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TH I LACONDONES

(Note: These observations were meinly gathered while living near the caribal
of ChanKin and Mateo, January through sfpril, 1944.)

‘The Lacondones, or caribes, as the people around them call them, live in
the Southern part of Chiapas, South of the Tenosique-Ocozingo trail, and between
the rivers Usomacinba and Jatate; although there are said to also be some of
them living in the Feten district of G vatemala. The terrain is = mountanous
dense Jjungle, penstrated by few people except Chicleros and perhaps timber cruisers.
The trails which guite often are nothing more than a narrow path‘ through the
jungle become practically impassable during the heavier rains in the months of
September, October, November, m d December. The nearest thing to a dry season
is from February through April, but even then there may be periods of rainy weather.
The temperature is moderate during the dry season. (During the months of February,
March end April we made recordings of high and low temperature with the following
results: Feb. -- high 88°F, low 54°F, average in the daytime 80°F, at night 589F;
larch == high 910F, low 53°F, av erage in the daytime 81°F, at night 60°F; foril--
high 91°F, low 540F, average in the deytiiie 820F,at night 58°F,. waever, in April,
1943, we found the weather ©o be much colder at times and there was also more rain.)
This has resulted in rich stands of mohogauy, zapote, and other commercially
valuable woodse

It is in this country that the Lacondones have isolated themselves, largely
due to their fear of diseases from other people and in many instances their dis=
like of heving neighbors too close. This might be illustrated by the brother of
ChanKin who &t one time lived within about two hundred yards of ChanKin's house,
but moved awsy abecut five hours walk because there were too many visitors. During
our visit in 1943 ChanKin ceme down to us one evening and told us that a friend
of his had just come to visit him, having welked through the jungle the entire
day; however, &s soon as he found that there were white people near, in fear of

fever or ¢ olds, he hurried sway preferring to spend the night alone in the jungle
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rether then stsy so close, And he hed told Chankin to tell us that if* we tried
t o come to v igit him, he would abandon his home and take his wife and children
elsewhere to build a new h ouse so great was his fear of use. This characteristic
of isoleting themselves and the nature of the country hos rendered it practically
impossible to get o complete picture of the Lacondones in spite of the fact that
numerous expeditions have visited them. Neturally it is impossible to tell how
many Lacondones there really are and estimates wvary from 200 to 1000, TIrom 81l .1
have been able to gather I would guess there to be about 300.

The caribal (home of one lLeconden family) of ChanKin, which I feel would
serve as a good illustration, is situated on a low hill overlooking a beautiful
clear blue lake drained by a small creek from vhich the Indians gelt water. Appar-
ently there was a milpa next to the house when the caribal was first built, since
; about two uacres has been cleared cut of the dense jungle
and is now grown up in large bushes and vines except for

the small portion used for The houses and a small space

for chickens. There is one main house oboft fifty feet

TY\" Clr-l' ):a.!

in length (with rounded ends) and about ten feet wide with

°f

7 Kin a nalm=-thatched roof and split sections of logs for &
wall and & dirt floor.

Next to this is a small vall-less hut about 10 x 12 feet, which they call

the "work house", where the women grind the tortillas. And just bevond this there
is another long low hut which houses their gods, amd where Mateo and Las sleep.
The main house does not really have a door as we call it, but has four sections
vhe re the split pieces may be removed to form an open door, but which sre always
closed at night. On o visit to ChenKin, as we approach his h ouse, he usually comes
-out and greets us in = very cordinl menner and with a friendly smile, with a
motion towerd the door of his house he says "Come in," and we stoop to enter the
door (whick is low because these people are only about five feet in height) and
chen Chani{in very graciously asks us to be seated either in a small harmoch or on

a split sec tion of a log. A% this end of their home there are numerous large

from the ceiling, blackened from the fire below. If owr visit is
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in the late afternoon the wounger wife of Ch n nay be sitting on the dirt floor

2 obing out tortillas about 12 inches in diamebter. A few feet beyond =zre three
srzll hammocis, the middle one is his snd on either side one for each of His two
wives, 4nd under the middle of each is a medium sized clay bowl in which they
place live coals on 2 cold night for wurmthe About four feet beyond the hemmoclzs
is a partition in front of whic h is a bed, but I am not sure whether it is used

for sleeping regulerly or not. This "bed" is only a flat platform of straight

sticks about one inch in diameter, covered with a petate. Hung along tre wall

and from the roof we can see netted heneguen carrying bags, bundles of shafts
for arrows, verhaps a bunch or two of feathers, a worn machete, a hunting knife,
a shot gun, & round tray holding jicarus, seed corn hung from the roof, and
perhaps ripening banunase. On the far side of the room sits a very small trunk
(a gift from a visitor) on tcp of which is a.peir of practically unworn shoes
which were given to ChanKin at the time the Government of Chiapzas entertained
him (with others of the Lacondones) in Tuxtla. Behind the partition is a smsll
room in which there is tobacco hung for drying, a netive loom, an axe, snd an old
table model victrola.

In the center of the little work house is & concsve teble, which is half of
a hollowed out mohogany log, about five feet long, with a metaete at either end.
Two or bhree lurge carrying bags heng from the corners of the house or sit on
‘the ground filled with corn or vegetables which they have brought that duy from
their milpoas, Long hendled wooden spoons are inserted between the pelm leaves and
the rafters. (n the ground is sn assortment of large ollas with wooden covers,
while in one corner is a small fireplsce where they cook the food that is to be
given to the gods.

In order to see what is in the gods' house we have to look in from the east
side, stooping down ;uite low. aAs we thus look in, directly across from us is
a short wall made of layers of tough bari, giving the room a somewhat darkened
appearance. In fron\g of and just sbove this wall, suspended from the ceiling,
are two long shelves (one for Ghankin and one for Mateo) on which are placed the
small ollas they call gods. On the floor undernesth these ure two short planks

of about four feet in length Whiéh lateo and ChenKin used for putting their gods
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on when they chant to them. Near one end of-the wall is a very large olls, used.
for preparing food for the geds.. Irom the roof hengs a very large carrying bag
full of jicaras which are used for drinking a ceremonial beverage. On the floor
in the middle of the room are four white boards about two feet square, used in
their worship. OCn a narrow high shelf on the east side are gourds, more jicaras
and bows and srrows. At the north end of this building and slightly protected
by enother bark wall is a crude bed on which the boy, Las, sleeps, and at the
opposite end was a similar be d for Mateo before he built his one house at the
time he brought home his new little g irl wife shortly before we left. Beside
the house on this same side ere two hollow logs about
fifteen inches in diasmeter and about ten feet long,

which serve as containers for mixing the ceremonial

intoxicating drink. ) -
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short people of =z slightly stocky build and have a dark

In appearance the Lacondones are unusual, espec-

brown slkin and jet blasck hair, often guite curlye. The:.
J 4 3

men do not wear trousers and a shirt as do most of the

Cham Kiw Indians throughout Mexico , But wear a sacklike ‘tunic
which reasches slightly below their knees. This is a

homespun cotton garment, wide enough to reach from one elbow to the other, and
is made of two long vieces of cloth, each half the width of the dress, sewed together
down the middle, leaving a slit for the head; and sewed under the arms leuving
an opening &t the top for each arm. When they do not raise enough cotton they
moke these dresses from & fibrous barlk which is pounded until soft wnd then
bleached in the sun. This is anot as durable as the cotton, 1a$ting only about e
monthe The reason they give for this type of dress and uncut hair is that it
would not be pleasing to the gods for them to worship otherwise. Mateo cccasionally
wears trousers in his milpa but said that if he should wear them while malking an
offering to his gods they would send him disease. The women wear their hair
braided down the back with a bunch of brightly colored feathers decorating the

end of the pigtail, and the men wear their hair long to the shoulders or slight ly

below with short bangs over the Fforehead. The women weer a long skirt gathered
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sround the waist and a hip-length tunic made wi

h the sune

pattern us the mens
.

dress. T hey enjoy from eight te twelve strings of brightly colored beads about

the neck. These people seen to be strong, healthy and happy. They begin work

t

in their n s aboul sunrise and do not stop until midafternoon. During one

day's work cutting the junzgle trees to clear space For a new milpa Mateo can

cut a2bout eight giant trees four feet or more through and about 150 feet high,

which is no mesn taslk. They walk barefooted with an

LI.S

C"”\."‘X easy graceful step and carry their loads in large netlike
& bags which are suspended from the heud with a wide band
S‘ma\,\ :

Load of bark.

iWhile I rezlly do not know whether this ssame rule

would hold at other caribals, yet I have found the members
of' this groun to be exceptionally honest. NFor instence, s friend who visited with
us last year paid ChenKin for a ceremoniazl drum that I wes to bring out when

we came, but Chenlin wss uneble to find tho drum before we left. This year when

Cete "rlo‘nl[ n.’

time I wished. Z#Horally the neople 2 Drwm

tively clean.

These neople live & very simple life, yet they

appear to enjoy it. Vhen visiting us they joke and

laugh, and we often hear thexm lauzhing hilariously from their house on the hill.

ile they do not epwear to hav e any nuisic of their own other than a few religious

songs in a minor key, still they thoroughly enjoy music and juite often borrow
the records which we have,.

There ore five members of the group I am describing, Cheni{in and his two
wives who are sisters, his step-father Mateo, and an adcpted nephew, Las, whom
I puess to be sbout sixteen years of age. Mateo has only lived with them a few
years having gone te be with thenm after the death d)i his first wife, Chaniiin‘*s mother.
The father end mother of Las died when he was about seven or eight years old and
since that time he hes lived with his uncle, spparently receiving the same trealment
es if he were a son.

They have » very simple bub sufficient diet of tortillas, camotes, chayotes,
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smell tometoes, platenss snd bansnas, squush, onions, garlic, several other roots,
‘eggs, meat from the jungle and fish. UThey edt warmed leftovers very early in the
morning, drini posol st noon, amd have o heavy menl alittle after sundown. During
a heavy day's work in thé milpa they slso drink posol at midmorning and midafter-
noon. $Since the Lacondones do not live in villeges, they need very little govern-
ment. The zuthority seems to be vested in the head of the caribal. 1In the group
nesr us although Mateo is an older man and had been married to ChanKin's mother
after the death of his father, yet Chankin very definitely, but kindly, iules; and
we saw nothing to indicate discord.

At times it may appear that these people are indolent,
but such is not the case when there is work to be done.

ChsnKin and keteo together have four wmilpas, each abeout

an acre or more in size, which they have cleared out of

hl.tto Ciw ra.v\"ts)

omd  lag the dense jungle. After the trees are felled, the milpa
}‘l“ﬂx Trees is one tongled mass. This is
q"" o Mavw
W allowed to dry for about a
T (’ﬂ.

month and then burned. This burning not only clears the

land of small brush but also kills all the weed seeds,
’ )h'.l—\nm-"nlms P“")

making it unnecessary to till the milpa the first year.

".‘!esil& the
These clearings are one or two miles from the house. C. b +
) rmcem T Lg
The wilpas not only furnish food, but are e source of Whilra

income from the tobacco which is reised in them and sold to neighboring Tesltals.
ChanKin and &ateo have breech-loading shotguns but they meke sets of bows and
arrows for coimercial purposes. The bow is of zapote, abput four and one half feet
long and with aut a sixby pouna pull. The string is of heneguin which they
aise and twist by rolling strands across the knee. ' The arrow is really of two
sections. The heed end is a slender sguare wooden shaft asbout a third the length
of the arrow and is inserted inte a light jointless cane which is feathered with
two parallel feathers wrapped to the shuft with tarred henequin cord. The point

is of flint which they chip with sn old knife blade, inserted intc the split end

of the wooden shaft and wimapped with torred cord. They also utilize henejuin cord

£ or imaking their carrying bags and haimocks. These sre not woven like the caryying



T
bags of the neighboring Tseltals or the hemmocks of Yucutan, ut both wre of a
roave similar to fish nets in the United States. These
Indiens slso meke plain bas=
kets and unornamented pottery,

including their gods. They

Chan Kink spin their cotton by hand '
\l,l: «s and make o thread similar to
.
: tu-\rm\/g)askﬂ?
that of the crdinary white cotton twine found in the . @ Kin

States, which the women use to weave the heavy cloth for their clothing. Their
looms are very simple and the weaving is tedious. The lacondones hew c'ayucas out
of mohogany logs and use them for fishing. There are not very many fish in the
lake located neer this particular caribal, and the fish are small, bubt when they
go fishing they usually bring back enough for a meals lowever, I went with them
to another lake sbout six hours walk distunt and there I sew them really adept
at fishing for where I could scarcely get = nibble they brou ght in six or seven

nice fish.

There is considerable game in the jungle about the caribal which furnishes

fresh meat for these people. There are nuerous game birds, wild pigs, a few deer,

unonkeys, ond other small animals. In years past Chanliin and jiateo used the bow

and srrow for thelr hunting -- &s most of the other Lacondones do to this day

loading shotgun end within the last yeor or two each has
obteined a breech-bading shotgua. They reload their own

shells, usiny black powder and

shote VWith these they usually

Lﬂf‘\"—r The

bring in plenty of meat. I have

“l«.»\f . .
hunted numerous times with each
of the three men znd heve found them very good hunters :B'l"te cul
. “3
with exc eptionnlly sharp ears and eoyes and a knowledge \b'. ,

"13.3‘

of where the geme is to be found. Their meat is usually
cooked on a spit over a slowly smoldering fire or hot coals, although guite often

they boil the birds.

but after the Chicleros ceme in they ccyuired en old muzzle-

LS
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The lacondones are purely x

a1, ily havipg its group of little

-

cloy gods which are small bowls with a grotesjue head on one side in which they

burn incense to that god. It apj

ars that the men are the m

vin perticipants in
their ceremonies, but once I hesrd one of the wives of ChanKin chenting exactly
the same vwiey thet the men do. In-their gods! house, they have four sguare boards
about tw feet sjuare with a handle on one side. When they ere resdy to chant
they teie one of these boards and a bowl full of "pom" which is the thick resinous
substance they use for incense, and with this board in front of him he sguets in
— the middle of the floor and molds bits of "pom" into

pyranids abeut half =n inch high, plecing them on this

board about an inch and a hslf apart in eleven rows of

(Eses

7 - ,v ten each. I e performs this act slowly chanting contin-
Mte, B wrnim
3 ually. #fter this is completed he takes from the shelf
TFrncense t»

hie j o(}_s one, two, or three of the little clzy bowls which serve
as his gods and with s little viooden paddle removes the "pom® from the board one
little pyramid «t a tiime and slowly burns it in the different bowls, chanting
conbinually.

wne day 1 cuestioned Mateo us to his belief concerning life wfter death and
he told mc that if a man had sufficiently paid his gods with incense and other
ceremonisl foods, after he died his soul would go to live with Itsonckuh, tihe
god who is supposcd te live in a large rock at Peth-he. Hovever, if he had not
paid the gods, after death his soul would go into the

middle of the eerth. In addition to burning incense to

o NP their gods to cure ills, they heve one or two hollowed
72 -
h logs, ¢ alled “Uchemibacha,beside their gods' house
C an K;\

'F.\\\-IS)M’\\X
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in which they muwce an intoxicnting ceremonial drink on

. certain occasions when they ocre doing honor to "Yoochkuh®,
WS (e )
(We never were fortunete enough to see this celebration.) I have never seen any

Lacondon drinking, but keteo has told me that they do make up this drink from
the bark of & tree, with a little honey or panela, and that after severzl jicaras
of it ‘they gmet drunlk, but that this celebration lasts only for one day. IHe also
told me that during this day, in their intoxic ated state they dance and sing. They

have no ' other dances.
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- On another occasion, Mateo came down o visit us saying that 'bhey were not
working in their milpas that day because during the previous night they had heard
a peculiar call which he said was ¢ god warning them not to work that day or a
snake would bite them, or & jaguar tecr them, or they would cﬁ'b themselves with
e machete or axe. H e said they hear this call perhaps once or perheps several
times during the year, and on the days following they never work except in the
house. although their worship is mostly with the burning of the incense in the
clay bowls which are called “ulakikyum", they also have these other gods "Uhunchop",
"hatikyun" and “"skinchop® who with their families live in the sky; "Itsanokuh"
& who lives in a large rock st the lake Peth-ha; “Buensobok"
who lives in another rock near a lake vbout six hours walk
0 north of ChanKin's caribal; "Akak" (word for fire), who
% lives in a rock near a lake beyond "fmensobok"; "Tsibana"
' % also lives in a rock at a lake between “c_hese other two.
W

Hear the Usamacinta, five days journey from here, there
Drawing of Ttsanotuh
Oh rock at ﬂf/,_/’a

is another rock in which "Hachikyun" is supposed to live
although this same god is also supposed to-live in the
sky with another god called "gakhabuk™; end "Usukulywm" is supposed to live in

‘the middle of the earth. Although they cleim to have all these gods, we have
never seen the:x worship others than the clay bowls, though quite qften they make
journeys to the place where "Itsanokuh™ lives. I went with them there on one
occasion and they showed me the rock with its lsyan drawing where they say "Itsan-
okuh " lives; but I sew nothing in the nature of worship although I was there

with them two nights and one day. On the shores of this lake I saw evidences of
ruins in two different places, where rccks had been lsid to form either a retaining
wall or the base of some structure. Mateo said that these had been built by men
who were also gods, but that beyond that he knew nothing of their origin. Though I
had very little time to do it, I cut my way through the jungle that had grown up
above these ruins but could find no evidences that would indicate the type structure
that has been there. IHowever, one cuxmot tell just what the surrounding jungle
covers and I believe bthat there are other ruins about the lake.

Shortly before leaving the caribal Mateo wemt to a neighboring caribal about

six leagues away snd returned four dgys leter with a wife -- a little girl about eight



TeLY'S old, we were swrprised to see him return with a child instesd of a woman
for his wife und were even more surprised when we found he hud ssked for her four
years previously. Of course, we were curious to know how a man obbtained a bride
emong the Lacondones and what ceremonies, if any, were celebrated. Mateo told ws
that when a young man wished to obtain a bride he went out to look for one, visiting
other ceribals, until he found one suitable snd then he asked the father for her
hand. She has no v oice in the matter, but her father and mother both must agree
before the engagement is completed. In Mateo's instance, he had asked for his wife
and had obtained permission for her, but had had to wait until her parents thought
she was old enough to be marrieds M e said that he had not given any gifts either
to her irarents or to her exc ept material for a new skirt that her mother had made.
H owever, when he actually went to claim his bride he had to carry in to her fathers
house two loads of a certain type firewod (wood of the bumbosh tree, which is rare).
In spite of her ¢ hildhood the little girl seemed guite contented. As fur ss we

could see, he treated her in a sweéet . fatherly manner.
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