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We flew from Detroit to Houston and then on to San Salvador, El Salvador. We were two of only three
gringos on the flight from Houston and the third looked like a businessman, leading us to conclude that
we were the only tourists that day. | made my first mistake at the airport ATM. | had checked the
Internet before departure and the exchange rate for one US dollar was about eight El Salvador Colons.
| wanted about $100 spending money, so | entered 800 for the amount. My eyes widened when the
machine door opened. There were 800 US dollars in the drawer. We came to find out that three years
earlier, the government had eliminated the Colon and replaced it with US dollars. Why it is still shown
on currency exchange lists is beyond me. Panama and Ecuador have done this as well. El Salvador
and Guatemala have a reputation for petty theft, and this was way too much money to be carrying
around. Secondly, since when did our bank raise the limit to allow us to withdraw $800 at once? We
were now carrying more money than the median El Salvadoran makes in a year. We hid the money
inside our clothes and headed for Suchitoto, which is a small town in the mountains. Our room at the
Posada de Suchitlan had a wonderful private balcony with views of a lovely lake and mountains
covered with coffee trees.
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Semana Santa, or Easter Week, is the highlight of the calendar in Central America. This was Good
Friday and we walked into the town square in the evening. Along the way, several groups had created
alfombras in the streets. Translated literally, this means rugs, but these were not rugs. They were
elaborate religious artworks, perhaps twelve feet square made of colored sawdust, sand and beautiful
flowers. About seven in the evening, the Easter Procession began. There were three lighted floats with
Mary, Jesus and the local saint. These were big, heavy contraptions which 20 men struggled to carry
through the streets. Others carried a generator for the lighting. They were led by a dozen or so monks
and followed by over a thousand townspeople carrying candles for the two-hour procession. The
alfombras were destroyed as the procession walked right through the middle of them.

The next morning we took a hike in Cerro Verde National Park, had lunch overlooking a lake, visited
some Mayan ruins and toured the capital city. There was next to no tourism. El Salvador's bloody civil
war ended about a decade ago and the best tourist hotel was still largely empty. Both El Salvador and
Guatemala were the last battlefields of Communism. The decades long civil wars ended during the
nineties, and the countries are still adjusting. Guns and machetes are everywhere. One guide
expressed great concern that the Communist Party received 800,000 votes or 20% in the recent
elections.

On Easter Sunday we flew from San Salvador to Guatemala City. We drove first to Chichicastenango
to visit the large indigenous market. The women were selling colorful fabrics and other handmade
souvenirs. After some persistent salesmanship, | had my shoes polished in the park, but even that did
not stop the countless offers to make them even shinier. | normally don't wear tennis shoes in foreign
countries to avoid being labeled a tourist, but here | stood a full foot taller than the average person and



