bottom of the boat and attaches a single line to their toes. Justo described that 

fishermen paddle the boat dragging the line through the water. The most common 

bait they use is a plastic top of a pen attached to the line. The fisherman feels with 

their toes when a fish catches the bait, and he fights the fish until it is out of the 

water13. These boats are used strictly within the bay. 

Finally, people fish in the coastal areas using dragnets (transmayos) usually 

set with the help of a boat and using poles driven into the sandy beach (figure 7.10), 

and casting nets (atarrayas and chinchorros). Gaspa learned how to use the atarraya 

when he was six, and told me that often he would end up falling in the water 

dragged by the weight of the net14. The use of dragnets is very popular among young 

people, and takes advantage of the tide. In fieldwork, I observed the same group of 

teenagers setting a dragnet on the beach of Coquí almost every day. 

                                                                 
12 Interview with Embers, Coquí, 20.06.2011 
13 Interview with Justo, Coquí, 10.06.2011 
14 Coquí, 26.08.2009 
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Figure  7.10 Dragnet at low tide. (Coquí beach, Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 

7.3 Boats on land 

Boats are equally important in agricultural activities. Their integration to 

food production and processing, as well as food trade, is remarkable. Besides the 

obvious use of boats as means of transporting people, crops, and other agricultural 

products and tools, they also serve within the domestic sphere as elevated planters 

(zoteas) where spices and medicinal plants are grown, and also in the specific 

processing of rice and sugar-cane (azotadoras). 

Zoteas 

In a monograph about the Chocó Indians published in 1996, Donald Tayler 

observed: "perhaps the most common feature of the Chocó to the passing traveller is 

the ubiquitous platform garden cultivated by all its inhabitants” (Tayler, 1996: 14). 

These planters known as azoteas or zoteas are structures of domestic use that 
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consist of platforms suspended on wooden posts to keep them above the ground. On 

these structures the inhabitants of the lowlands of the Pacific Coast grow herbs, 

vegetables, and tree seedlings. They are elevated from the ground to protect the 

plants from external factors that can damage the seedlings and herbs such as 

domestic animals, pests, and swampy ground. They offer a well-drained and good 

quality soil for the plants to grow. 

There are two types of zotea. In coastal Chocó, the most common one is made 

using an old logboat regardless of whether it is seagoing or riverine (figure 7.11). The 

boat is supported by forked props and, depending on the height, the zotea might 

have a wooden ladder for easier access. Zoteas are permanently exposed to the 

elements so it is important to keep the soil well drained. This is usually achieved by 

means of cracks that the old boat already has, or by opening orifices on the boat 

(Camacho, 1997: 76). Additionally, a layer of plantain leaves is placed on the bottom 

of the boat before filling it with soil (Camacho, 1997: 76).  The other type of zotea is a 

flat version, using the stems of guadua, a type of bamboo, or planks as a base on 

which people put a series of containers (old cooking pots, recycled plastic recipients, 

and so on) in which plants grow (figure 7.12). 

Both types of zotea are then filled with the fertile soil collected from anthills, 

particularly of Atta leaf-cutter ants that thrive in wild areas. This material can be 

mixed with fallen leaves that decompose and contribute nutrients to the fertile 

stratum where the seeds grow. 
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Figure  7.11 Zotea made with a seagoing logboat. (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C. 

Fuquen 

 

Figure  7.12 May’s flat zoteas. The one in front is made using reused recipients in 

contrast to those behind it where only with soil was put upon. (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C. 

Fuquen 
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Although zoteas are nowadays present in other areas as well, for instance in 

the department of Sucre among the Zenu people in the Caribbean region (Camacho, 

personal communication) the earliest source that gives an account of this tradition 

was the Spanish Franciscan Fray Pedro Simón after his journey in South America in 

1608. He describes some of the customs of the indigenous Wounan he encountered 

during his journey: “It was possible to see in some of the houses of these Noanamas, 

that were clean and peculiar, some gardens made by hand and in them, herbs 

planted that were pleasant to the sight, and that they said could be used” [my own 

translation] (Simón, 1892: 159). Later on, in the early 19th century, travellers and 

explorers observed zoteas in the region (see for instance Mollien, 1822: 305). Thus, 

this cultural practice has been present among the indigenous population of the 

Pacific lowlands for centuries (Wassen, 1935: 56; West, 1957: 143; Tayler; 1996: 58). It 

was probably developed, or at least practiced by the Wounan people by the 16th 

century and their use has been carried on by the inhabitants of this region (Emberá, 

mestizos, and Afro-Descendants) including the Darien area (see for instance the 

ethnobotanical approaches to the indigenous peoples of the Pacific region of 

Colombia and Panama produced by Covich and Nickerson in 1966 and Duke in 

1970).  

It is not clear when boats started to be used to make zoteas, but different 

authors have documented the use of old logboats as planters since the first half of 

the 20th century, some in more detail than others. For instance Wassen observed in 

1935 that this was a “typically Chocó method of making use of a discarded canoe” 

(1935: 55) (see also Archer, 1937: 426; West, 1957: 143-146; Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1960: 

85; Covich and Nickerson, 1966: 294; Duke, 1970: 354 and 361) and also more 

recently in ethnographic works about Emberá, Wounan, and Afro-Descendants (see 

for instance Tayler, 1996: 14; Camacho, 1997: 76; Arocha, 1999: 15; Meza Ramírez, 

2010: 137). Before these publications were made there are no explicit records of the 
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use of boats for this purpose. Although Simón’s passage might have been 

interpreted as referring to the ‘canoe gardens’ (Wassen, 1935: 56; Tayler, 1996: 65) it 

is not clear whether the zoteas witnessed by Simon were the logboat type or the flat 

platform type.  

According to later descriptions and reports, it seems possible that Afro-

Descendants adopted the use of zoteas at an early stage, near the time of the 

abandonment of the mining enclaves along with the colonial regime collapsed and 

the slavery system was abolished. The use of zoteas, along with a large amount of 

other practices, was adopted by Afro-Descendants as a strategy of cultural 

adaptation to this particular region (Camacho, 1997: 76). In the first half of the 19th 

century, around the time when the first free Afro-descendant settlements were 

forming along the coasts of Chocó, zoteas were already in such settlements. For 

instance, in 1822 Mollien described the use of flat platform gardens among the Afro-

Descendants: "It is impossible to grow culinary vegetables in the natural soil, 

because the humidity would destroy them; they therefore erect a flooring of bamboo 

several feet above the ground, which they cover with a thick layer of earth thanks to 

this precaution, the vegetables they sow thrive very well." (Mollien, 1822: 305). 

About a century later, Archer observed and depicted both types of zoteas that he 

called ‘hanging gardens’ (Archer 1937: 426). In his article, Archer suggests that the 

flat type was widespread among the Afro-Descendants and the boat garden was the 

‘Indian’ type.  

Also, in 1966, looking at ethno-botanic practices among Chocó Indians in 

Darien, Covich and Nickerson wrote:  

“Many times seedlings are grown in cans, dishes and other discarded 

utensils placed on stumps and other places out of the way of livestock 

and children. After being transplanted from these "seed beds," some 
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plants are protected until they are more fully grown. These techniques 

seem to be a remnant of an early gardening method reported for the 

Chocó in Colombia. Raised platform gardens or azoteas were noted 

among the Chocó by explorers as early as 1593 (West, 1957). These 

azoteas were made in old dugout canoes and were used to raise 

medicinal plants and condiments. The only actual azotea that we 

observed was outside a Negro house on the outskirts of Yaviza. The 

present day Chocó have substituted much smaller old utensils for 

dugout canoes in making their azoteas and no longer use this technique 

as much as in former times.” (Covich and Nickerson, 1966: 294). 

However Stipek affirms that even though the use of elevated gardens is an 

Emberá trait, they do not use old logboats to craft them, like the Afro-Descendants 

do, but only use the flat version (Stipek, 1976: 43). His study covered a geographic 

area that crosses the department of Chocó from east to west, and includes the 

Tribuga Gulf, where the bay of Coquí is located. This statement, however, contrasts 

with all the other contemporary descriptions of the material culture of the 

indigenous peoples of Chocó. Although possible, the implication that the use of 

boats for gardens is an Afro-descendant variation to the indigenous version is 

difficult to prove. 

In any case, the condition of this territory as a Spanish frontier (Sharp, 1976; 

Williams, 1999 and 2007) during the colonial period and then as a neglected region 

by an incipient country during the Republican period, has contributed to the scarcity 

of detailed historic sources about this practice. However it seems that zoteas were 

present among the Emberá, Wounan, and Cuna peoples throughout the extensive 

region between the Darien and the southern coasts of the Pacific lowlands by the 

time of the Spanish conquest and later adopted by Afro-Descendants. 
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During this process of cultural adaptation and reconfiguration of the Afro-

descendant populations in the region, people made the traditions of others their 

own, not just by replicating such practices, but also by transforming them and 

endowing them with new meaning. As Wade said: “Afro-Colombians have created 

new forms of culture from many different sources, using particular elements and 

cultural principles from different sources to create for themselves and for others 

something that is identifiable as ‘black’ or ‘Afro-Colombian’ culture, or as particular 

regional (for example, Pacific coastal) configurations of culture associated with 

blackness” (Wade, 2006: 355). Adopting zoteas might well have been part of this 

process. 

Flavours, medicines, and beliefs 

There are a great variety of plants grown in zoteas. According to their use 

they can be classified into edible, medicinal, ornamental, and magico-religious; in 

many cases, the plants can be used for more than one purpose. In the early 17th 

century Simón noted that the Wounan grew useful plants in their gardens: “one 

[herb] to be put in the mouth during their drinking so they would not be drunk so 

quickly; another to heal the wounds caused by darts and pull splinters out, and 

another to wash the captives with, so they lose their ferocity and memory of their 

territory.” (Simón, 1892: 159, my translation).  

The species of plants grown in zoteas identified by Archer (1937: 424) is 

consistent with those observed in the zoteas of Coquí. As an example, the zoteas of 

May15, depicted in figure 7.12, included the following species: poleo (Satureja 

brownie (Sw.) Briq.), cebolla de rama (Allium fistulosum L.), cilantro macho 

(Coriandrum sativum L.), cilantro cimarrón (Eryngium foetidum L.), descansed / 

                                                                 
15 Interview with May, 03.07.2011 
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escancer / escansel (Alternanthera lehmannii Hieron.), albahaca (Ocimum 

basilicum Willd.), albaca morada (Ocimum basilicum purpurascens), aloe vera (Aloe 

vulgaris Bauch.), violeta (Viola odorata L.), cacao (Theobroma cacao L.), pichindé / 

payandé (Pithecellobium longifolium (H. & B.) Benth.), espinaca (Spinacea oleracea 

L.), and hierbabuena (Mentha viridis L.). 

Whether the species and/or uses of the plants and herbs grown in zoteas by 

the indigenous groups are the same as those observed in fieldwork being cultivated 

by Afro-Descendants is a subject yet to be investigated in depth, but what is clear 

from reviewing the few sources that describe such species in some detail is that 

there are evident coincidences (see for instance the observations made by Reichel-

Dolmatoff in 1960 among Emberá and Wounan; Covich and Nickerson, 1966; Duke, 

1970: 354). Also, in spite of having a pre-hispanic origin, some of the species grown 

in zoteas have European, African, and Asian origins, and were introduced by the 

Spanish, for instance basil, spinach, spearmint, aloe vera, and so on. This diversity of 

species reflects the changing nature of traditions and illustrates how people 

constantly adjust to new conditions, circumstances, and knowledge. 

Fundamentally maintained by women (Camacho, 1997: 76), zoteas entail a 

whole body of complex traditional knowledge of medicinal practices and local 

cookery. Women usually collect ant soil, sow the plants, take care of the seedlings 

and herbs to be used later when needed, and generally look after the elevated 

gardens. The gardens are located within the back area of the house, which is a space 

that can be considered feminine (Losonczy, 1997: 119). This area encompasses the 

kitchen, the zoteas, the chicken coop, and the open space where domestic animals 

roam freely. The role played by women and the significance of this practice for the 

agricultural system as well as its importance for the biodiversity of the Chocóan 

Pacific is discussed by Camacho (1997). She argues that elevated gardens are an 
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effective cultural response and a technological option that contributes to the 

preservation of biological diversity, ensures food-security, and complements all 

other subsistence activities (Camacho, 1997: 76).  

Although cooking is not exclusively a female activity, it is typically done by 

women. Keeping zoteas in the proximity of the kitchen allow to fetch fresh species 

and vegetables needed for the preparation of food. These spices and vegetables give 

the particular flavours to their dishes, which on a daily basis, serves to reinforce 

elements of cultural identity. 

 

Figure  7.13 Katrina crushing some herbs grown in her zotea to heal the wound of a 

soldier (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 
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Besides vegetables and spices, people grow plants with medicinal and 

therapeutic properties that in some cases are also used in magico-religious contexts. 

The use of medicinal plants among the community of Coquí is very common in the 

present day (figure 7.13). Traditional or ancestral medicine is strongly rooted and 

practiced and many of the plants and herbs used to relieve day-to-day ailments are 

grown in zoteas. When a member of the community is unwell, it is a common 

occurrence to witness discussions among neighbours about the best treatment that 

can be provided, what plants to use and in what fashion. One day of my second visit 

to the community, a lady approached Embers asking whether she could take some 

leaves from Ember’s zotea, because her son was unwell. At that particular moment, 

Embers was buying corn from Eleazar, another neighbour. After enquiring about the 

exact symptoms of the boy, both Embers and Eleazar suggested all sorts of 

treatments with plants, such as bathing, sleeping on a layer of a particular kind of 

leaves, and other traditional remedies. Finally, once they had finished offering ideas, 

Embers told the woman: “otherwise you can ask Pedro to kill a fox so the boy can be 

completely cured”16. In 1937 Archer wrote: "each household has a garden of plants in 

pots of soil mixed with charcoal elevated in hanging gardens to escape the soggy 

ground; such plants as 'albaca', Ocimum basilicum L., much used to produce sweats 

in the treatment of fevers; and the red-leaved 'sanguinaria' Oxalis hedysaroides H. B. 

K., employed in the case of hemorrhage after childbirth.” (Archer, 1937: 424).  In 

other cases, when a member of the community is affected by a more serious illness, 

suffers an important injury, or is bitten by a snake or poisonous animal, the 

treatment is usually given by a local or neighbouring healer (either libre or Emberá) 

who possess the ‘secret’ to treat and cure the affected person. This ‘secret’ usually 

consists of a particular prayer that is told quietly to the patient and it is normally 

accompanied by the use of wild or domesticated plants (in infusions, in plasters, 

bandages, massages, pastes, vapours, smoked, and so on) that can be collected from 

                                                                 
16 Coquí, 30.08.2009 
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the jungle and/or the zoteas. Nazarelo knows many secrets to heal various ailments, 

and he uses both plants and prayers. One evening, I witnessed how he ‘put’ the 

‘secret’ onto Ember’s leg in an attempt to relieve a chronic pain17. He is the only 

person in Coquí who possesses the ‘secret’ to cure snakebites. (To explore about 

ancestral medicine and ‘secrets’ see Losonczy, 1997; Arocha, 1999: Meza Ramírez, 

2010). 

In spite of the significance of this tradition, the continuation of the use of 

zoteas is threatened by a number of factors. A decline in the use of elevated planters 

has already been reported in larger towns due to difficulty maintaining them in such 

context (Meza Ramírez, 2010: 288-292). The system is effective in rural settings 

where access to jungle and wild areas is relatively easy; a model of subsistence 

economy is sustained and where boats are constantly made, used, and discarded. 

However, the jungle and wild areas, fundamental to providing ant soil have a 

tendency to recede under the pressure of urban development. Moreover, the 

introduction of alien agricultural practices, pesticides, and foreign species, 

contradicts the nature of traditional agricultural practices that have proved 

successful in supporting the biodiversity of the environment and the conservation 

of traditions. In a similar way, the introduction and use of foreign products (such as 

industrial food seasonings) have reached rural communities, in some cases 

competing with the tradition of people growing their own spices in the gardens, 

jeopardising the continuity of the practice. From this perspective, zoteas enable 

families to sustain a certain independence from the logic of mainstream markets. 

Boat gardens constitute an interesting example a way in which an element of 

material culture can challenge our own preconceived ideas of objects. They 

illustrate an efficient strategy to recycle or reuse logboats, making them part of a 

                                                                 
17 Coquí, 10.09.2009 
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different set of practices than the ones they were originally made for. In this way, 

boats are integrated into agricultural cycles and also support the continuity of forms 

of traditional healing. 

Zoteas are therefore a frequent feature in the material culture of the coastal 

communities like Coquí. Although not exclusive of the Pacific region, the 

significance of this practice is without any doubt of great importance for the 

communities that inhabit it, as it reinforces cultural identity and the preservation of 

traditional knowledge. 

Azotadoras 

These boats, described in detail in chapter 6 under the category of ‘land 

boats’, are small logboats made for a specific purpose. They are meant to be part of 

activities related to the production and processing of food. I have classified these 

boats as ‘land boats’, in agreement to the local categorisation as boats, or lanchas, by 

the people of Coquí and according to the environment where they operate.  

Azotadoras are rarely used in the water. I witnessed one of these occurrences 

during fieldwork18, when a group of boatbuilders were bringing a newly made 

azotadora down to the village, and there was no place for it inside any of the other 

boats. That day one of the men embarked on the small logboat and although he 

struggled with the currents, he managed to steer the boat until reaching their final 

destination. However, this example along with the accounts of children using the 

little boats to play in the water, is unusual, the use of azotadoras in farms and sugar 

mills being the most common practice. Arocha (1999: 149-150) referred to this use as 

                                                                 
18 Aguaclarita stream, 02.07.2011 
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“navigating in land” [my translation] when he described the way in which people of 

the region of Baudó used these boats when harvesting rice. 

The presence of land boats is particularly remarkable as they offer an 

important account of the ways in which these boats are integrated in the processes 

of food production. As discussed in the previous section with regard to the use and 

significance of zoteas, food, society, and material culture are deeply related. 

In Coquí, azotadoras are mainly used in the rice harvest and sugar-cane 

processing. There are very few references in the literature to these small boats, so 

the question about the chronological extent and origin of this tradition relies on a 

look at historic context of the activities they are related to. In contrast to the boat-

planters, the use of land-boats is not a pre-Hispanic practice. 

Sugar-cane processing 

Sugar-cane production was introduced to the Pacific region in the 16th 

Century by the Spanish. Two centuries later, the indigenous groups inhabiting the 

Pacific region had adopted its cultivation (West, 1957: 142). Along with the 

plantations, sugar-cane mills were also introduced. The kind of mill that became 

prevalent in the Pacific region, particularly in the rural areas among both Afro-

Descendants and indigenous peoples, was the horizontal press. This kind of mill was 

being used in the Canary Islands at the beginning of the 16th Century (Patiño, 1963). 

It consists of four vertical posts where people accommodate two rollers horizontally 

and additional wedges to keep the rollers secured (figure 7.14). 
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Figure  7.14 Traditional horizontal press to process sugar-cane (Coquí, Chocó). 

Photograph: C. Fuquen 

 

Figure  7.15 Sugar-canes passed through the press. The juice is collected in the 

azotadora below (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 
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At the crushing surface of these rollers linear notches are carved. The rollers 

are manually operated, making them rotate in opposite directions. They rotate with 

the help of wooden levers that are also placed through a hole carved at the end of 

each roller. Sugar-canes are then introduced between them and passed through 

three times, to extract all the juice possible from them (figure 7.15). The boat is 

placed on the ground in between the two fixed vertical posts, below the transversal 

rollers in such a way that the juice extracted is directed inside the vessel with the 

help of plantain leaves that collect it and prevent spilling it (figure 7.16).   

 

Figure  7.16 Usual disposition of the boat in between the posts of the mill (Coquí, 

Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 
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Figure  7.17. Artisanal alembic to distill biche (Coquí. Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 

The juice extracted from the sugar-cane is later used to make a variety of 

products, among which the most common are miel (sugar-cane honey), panela 

(unrefined raw sugar), guarapo (fermented sugar-cane juice) and an artisanal 

alcoholic beverage distilled from the juice, called biche (figure 7.17). 

The practice of using land boats as vessels to collect sugar-cane juice has not 

been documented before. However, the fact that both indigenous and Afro-

Descendants use them in this context might imply that the practice was 

implemented simultaneously with the introduction of the sugar-cane and mills. One 

source that gives account of this practice is Tayler. He published a photo taken in the 

early sixties depicting two Wounan children and a woman operating one of these 

mills probably at the riverbank of the San Juan River (Tayler, 1996: 15). In between 

the vertical posts there is a small logboat to collect the juice. Although Tayler does 

not refer to this particular use of a boat within the text, it shows that the use of 
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azotadoras in this way was also common among indigenous groups of the Pacific 

five decades ago. 

Perhaps the only direct reference to the use of azotadoras in sugar-cane 

processing was by West (1957). He contextualises the production of sugar-cane in 

the Pacific region by both indigenous and Afro-Descendants. He also published a 

photo of two women extracting sugar-cane juice with one of these mills (West, 1957: 

144). In the photograph, it is possible to see a logboat in between the posts and, 

inside the boat, a recepticle made of half a calabash gourd where the juice is being 

collected. Unlike Tayler, West mentions the use of the boat within the caption of the 

picture. These sources show that the way in which azotadoras were being used in 

sugar-cane mills half a century ago remains unchanged among contemporary 

communities. 

Rice 

 

Figure  7.18 Rice is nowadays a staple crop in Coquí. (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: H. 

Pagi 
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In contrast to sugar-cane production, rice was introduced to the region later 

in the 19th century. By the early 20th century, the cultivation of rice was a profitable 

activity in Nuquí and the neighbouring villages like Coquí. During the first half of 

the 20th century, the national government implemented protectionist policies that 

banned the import of the grain, which encouraged the expansion of rice production 

throughout the country (West, 1957: 149). This crop became a staple and a very 

important part of the local and family economy for the communities involved in its 

production. Many families became producers of the cereal and sold it to local dealers 

located in Nuquí, and according to West (1957: 149), although rice was considered a 

luxury food, people were increasing their consumption of rice back in the sixties. 

Later, as a result of optimisation of production in other regions of the country and 

the import of rice from Ecuador (Meza Ramírez, 2010: 178), the price of the rice 

cultivated in the Chocó could not compete and production of rice became mainly for 

family consumption.  

West described and depicted two ways in which boats were employed in the 

harvest and threshing of the grain. The first method described as ‘extremely 

backwards’ (West, 1957: 150) consisted of picking the sprigs of ripe rice by hand, 

tying them, and later drying them to be threshed in a canoe with bare feet. The 

second one, which consists of cutting the stems and flailing them against the inside 

of the boat, is still used today and this practice is the reason behind their name. As 

mentioned in chapter 6, the word azotadora is derived from the Spanish verb azotar 

that means to flog or to flail. This method is also known as guapiao, and it was 

described by Velásquez (1961: 222) as being the most common method along the 

riverbanks of the River Atrato in the mid-20th century. 
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Figure  7.19 Rice harvest (near the River Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C. Fuquen 

The harvest is performed by two people (figure 7.19). One cuts the rice stems 

with a machete and then passes them onto their partner who, in turn, flails the 

stems against the boat, so the grains are collected inside the boat  (figure 7.20).  
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Figure  7.20 Flailing the ripe rice stems against the inside of the azotadora (near the 

River Coquí, Chocó). This action gives the name to the boat. Photograph: C. Fuquen 

The boats are pulled around the plot until they are filled with cereal. The rice 

is then transferred to sacks and carried back to the village in river boats to be aired 
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and dried under the sun by spreading it on large sheets in the streets (figure 7.21) 

and later manually dehusked with wooden mortar and pestles (figure 7.22). 

 

Figure  7.21 Rice being sun dried in the main street of Coquí (Chocó). Photograph: C. 

Fuquen 
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Figure  7.22. Wooden mortar and pestles. This is the most common method used to 

remove the husk from the rice grains for family consumption (Coquí, Chocó). Photograph: C. 

Fuquen 

Along with the wooden mortar and pestle previously used only for maize and 

mashing plantain and the rasqueta (figure 7.21) used to distribute the grain upon 
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large sheets for sun drying, azotadoras are a fundamental part of the material 

culture associated with the production of rice. This practice is specific to the Pacific 

region and is recognised as such by the people of Coquí. During fieldwork, in an 

interview with a fisherman and his wife19, they told me that the use of azotadoras 

was a tradition that they had not seen anywhere else in the country, in spite of the 

fact that there are other regions where rice is an important product, and as such, 

they would like to preserve this practice because it made them different from other 

rice producers. Similarly, when I asked Embers why the people of the community 

use azotadoras to collect rice instead of using individual buckets, as accostumed in 

other rice-producing regions such as Tolima, she said: “We have always collected 

rice like this. This is the way our ancestors learned to do it and, surely, they believed 

that it was the best way and the most efficient”20 [my translation]. 

Nowadays, rice is still regarded as a staple food to the point that people do 

not consider a meal complete without it (an opinion expressed by Bee, May, Justo, 

and Pantera). However, despite being considered arduous labour, the production of 

rice is still one of the main agricultural activities in Coquí. 

The examples discussed illustrate different ways in which boats are integral 

to agricultural practice in Coquí. They support the thesis that logboats actively 

contribute to the reinforcement of cultural identity of the community by making 

them ‘unique’ and different from others. These boats can be seen as practical tools in 

regular activities (gardening, rice harvesting, sugar-cane processing, healing, 

cooking, and so on) and at the same time, become symbolic spaces that provide 

nourishment and healing by preserving traditional ways of medicine and flavours. 

                                                                 
19 Coquí, 22.08.2009 
20 Interview with Embers at her farm, River Coquí, 19.08.2009 
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These examples also raise the issue of preconceived ideas when interpreting 

material culture. When looking at the use of azotadoras and zoteas in Coquí, the 

traditional academic definition of a boat is challenged. These ethnographic 

examples prove again the diversity of solutions that human groups can find in 

everyday situations and the different uses and meanings that can be conferred on a 

boat. 

The bota 

 The previous chapter dedicated a section to the process of hauling almost-

finished carved boats through the jungle to the village. That section focused mainly 

on technical issues, decision-making, and problem solving entailed in this activity. 

However, hauling a boat encompasses more complex social dynamics that involve 

for instance collective labour and social cooperation. Moreover, as any other 

cultural practice, traditions have a historic dimension that tell about the ever-

changing nature of such cultural practices. In this particular case, I had the 

opportunity to have a glimpse of some lost aspects of this tradition through the 

narratives and accounts of people who witnessed and experienced them.  

Up until a few decades ago, large seagoing sailing boats were a common sight 

along the coasts of the Pacific. They used to trade between the villages located 

between Panama and Buenaventura. Locally built, these boats were made from a 

large logboat that would be extended with large washstrakes and rigged for 

seaworthiness. These were gaff-rigged boats with two masts; used mainly to trade 

vegetable ivory (from the ivory palm Phytelephas schottii H.Wendl.) and natural 

rubber (harvested from Castilla elastic Sessé). When the weather was good, they 

would take 8 days to get to Panama, if the weather was bad, they could take up to 15 

days to return. Those boats were witnessed by West in mid-20th century, although 
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they were already disappearing with the introduction of diesel boats (West, 1957: 

193). They measured up to 17 yards in length (about 15m) and 8 spans in width (about 

1.8m). Although these boats have disappeared from the coasts of northern Chocó 

and replaced by central engine ships that nowadays perform the same coastal trade, 

they are still present in the memory of the people. Chachajo, as well as Justo, Justo’s 

father, Nino’s father, Gaspa, and Gaspa’s father used to carve large boats to be sold 

for a living or to sail themselves either as captains or crew.  

 Hauling the hull of large seagoing logboat (lancha) through the jungle 

implied a sense of festivity that used to involve the whole community. For instance, 

during one of my visits, Chachajo described different ways in which people from the 

community used to solve the most common problems faced when hauling a large 

logboat (some of these were included in chapter 6) as well as all the logistics and 

resources that a boat owner needed to consider21. He told me that it could take him 

up to a month to carve a large boat, especially when working alone.  However, once 

the boat was roughly finished, it was essential to look for help in the form of a 

minga, or collective task, for which it was usual to summon family, friends, and 

neighbours. Botas were planned with sufficient time in advance so that the 

boatbuilder could acquire enough supplies to provide food and drink for all the 

helpers or boteros. Women were in charge of preparing enough capachos (meals 

wrapped in leaves) for all the boteros or haulers. The capachos were carried in 

motetes or woven baskets. Chachajo and Justo gave me a detailed list of the 

necessary supplies for a bota of a 25m logboat: 

 2 almuds of maize (Obsolete Spanish unit of measurement, equivalent 
to about 260 corn cobs) 

 1 pig 
 “a lot” of fish 

                                                                 
21 Interview with Chachajo, Coquí, 08.09.2009 
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 4 big jars of biche (Alcoholic beverage distilled from fermented sugar-
cane juice, with aprox. 40% of alcohol) 

 4 big jars of vinete (diluted biche sweetened with raw sugar and spiced 

with cinnamon and other spices) 
 8 or 10 jars of chicha (drink of fermented maize) 

A bota usually needed to be synchronised with the harvesting of some crops 

so the boatbuilder could get in time enough maize, sugar-cane, and other products, 

to be able to afford enough food and drink for all the boteros and other helpers. 

It could take several days, depending on the distance from the site to the 

nearest waterway and the topography of the trail. As a general rule, the boat owner 

offered two meals per botero, and all the drink that they wanted for the day. They 

used to drink biche and vinete to ‘be more cheerful, energetic, and stronger’ as Justo 

explained. People would attend the site of the bota only after the two-fathom wide 

trail had been cleared and slippery rollers put in the places where needed22. For some 

descents, the boatbuilder could have already installed a trapiche with a single roller. 

Chachajo also highlighted the importance of getting ‘responsible’ men to 

manoeuvre and handle the ropes especially in descents, when the boat needs to be 

lowered from the hills. Being ‘responsible’ could be interpreted as experienced and 

skilled as these operations are extremely risky. Also, the main rope that is attached 

to the boat in those descents is also named the ‘responsible rope’23. At the end of the 

day, the boteros were joined by the rest of the community and even by people from 

neighbouring villages, a general celebration with drinks, music, and dancing.  

Botas were seen as opportunities to bring the community together. Without 

exception, they were very enthusiastically described, with hints of nostalgia, like an 

event that people would look forward to participating in. Gaspa told me that things 

                                                                 
22 Interview with Justo, Coquí, 29.08.2009 
23 Interview with Justo, Coquí, 29.08.2009 
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had changed, not only because people were not carving large boats anymore, but 

also because most of the time it was more convenient to buy a boat than to carve it as 

it was extremely time-consuming and the bota was a very expensive enterprise. 

Moreover the gradual shift of these communities to a cash economy has had an 

effect on the occurrence of botas, and people nowadays offering to pay for a day of 

labour24.  

 

The present chapter brought out the social dimensions of the boats in the 

way they were observed in the field or described to me in series of interviews with 

members of the community. I have described contexts, events and places in which 

boats are central to what people do, both in their everyday life and in some specific 

special ceremonial events.  

Various contexts and ways of boat acquisition have been described at the 

beginning of this chapter. Such descriptions based on direct observations, 

interviews with Coquiseños, or both, give a clear idea of the transactions and social 

strategies put in practice to acquire such important objects. Boats can be acquired in 

various contexts, trade being the primary method of acquisition, predominantly in 

exchange of money, but also in exchange of other goods such as dogs or parumas 

(traditional female Embera clothing).  

I have structured this account based on the environments in which the boats 

operate, and subsequently I have described the activities undertaken in these 

environments. Logboats are used in water and on land in a variety of contexts and 

practices. They operate in rivers, mangrove channels, and sea, to transport people 

and things, linking all the different spaces of use that configure the world of the 

                                                                 
24 Interview with Justo, Coquí, 29.08.2009 
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community. They are part of economic practices (for instance fishing and 

transporting agricultural products); travelling; leisure activities; and funerary 

rituals.   

On land, azotadoras have been integrated into sugar-cane processing and 

rice harvesting. Old logboats (zoteas) are an integral part of medicinal and healing 

practices, as well as fundamental elements in traditional cookery of the community; 

they are used as planters for spices and herbs to grow and be maintained in an 

everyday basis. 

The final section of the chapter is dedicated to the description of the bota, a 

traditional practice that is disappearing from the region but that was described by 

people who participated in them in the past. 

This chapter has shown how critical are the boats to the life in Coquí, in the 

present and in the past, and has set the basis to explore more in-depth their 

significance in the following and last chapter. 
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8 Significance 

In the previous chapters, I have described different aspects of the socio-

cultural context of the logboats used in Coquí, from their technological aspects, such 

as production and intervention, to the different contexts in which the boats are 

operational and part of the cultural practices of the people. I have drawn on 

ethnographic data aiming to answer the question of whether and how the boats 

inform us about the life of the community, their maritime concerns, and the 

relationship of the craft to the question of people’s cultural identity. By looking at 

them as material culture instead of ‘technology’ (Ransley, 2011: 884) it was possible 

to explore their significance among the community beyond the scope of 

functionality and use attributed to maritime craft in traditional boat studies. 

Logboats: everyday objects 

At the beginning of my fieldwork, people in Coquí seemed reluctant to 

engage in significant conversations about logboats beyond an initial enquiry. 

Instead, they insisted in talking about big boats such as the Nuquimar, colourful 

habitual messengers that transport goods, passengers, and news of distant relatives 

and places. When I arrived at the coast of Chocó, no one seemed to understand why I 
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was so interested in knowing about the logboats and I soon realised that the people 

of Nuquí who insisted that I went to the village of Coquí did so in the hope I would 

want to study larger boats, probably because the builder of the Nuquimar, and other 

boats of this kind, was living in Coquí. People also talked willingly to me about long 

disappeared and replaced sailing boats, predecessors of boats like the Nuquimar. 

But hardly anybody was very enthusiastic when I tried to focus the conversations on 

the logboats. In spite of their apparent and obvious important place among their 

material culture, logboats were not a subject people seemed to be particularly 

interested in talking about. Initially, I was not sure if my perception corresponded to 

a general lack of interest in the boats (or perhaps to my own lack of familiarity with 

the people and the place) or whether it corresponded to their expectations of my 

visit, in other words, whether they thought it was likely that I would come from far 

away to enquiry about such ‘simple’ boats, especially when there were bigger and 

more ‘attractive’ boats to see elsewhere.  

This situation made me reflect on the fact that logboats were daily and 

familiar objects for the people of the community. In fact, they were so familiar that 

on many occasions they seemed invisible or lacking in importance. As the time 

passed and people seemed more comfortable with my questions, at times considered 

by them as petty and nonsensical, my perception about their disinterest in their 

logboats remained almost unchanged.  

When things are taken for granted, they have the ability to become relatively 

invisible or to go unnoticed in the everyday. Indeed, Miller (1987: 86) refers to the 

‘humility of things’ to explain this capacity of objects to be significantly ‘unseen’. He 

draws on the idea of ‘framing’ by Goffman and Gombrich that refers to all that 

orders life ‘without our being aware of it’, and argues that things are central in this 

idea (in Miller, 1987: 101 and 2009: 4). Miller concludes that: “objects are important 
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not because they are evident and physically constrain or enable, but often precisely 

because we do not ‘see’ them. The less we are aware of them, the more powerfully 

they can determine our expectations by setting the scene and ensuring normative 

behavior, without being open to challenge” (Miller, 2005: 5).  

The logboats are an example of this. They are part of everyday life in Coquí in 

such a way that, in a hypothetical situation of their sudden absence, there would be 

a significant disruption in almost all the tasks that configure the social world of 

Coquí. It would be impossible to think of the unfolding of a ‘normal’ day without 

them. 

Ubiquity: tangible and intangible  

In previous chapters, I described the ubiquitous character of the logboats in 

the landscape of the Pacific lowlands, in particular Coquí. They are the primary 

means for transportation in rivers and mangroves. Logboats transport people and 

things, allowing their movement through the waterways and territory. They rest 

upside-down on beaches, by houses, stored under sheds, or moored by rivers waiting 

for the fluctuation of the tide or for their owners to finish their tasks before going 

back to the village. They are dragged in rice fields, used in sugar-cane mills, and they 

end their days filled with soil and herbs near kitchens and hearths. In sum, the 

landscape of Coquí is characterised by the presence of these boats.  

But they are not only common to see. They are occasionally heard in the 

jungle, in the farms, and in the village, where boat carvers make and modify them, 

and the blows of the axes and sounds of adzes, machetes and other tools shaping the 

material resonates through space. The deep soft roar of paddles in the water can be 

heard when travelling through and with the waterways, and the rhythmic swishing 

of the hull against the water is also a distinctive sound of the boats. They are 
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experienced in many different ways and through all the senses, such as the deep 

scent of the timber being worked upon that eventually mingles with the million of 

other scents of the jungle, the people, the animals, and the river. 

Language 

The logboats are manifested moreover in various intangible ways. For 

instance, they are often mentioned, as is to be expected, when people talk about 

their journeys, their tasks, or fishing. And in a very interesting way, words directly 

related to the actions of navigation, boat motion, or handling and manoeuvring 

boats are often used in the vernacular language applied to different contexts. For 

instance, on one occasion I was hand-washing my laundry with some basins and 

bowls when someone told me that it would be easier if I “rolled” the bowl (using the 

word cantear, referring to the side-to-side motion of the boat). I also heard a 

conversation between women during a hairstyling session, when they used the same 

term (cantear) to say that the braided hairstyle given to a little girl was leaned 

towards one side of the head. Sometime later, while cooking in a hearth of a rancho, 

someone accidentally overturned a pot and spilled its contents in the ashes, and I 

heard them using the equivalent term to ‘capsize’ to refer to the overturned pot. I 

also noticed how terms such as achicar (to bail) and bogar (to paddle) were 

sometimes used when prompting children to eat their soup (using a spoon) or drink 

their juice faster. All these examples of the inclusion of specifically maritime 

terminology into the vernacular language are not simply linguistic accidents. 

Language is a distinctive feature of cultural identity (Zimmermann, 1999) and 

therefore, by permeating other spheres of social practice, the maritime element of 

their cultural identity flickers recurrently. These terms are not simply ‘dead 

metaphors’ but they show an active usage with full awareness of their maritime 
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connotations. People, through the use of language, live their cultural identity, and it 

resonates in the practice of everyday life.  

Folkloric expressions 

The boats are also present in the folklore of the people, in rhymes, songs, and 

stories. In 1959, Rogerio Velásquez published an article devoted to what he calls ‘the 

functional value” of the logboats in the Chocóan milieu (Velásquez, 1959: 109). In his 

article, he argued that the role of the boats could be understood in terms of specific 

functions. Velásquez calls one such function ‘the aesthetic function’ (1959: 112) 

referring to the place boats, and other elements like the paddles and poles, take 

within the regional literary production, such as songs, verses, and poetry, of which 

he compiles a number of examples. This aspect has also been acknowledged by 

Losonczy  who argued that the semantic significance of the boats in the universe of 

Afro-Colombians of Chocó could be witnessed for instance in multiple expressions 

of folklore, such as the diversity and number of popular riddles where the canoes 

and related material culture take a central place (Losonczy, 1997:158). To illustrate 

this, we can listen to local and regional stories and legends, of which one of the most 

relevant is the legend of the Ribiel, a marine demon or evil entity that goes about on 

a broken old boat and appears as a bright light, moves fast, and disorients fishermen 

and sailors in order to finally drown them. It is said that the Ribiel has the ability to 

alter conditions at sea in order to confuse its victims. This character is known along 

the Pacific coast up to the north of Ecuador. Sightings of the Ribiel, as well as other 

visions and wraiths, are sometimes shared during story-telling evenings in the 

village. 
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Can boats inform us about people’s lives? 

The significance of the logboats does not only lie in their ubiquitous 

presence. In fact their presence is one of many expressions of the deep incorporation 

of the boats into the different taskcapes (Ingold, 1993) that constitute the world of 

Coquí. Their creation and transformation (described in Chapter 5) are embedded 

into such taskcapes, as well as their uses, functions, and roles (Chapter 6). Boats are 

much more than the means by which people reach places and transport themselves 

and their things around the landscape. People continuously experience the boats in 

all sorts of ways and incorporate them into various tasks, more so when the boats 

are the essence of such tasks (for instance, boatbuilding, boat repairing, and so on). 

Consequently, when the boats are approached from an analytical perspective, they 

have the potential to inform us about such tasks.  

The agency of objects and material culture has been the focus of interest of 

many authors attempting to produce a social analysis of material culture from a 

different perspective to the traditional anthropocentric approach (Gell, 1998; 

Gosden, 2005; Knappet, 2005; Miller, 2005; Hoskins, 2006; Knappett and 

Malafouris, 2008). In the same way as people talk about their boats, the boats are 

able to inform us about many aspects of the life of the people who create them, use 

them, transform them, engage with, and about the environment where they exist, 

not only because some of those aspects are often visible on the boats themselves (for 

example physical interventions, repairs, extensions, decay, materials, etc.) but also 

because the boats are actively part of those aspects. 

Same things, different meanings 

A few authors have highlighted the potential of approaching material 

culture from a ‘biographical’ perspective, following the idea that in a similar way to 
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human beings, things have a social life that is intrinsically tied up to people 

(Appadurai, 1986: 17; Kopytoff, 1986: 64; Gosden and Marshall, 1999: 169). This 

potential is also there to be exploited in boat studies (Van de Noort, 2011: 38). When 

analysing boats from this perspective, different phases of life can be identified (for 

instance construction, use, reuse, exchange, discard) with various functionalities, 

meanings, forms, and so on, as well as their relationships with their crews, and their 

semantic aspects, roles, and ways in which boats shape or contribute to the cultural 

existence of individuals and groups, in one phase or another. The case of the 

azoteas, is a good example of the application of this approach. Assembling elevated 

planters corresponds to the last phase of the life of a logboat, i.e. when the boat is 

not fit any more for the purpose of navigating waterways. Old damaged boats 

stretch their presence among the people for another couple of years after they have 

been considered useless for their original purpose, while they are converted into 

azoteas. The boats, in their renovated existence start fulfilling a different purpose in 

the lives of the people. They gather new meanings and engage in new cultural 

practices.  

The role of the azotea within the communities of coastal Chocó is indeed 

very complex. According to Camacho, azoteas ‘contribute to in situ agrobiodiversity 

maintenance and household well-being’ as well as enabling local populations to be 

autonomous and self-sufficient (Camacho, 2013: 126). Azoteas have also been part of 

a strategy to cope with the pressure of the introduction of foreign food products by 

relieving dependency on some of them in places like Nuquí (see for instance Meza 

Ramírez, 2010: 288). Equally, they help in compensating for the absence of 

institutional health services by providing a space to preserve traditional healing 

practices. Azoteas are crucial in the preservation of culinary traditions, and in the 

practice of traditional medicine, aspects that ultimately converge in the 

reinforcement of cultural identity. Equally, the role they play into the process of 
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reproducing traditional knowledge (discussed in Chapter 6) demonstrates that some 

objects are significant at multiple levels, in several ways and moments, even 

simultaneously. One azotea standing next to a kitchen and in relation to people is 

informing us about gender relationships (see Camacho, 1997: 76 and 2013: 122-126), 

ethnic relationships, local cookery, about the diversity of ways in which people 

engage with material culture, about local medicinal practices, about the relationship 

of the people with the environment, about local ways of management of species, 

social organisation, local economy, and even about strategies of cultural resistance. 

The previous chapter mentioned that logboats also feature in the burial 

rituals of Coquí. I explained how the funerary and burial rituals take place and how 

boats are crucial for these to happen. The ritual involves the displacement of the 

deceased from the village, following a vigil of several days, to the graveyard where 

they will be buried. The person is embarked in a logboat and led towards their final 

resting place by others who paddle the boat, followed by many other boats in which 

most of the community attend to the burial.  

Perhaps the most ‘obvious’ contribution of the boats in this context is at a 

practical level. The graveyard is located in a sort of ‘island’ or firm ground, only 

accessible by using the channels and waterways. In a changing landscape, often 

transformed by the force and action of the water, areas of solid ground are resilient 

to such changes, so they offer a reliable substrate for the graves. The deliberate 

decision of locating the graveyard in the mangrove might be also due to the fact that 

this area is rarely frequented as is relatively isolated from the village and farms, 

within an undisturbed space. 

In this context, and following the idea that “objects do not have to be 

physically modified to acquire new meanings” (Gosden and Marshall, 1999: 174) the 

logboats become part of the material culture that can be associated with funerary 
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and burial practices through the performance of ritual. This new dimension of the 

boats does not leave any ‘visible’ imprint on the object, making it necessary, for 

example for the archaeologist to combine several elements of the context and the 

object itself to understand it, i.e. graveyard along with landscape and with boats. In 

Coquí, boats are, and have been in effect the only way to perform burial rituals. The 

graveyard encompasses tombs dating from the first half of the 20th century so the 

people buried there were probably brought to the graveyard in a very similar way as 

they are nowadays, i.e. by boat. Logboats enable this practice, deeply rooted in the 

culture of Coquiseños, by making it possible for people to move across this aquatic 

landscape. 

Boats link activities, places, time, and identities 

The boats connect people to activities. It is an enabling relationship. Perhaps, 

the first examples that come to mind are travelling and fishing. Needless to say, 

people would not be able to reach fishing areas in the bay if they did not have boats. 

But some other activities are more complex to relate. The rice harvest, and other 

agricultural tasks, on occasions hunting, the processing of sugar cane products, 

healing and medicinal practices, funerary rituals, foraging for piangua clams, and so 

on (activities described in Chapter 6), are just some of the multiple practices that are 

made possible by the boats.  

In a similar way, the boats are facilitators of movement across the landscape. 

They can be regarded as linking people to places. After all, it is by using them that 

the members of the community are able to reach the different places that configure 

their landscape since they are themselves waterways or are connected by waterways 

(Chapter 2). The farms are accessible by travelling along the rivers or the mangrove 

channels, as well as the jungle and the village, which also has access through the 
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beach and therefore, the sea. The River Coquí, the estero Bocavieja (mangrove 

channel), the River Bongo, the bay and the myriad of streams and other tributaries 

interweave and flow through the world of the village connecting defined and clear 

spaces in a smooth transition.  

As for the temporal dimension, the logboats in Coquí do not only act within a 

synchronic dimension but also diachronically. Just as all other things in the world, 

boats have a temporal dimension. From the moment they are carved, they continue 

changing and degrading as a result of, for example, use and environmental decay. 

They can eventually be repaired, which prolongs their existence, but at some point 

the material will not stand the stress anymore and so they become useless as 

watercraft. The durability of the boats is affected by the conjunction of different 

factors: such as the quality of the material -physical characteristics of the timber as 

well as the ways in which that material has been carved, its resistance to 

environmental agents like woodborers, and so on- or the care and handling of their 

users -for example, by storing them in the shade or in the sun, whether the owner 

had used blue mud on the boat, whether they rinse off the sea water after use, etc.  

However, there are other ethnographic examples of boats for which the 

durability of the material itself does not condition their existence, see for instance 

Ransley (2009) where she describes a boat which, in spite of having all its original 

parts replaced for new ones after some time of use, continued its existence as the 

same boat. The logboats of Coquí last, as boats, between three to five years, which 

make them somewhat short-lived compared to other wooden watercraft. It does not 

necessarily mean that the boats simply cease to exist, but instead that they are 

transformed into azoteas, as described earlier. 

So each boat, individually, is to a certain extent ephemeral and in most cases 

outlived by the owners and users. But, as an element of the material culture of 
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Coquí, the boat persists and continues its existence. It endures in time, outliving 

individual owners, generation after generation. Shils reflects on this idea that 

traditional artefacts might be replaced individually, over and over, but still 

remaining present through time (Shils, 1981: 81). 

Boats entail a continuity that connects people to their past within their 

everyday lives. Velásquez (1959) pointed out their traditional function, arguing that 

there is a continuity of traditions (processes, tools, and materials throughout the 

centuries) in the way these boats are made, highlighting that the boats are a source 

of surviving customs where the past and the present meet. Shils says that they “carry 

the past into the present by reembodying in each newly made incarnation the image 

which guided earlier generations in its production and use” (Shils, 1981: 81).  

Clearly, boats act as links in time, by connecting people to their past, by being 

witnesses of history and change. But they not only connect past to present; boats 

also link peoples and identities. It is not surprising to realise how important 

logboats have been throughout the history of the black communities. It has been 

explained in Chapter 2 how the existence of Afro-descendants in Chocó is 

characterised by their primordial affiliation to their territory and by their 

connection with the Emberá and Wounan peoples since the earliest contact (Chapter 

3). This historic connection is therefore apparent in the logboats, as they are the 

contemporary versions of the ‘welcoming presents’ offered by the indigenous 

populations to the Afro-descendants upon their arrival (Losonczy, 1997: 33). And 

both the boats and the knowledge of their making and use allowed them to adapt, 

develop, resist, and shape this challenging environment throughout the centuries. 

Up until this day, boats are visibly part of the adaptive strategy not only to the place 

and its multiple waterways and aquatic environments but also in relation to 

indigenous peoples. This adaptive strategy, which in other words is their way of life, 
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incorporates the boats as one of the prevailing links of material culture exchange 

between black coastal communities and the Emberá people (Losonczy, 1997).  

Boats: material culture and cultural identity 

It is worth going back to the concepts involved in this case study. According 

to Stuart Hall’s definition of cultural identity (Hall, 1990: 225), I suggested in 

Chapter 1 that maritime identity can be acknowledged when the relationships 

between people and sea is a meaningful part of the continuous frame of reference 

that constitutes cultural identity. It has also been established that cultural identity is 

manifested in cultural practice and through cultural expressions such as material 

culture. That is to say if we follow this argument, boats as maritime material culture 

are an expression of maritime identity. 

The role of material culture, boats in this case, in the mutual production and 

transformation of people has been widely recognised as reciprocal - as people make 

boats and boats make people – (Gosden and Marshall, 1999: 169; Ransley, 2009: 14). 

In this process, identity is created, reinforced, and continuously negotiated. The 

processes of transformation of people and object are ‘tied up with each other’ 

(Gosden and Marshall, 1999: 169) as well as with the place where they exist (Ransley, 

2009: 16). In a similar way as people give identity to the boats by making them in a 

specific way, style, and form, decorating them, or giving them individual names, 

boats reinforce the identity of the people, not only in a cultural or collective 

perspective but also individually. Logboats allow people to engage with their world 

in their unique way and contribute to make them ‘whom’ they are.  

One useful perspective in the understanding of the relationship between 

material culture and identity is one suggested by Miller who draws on Bourdieu’s 

concept of habitus (1977: 78). Miller suggests that one becomes a member of a 
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certain society “through habits and expectations fostered in our everyday object 

world” (Miller, 2009: 4). It is perhaps unsurprising that Embers and Chebe made the 

witty remark that I was going to become a Coquiseña; but only after they saw me 

practicing how to manoeuvre a boat in the river and the sea, day after day.  

The descriptions presented in this study attempt to provide an insight into 

how boats are integral to ways of living, not only for the performance of activities 

that involve aquatic environments, such as fishing, navigating, or travelling, but 

also for other tasks performed on land. Maybe the most obvious example of the 

integration of boats into land-related activities presented in this study is their role in 

the performance of some agricultural tasks. However, as it has been seen, they are 

also a crucial part of food processing tasks, trade, or traditional healing. These 

ethnographic examples of the use of logboats for land-based tasks precisely 

demonstrate how those boundaries, are often drawn in between water and land (and 

the tasks related to them), are not to be taken for granted. The people of Coquí 

overcome the apparent limitations imposed by the environment by recognising 

different affordances in their logboats and put them into practice. The concept of 

affordances, coined by Gibson (1979: 127) and further developed by Ingold, is 

understood as the ‘properties of the real environment [or an object in this case] as 

directly perceived by an agent in a context of practical action” (Ingold, 1992: 46). In 

this case, they acknowledge the potential of the boats as containers, to collect rice 

grains in the harvest, to integrate them into the sugar-cane mill, or as gardens for 

their spices and medicinal plants (azotadoras and azoteas). Hence, the dominant 

conceptual separation of water and land becomes irrelevant in the practice of 

everyday tasks where things as ‘land-boats’ are a practical reality.  

This distinctive practice of using land-boats reflects the unique character of a 

cultural identity that is, simultaneously, multiple identities. The community’s 
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livelihood requires most people to be skilful at achieving multiple tasks (e.g. fishing, 

cooking, hunting, boatbuilding, farming, lumbering, and so on). In spite of being 

competent at most of them, people tend to build their identity around one. For 

example, Pantera loves getting into the jungle, with his dogs, searching for prey. On 

more than one occasion he stated that he was a hunter, although most of the time I 

saw him performing agricultural tasks, making boats, or logging, with remarkable 

skill and expertise. Ciro is also a hunter, although he has been carving different 

kinds of boats, when the tasks of cultivating his land allow him some extra time. 

Ciro’s case is similar to Chebe’s, who is known in the community for his abilities to 

carry out all sorts of tasks, particularly those that take place in the jungle, such as 

logging. He is trusted and sought out for advice and guidance, and yet, in spite of 

working very often for his father-in-law at logging and sawing timber, Chebe defines 

himself as a fisherman. Or Bee, who describes himself as a farmer. He is a 

knowledgeable person in all aspects of agricultural practice and equally has carved 

all his boats, built his house, and spends lengthy periods of time travelling in other 

cities and trading with merchandise for cash. These examples show how multiple 

identities are built around different tasks within the same community. 

Boats, individually seen, are indicative of the maritime character of the 

community of Coquí, where the sea and the rest of the waterways are part of their 

conception of the world, shaping the cultural patterns and traditions that make of 

the people who they are. This character can be perceived in their landscape, in their 

traditions, and in their material culture.  

Losonczy acknowledged the crucial importance of the boats for the Afro-

descendants of Chocó (1997: 143).  They are essential to Coquiseños, constitutive of 

their particular context, where people understand and define themselves in relation 

to their place, their history, their future, and their traditions. By looking at the 
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multiple relationships that are created, held, and continuously transformed between 

Coquiseños and their boats, it is possible to get a closer understanding of the 

semantic complexity that watercraft can entail.  

The complexity of the logboats shines through this thesis. It shows that boats 

can be understood in endless ways beyond function and form. It reinforces the 

principle that human existence entails a materiality that is expressed in multiple 

and sometimes unexpected ways. 

The significance and raison d’être of archaeology is ultimately knowing 

more about ourselves and about those material forms that we make and that make 

us. Those material forms allow us to engage with the world in an astonishing 

diversity of ways, and tell whom we are and from where we come. Ethnographic 

approaches to material culture in which people and things are approached 

integrally, regardless where or when, will always contribute to this understanding.  
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APPENDIX A 

Table of possible correspondences for the toponyms for the northern coast of Chocó 

 

Modern Toponym  20th Century  19th Century  18th  Century  17th  Century  16th  Century 
Bay of Humboldt  Puerto Quemado  Humboldt Bay Puerto del Hambre 

Morro Quemado   
Morro Quemado 
Quemado P. 

Punta del Pueblo Quemado 
Mount of Quemado
Port of Quemado 
 

C. Qemado 

Bay of Aguacate   Bay of Octavia   Octavia Bay  Puerto de la Candelaria   
Puerto de la 
Candelaria 

Bay of Cupica  
Bay of Cupica  
Bahía de Cupica 

Puerto Quemado o Ensenada 
de Cupica 
Bahía Cupica 
Cupica Bay 
Claro Port 

Porto Quemado 
Puerto Claro 

Port Claro 
Port of Quemado 

 

River Nabugá Rio Claro
Nabugá Point Pain de sucre 
?  Río Solano
Bay of Solano  San Francisco  Bahía de San Franciso Solano Bahía de San Franciso Solano Baya de ffran Solano [Bay  Pueblo Quemado 
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(Mutis)  Solano Bay 
Puerto Mutis 

Solano Bay Bahía de San Francisco 
Bahía y Vestigios del Pueblo de San 
Francisco Solano 

of Fray Francisco Solano]

Point San Francisco 
Solano 

Solano Pt. 
Punta San Franciso 
Solano 

Punta de San Francisco 
Solano 

  The Father of St Francisco 
C. de San 
Francisco de S. 

River Valle   
Rio Sabaleta
Rio Chor(?) 

Rio Sabaleta     

?  Rio Povo
?  Rio Paria

Utría Cove 
Port Utria 
Puerto Utría 

Puerto Utría
Port Utria 

Bahía de San Antonio 
Bay of St Anthony
Baya de San Antoo 

 

River Sampichi Rio Sabaleta
River Juribidá or 
River Chorí 

  Rio de Indios 
Rio de Indios
Rio de Yndios 

   

Juribidá Point   
Punta de Salinas
Punta Limones 

Punta de Salinas
 

   

Gulf of Tribugá  

Bay of Coquí 
Bahía Tribugá 
Bahía de Coquí 
Golfo de Tibugá 

Bahía de Coquí       

Region in between 
Juribidá and 
Tribugá Cove 

Bay of Coquí  
Bahía Tribugá 
Bahía de Coquí 

Bahía de Coquí 
Los Affogados
Anegadiz 
Señas de los Anegadizos 

Las Anegadas
Las Anegades 
Los Anegadezos 

 

River Tribugá Río Sandi Rio Sandi Rio Sandio
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Río Rico
Río Aguado 

Rio de Sandy
Rio Sande 
Rio Aguado 

River of Sandio
 

River Panguí  Rio de los Anegadizos (?) 

Bay of Coquí  
Bay of Coquí  
Bahía Tribugá 
Bahía de Coquí 

Bahía de Coquí 
Samudios Bay 

Bahía de Samudios     

Arusí Point  Alasea Pt.  Alusea Pt.

Cape Corrientes  Cabo Corrientes  Cabo Corrientes  Cabo Corrientes 
Point of Corientes
Cavo de Corientes 

C. de Corientes 
C. de Corentes 
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Appendix B

Cartographic references 

Cent  Date  Artist/Maker  Title  Place   

16th 

1550  Anonymous  Indias Panama      

1554  Agnese, Battista  Peru  Venice    

1562  Gutiérrez, Diego  Americae sive qvartae orbis partis nova et exactissima descriptio  Antwerp   

1565  Sebastian Munster 
Le Table des neuses lesquelles on appelle isles d'occident & d'Indie 
pour divers regards 

Basel   

1578 
Doetichum, Jan van 
Doetichum, Lucas van 

Americae Peruvi aque ita ut Postremum detecta traditur recens 
delineatio 

 (?)   

1584  Abraham Ortelius  Peruuiae avriferæ regionis typus  Antwerp   

17th 

1601  Antonio Herrera y Tordesillas  Descripcion De Las Yndias Ocidentales  Madrid   

1640  Jan Jansson  Terra Firma et Novum Regnum Granatense et Popayan  Amsterdam   

1656  Nicolas Sanson 
Terre Ferme ou sont les Governations, ou Gouvernemens de Terre 
Ferme, Cartagne, Ste. Marth, Rio de la Hache, Venezuela, Nouvell 
Andalusie, Popayan, Nouveau Royme. de Grenade, &c. 

Paris   
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1661  Doncker, Hendrik 
Pascaart vertoonende de zeecusten van Chile, Peru, Hispania Nova, 
Nova Granada, en California 

Amsterdam   

1659  Doncker, Hendrick  West Indische paskaert  Amsterdam   

1671  Visscher, Nicholas  Novissima et accuratissima totius Americae descriptio par N.Visscher   (?)   

1675  Seller, John  A general chart of the West India's (sic)  London   

1675  Seller, John  A chart of the South Sea  London   

1682  Ringrose, Basil  San Francisco Solano and Tibuga 

From  “A buccaneer's atlas: Basil 
Ringrose's South Sea waggoner: a sea 
atlas and sailing directions of the Pacific 
coast of the Americas”, 1682 / edited by 
Derek Howse and Norman J.W. 
Thrower. Pp. 135 

 

1682  Keulen II, Johannes van  Pas kaart van West Indien  Amsterdam   

1685  Hack, William  A description of the sea coast from ye point of burica to c st francis  London (Wapping)   

1685  Hack, William  Quemado  London (Wapping)   

1685  Hack, William  Anegadas  London (Wapping)   

1685  Hack, William  Corientes  London (Wapping)   

18th  1702  Halley, Edmond 
A new and correct sea chart of the whole world shewing the variations 
of the compass as they were found in the year M.D.CC. 

 London   
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1708  Lisle, Guillaume de 

Carte de la Terre Ferme, du Perou, du Bresil, et du Pays des Amazones. 
Dressee sur les descriptions de Herrera, de Laet, et des PP. d'Acuna, et 
M. Rodriguez et sur plusieurs relations et observations posterieures. 
Par Guillaume Del'Isle, Geographe de l'Academie Royale des Sciences. A 
Paris, chez l'Auteur sur le Quai de l'Horloge a l'Aigle d'Or, avec Privilege 
du Roy pour 20. ans 1703 (1708 or later) 

Paris     

1747  Bowen, Emanuel 
A new and accurate map of Terra Firma and the Caribbe Islands. Drawn 
from the most approved modern maps & charts, & adjusted by astronl. 
observatns. By Eman. Bowen. 

 London   

1776  Jefferys, Thomas 

A Map Of South America Containing Tierra‐Firma, Guayana, New 
Granada, Amazonia, Brasil, Peru, Paraguay, Chaco, Tucuman, Chili and 
Patagonia. from Mr. D'Anville with Several Improvements and 
Additions, and The Newest Discoveries. London. Printed for Robert 
Sayer, No. 53, Fleet Street as the Act Directs 20 September 1775. (with) 
A Chart Of Falkland's Islands named by the French Malouine Islands, 
and Discovered by Hawkins in the Year 1593. (Northern Section) 

London    

1777  Thomas Kitchin  Map of the Countries on the South Sea from Panama to Guayquil  London   

1799  Cruz Cano y Olmedilla, Juan de la  Mapa Geografico de America Meridional  Madrid   
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19th 

1800  Deposito Hidrografico 
Carta esferica que comprehende la costa ocidental de America desde 
siete grados de latitud sur hasta nueve grados de latitud norte. 
Levantada de orden del Rey NS en 1791 

Madrid   

1803  Cary, John  A New Map of the West India Isles, From the Latest Authorities  London   

1812 
Arrowsmith, Aaron; Lewis, 
Samuel(Attributed) 

Viceroyalty of New Granada.  Boston   

1827  Vandermaelen, Philippe 
Partie de la Colombie. Amer. Merid. no. 1. Dessinee par H. Ghiesbreght. 
(Dresse par Ph. Vandermaelen, lithographie par H. Ode. Cinquieme 
partie. ‐ Amer. merid. Bruxelles. 1827) 

Brussels   

1827  Vandermaelen, Philippe 
Partie de la Colombie. Amer. Merid. no. 4. (Dresse par Ph. 
Vandermaelen, lithographie par H. Ode. Cinquieme partie. ‐ Amer. 
merid. Bruxelles. 1827) 

Brussels   

1840  Codazzi, Agustín 
Mapa de Venezuela, Nueva Granada y Quito, para servir a la historia de 
las campanas de la guerra de independencia en los anos 1819 y 1820. 
Lith. de Thierry Frs. a Paris. (Caracas 1840) 

Paris     

1858 

Gerold, Friedrich Karl Joseph von; Heller, 
Karl Bartholomaus; Humboldt, Alexander 
von; Kiepert, Heinrich; Smith, Martin 
Luther; Sociedad Mexicana de Geografia y 
Estadistica 

H. Kiepert's Karte des nordlichen tropischen America. A new map of 
Tropical‐America north of the equator comprising the West‐Indies, 
Central‐America, Mexico, New Granada and Venezuela. Composed with 
the help of all cartographic and litterary (sic) materials hitherto 
published and dedicated by permission to His Excellency Baron 
Alexander von Humboldt By H. Kiepert, Ph. Dr. M.R., Acad. Berlin, F. 

Berlin   
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Geogr. Soc. of. Berlin, Paris and Vienna. 1858. Published by Dietrich 
Reimer, Berlin. Lithogr. and printed by C. Monecke, Berlin. Lith. Inst. 
von C. Monecke in Berlin. (with) Central part of the Mexican Republic ... 
based on the surveys published by A.v. Humboldt, v. Gerolt, Heller, 
Smith and the Sociedad Mejicana de Geografia t Estadistica 

1879  Johnston, Alexander Keith 
South America (northern sheet). (with) Galapagos Isles. By Keith 
Johnston, F.R.S.E. Keith Johnston's General Atlas. Engraved, Printed, 
and Published by W. & A.K. Johnston, Edinburgh & London 

Edinburgh     

1890  Codazzi, Agustín; Paz, Manuel Maria  Carta de la Nueva Granada dividida en provincias; 1832 a 1856   Paris   

20th 

1911  Johnston, W. & A.K 

South America (northern sheet). (with) Galapagos islands. (with) Lima, 
Callao and Environs. Keith Johnston's General Atlas. Dec. 1911. 
Engraved, Printed, and Published by W. & A.K. Johnston, Limited, 
Edinburgh & London. 

Edinburgh   

1922  Stanford, Edward 
Colombia, Ecuador and Peru, also Panama. (with Panama Canal Zone). 
(with) Galapagos Islands, Colon. 

London.   

1929  Touring club italiano 
America Centrale, Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Venezuela. (with Panama 
Canal Zone). Propr. Artistico‐letteraria del T.C.I. Ufficio cartografico del 
T.C.I. (1929) 

Milan    
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1930  Schrader; Vivien St Martin, L.  Colombie, Venezuela, Ecuador. Carte 72. Dresse par V. Huot. 7‐30.  Paris   

1967  Polish Army Topography Service  Ecuador, Colombia, Venezuela, Guiana. (inset) Bogota. (inset) Caracas.  Poland   
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APPENDIX C 

Database of watercraft 

Boats 
Boat number Boat code Location Owner Boatbuilder Time of use Name

1 001 Coquí Gaspa Chelo 5 years La Mensajera
2 002 Rio Coquí Bee Bee 2 years
3 003 Rio Coquí Embers Veneno Less than a year
4 004 Coquí Embers Unknown 9 years Guiame Senor
5 005 Coquí Hipólito Walter Less than a year
6 006 Coquí Justo Boatbuilder (Panguí) Less than a year
7 007 Coquí Justo Justo 2 years
8 008 Garval Chebe Chebe Less than a year La Clarita
9 009 Coquí Pantera Chu 4 years
10 010 Coquí Chu Chu 4 years
11 011 Coquí Ciro Ciro Less than a year
12 012 Coquí Nino Nino Less than a year
13 013 Coquí Dolores’ son Ciro Less than a year El Espanto
14 014 Coquí Chaparro Unknown/Sailor Less than a year
15 015 Coquí Justo's children Chu 4 years
16 016 Coquí Gaspa/Embers Walter Less than a year El Escorpion
17 017 Aguaclara Ciro Ciro Less than a year
18 018 Aguaclara Ciro Ciro Less than a year
19 019 Bongo Embers Ciro Less than a year
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Dimensions (cm) 
Boat number Boat Code Length Width Height amidships

1 001 615.00 90.00 37.00
2 002 530.00 42.00 30.00
3 003 210.00 68.00 32.00
4 004 881.00 135.00 70.00
5 005 663.00 100.00 49.00
6 006 579.00 87.00 42.00
7 007 120.00 40.00 28.00
8 008 700.00 95.00 60.00
9 009 420.00 53.00 32.00
10 010 465.00 55.00 28.00
11 011 940.00 50.00 34.00
12 012 540.00 67.00 30.00
13 013 434.00 57.00 26.00
14 014 750.00 115.00 67.00
15 015 630.00 43.00 33.00
16 016 542.00 60.00 30.00
17 017 580.00 73.00 48.00
18 018 180.00 40.00 33.00
19 019 520.00 40.00 35.00
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Environment 
Boat number Boat code Sea River Land Mangrove

1 001 X X
2 002 X X
3 003 X
4 004 X
5 005 X
6 006 X X
7 007 X
8 008 X
9 009 X X
10 010 X X
11 011 X X
12 012 X X
13 013 X X
14 014 X
15 015 X X
16 016 X X
17 017 X X
18 018 X
19 019 X X
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Ethnic relationships 
Boat number Boat code Used by Built by

1 001 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
2 002 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
3 003 Afro‐Descendants Emberá
4 004 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants /Emberá
5 005 Afro‐Descendants Emberá
6 006 Afro‐Descendants Emberá
7 007 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
8 008 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
9 009 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
10 010 Afro‐Descendants Mestizo
11 011 Afro‐Descendants Emberá
12 012 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
13 013 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
14 014 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants /Emberá
15 015 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
16 016 Afro‐Descendants Emberá
17 017 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
18 018 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
19 019 Afro‐Descendants Afro‐Descendants
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Function 
Boat number Boat code Fishing Transport Cargo Vessel sugar mill Rice collection

1 001 X X
2 002 X X
3 003 X X
4 004 X X
5 005 X X X
6 006 X X X
7 007 X X
8 008 X X
9 009 X X
10 010 X X
11 011 X X
12 012 X X
13 013 X X
14 014 X X X
15 015 X
16 016 X X X
17 017 X X X
18 018 X
19 019 X X
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Kind 
Boat number Boat code Lancha Esteleadora Azotadora Chingo

1 001 X  
2 002  X
3 003  X
4 004 X  
5 005 X  
6 006 X  
7 007 X X
8 008 X  
9 009 X 
10 010 X 
11 011  X
12 012 X  
13 013 X  
14 014 X  
15 015   X
16 016 X  
17 017 X  
18 018  X
19 019  X
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Materials 
Boat number Boat code Espavé Caimito Candelo Jigua negra Higuerón Cargadero negro Marío Nato Sangre de gallina Cedro

1 001 X X X
2 002 X
3 003 X
4 004 X
5 005 X
6 006 X
7 007 X
8 008 X
9 009 X
10 010 X
11 011 X
12 012 X
13 013 X
14 014 X X X
15 015 X
16 016 X
17 017 X
18 018 X
19 019 X
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Recording 
Boat number Boat code Date Place Time Method Researcher Assistant 

1 001 14‐15.01.2009 Coquí 10 hours Drawing plan C. Fuquen
2 002 19/08/2009 R. Coquí 2 hours Photogrametry C. Fuquen H. Pagi 
3 003 18/08/2009 R. Coquí/Rice Field 0.4 hours Photography C. Fuquen H. Pagi 
4 004 20‐21‐23‐24/08/2009 Coquí 16 hours Drawing plan C. Fuquen H. Pagi 
5 005 27/08/2009 Coquí 6 hours Drawing plan C. Fuquen
6 006 4‐5/09/2009 Coquí 6 hours Drawing plan/Photogrammetry C. Fuquen
7 007 7/09/2009 Coquí 3 hours Photogrametry C. Fuquen
8 008 09.09.2011 Galval Stream 8 hours Notes/photos C. Fuquen
9 009 07.09.2011 Coquí less than 1 hour Notes/photos C. Fuquen
10 010 07.09.2011 Coquí less than 1 hour Notes/photos C. Fuquen
11 011 07.09.2009 Coquí less than 1 hour Drawing plan C. Fuquen
12 012 02.06.2011 Coquí 5 hours Notes/photos C. Fuquen
13 013 03‐04.06.2011 Coquí 8 hours Drawing plan/photos C. Fuquen A. Páez 
14 014 31.06.2011 Coquí 6 hours Notes/photos C. Fuquen
15 015 04.07.2011 Coquí less than 1 hour Notes/photos C. Fuquen
16 016 15.07.2011 Coquí 12 hours Drawing plan/Photogrammetry C. Fuquen
17 017 20‐24.07.2011 Aguaclara 30 hours Notes/photos C. Fuquen
18 018 20.07.2011 Aguaclara less than 1 hour Drawing plan C. Fuquen
19 019 13.07.2011 Bongo 5 hours Notes/photos C. Fuquen A. Páez 
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