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Chagres National Park, Panama – Most of the nations I have visited have problems concerning how to treat the indigenous people who were inhabiting the land before others arrived to assume control.  Panama is no exception.  Prior to the Spaniards arriving in 1510, there were 18 tribes who lived in the region.  There was no “Panama” then, because, obviously, the current borders did not exist; they were an artificial construct as political and economic events unfolded over the following centuries.   
When the Spanish came to this part of the world, in what has since become referred to as Central America, the tribes living here were quickly, and often ruthlessly, subjugated - often into slavery.  Many of the indigenous people died of diseases brought by Europeans because they had no natural immunities to these heretofore unseen viruses.  As centuries progressed, there was little relief, and certainly no compensation, for past abuses, and, as in North America, the indigenous population was essentially herded onto reservations, not always in premier locations.  
Currently those original 18 tribes now number only 7.  Recently I had an opportunity to visit one of these groups, the Embrera, in their current habitat here in the Chagres National Park.  However, even these acres on which they live are not a permanent location; their existence here is only as good as the next treaty between them and the national government.  The current treaty is due for renewal in a few years
To reach their village, we boarded dugout canoes powered by 30 hp outboard motors for a lengthy trip up the Chagres River.   It was near the end of the dry season, and the river was low.   Six of us sat on flat single file benches in the canoe with one member of the tribe standing in front with a long wooden pole to push off of rocks or to propel the boat in shallow water when the motor had to be lifted up to prevent damage.  Another male member of the tribe operated the gasoline-powered engine. The two tribesmen communicated with each other by using their mouths to generate shrill whistle sounds.  The forward guy would also wave his arms in various directions as he performed lookout duties searching for the best path through the rocky river.  The role of us passenger types was to hang on for dear life.   As we progressed upriver against the swift current, the two fellows had to get out into the water on several occasions to push the heavy wooden boat forward when we became grounded on the gravel river bottom.   Prior to boarding we had been told to expect this situation due to the low water, but were warned not to get out of the boat ourselves under any circumstance.  Ninety minutes after we started our boats were being pulled ashore by other members of the tribe. 
We had a welcoming party waiting for us.  Several men were playing native musical instruments with a few women dressed in colorful (and skimpy) clothing singing a greeting song.  Most of the men were wearing loin cloths, including several very young boys.  We then were directed to walk up a steep hillside to their village.  Here we were told about the tribe’s culture and history via interpretation by our guide.  The Embrera then performed native dances and invited us to join them (we did).    Our guide had brought fresh fruit from Panama City, and the Embrera women cooked a tasty lunch of fried fish (tilapia) from the river and plantains (a staple of all Panamanians).  Prior to our departure we had an opportunity to purchase local crafts or to swim in the river. 
I chose to swim with several of the children of the village who were frolicking in the swift-moving water.  It was a delightful experience as the water was warm and clear, as opposed to downstream where all of the boating activity scraping the bottom had churned up considerable mud and rocks. A few others in our tourist party were also in the water (maybe 10 of us).  We quickly found that the river could be dangerous with several drop offs and eddy currents.  I had one dicey moment when I thought that I was going to be pulled under.  But soon we were back in the dugout canoes and headed downriver, but at a much higher rate of speed due to the swift current.
This Embrera village was re-located here in 1975 with only 4 families.  It now numbers 95.  They live in traditional wooden structures, but the walls of the school are concrete and was built by the government.  Two teachers come upriver on Monday and stay until Friday to teach the children.  We visited the two classrooms of elementary age children - high school level students must go to boarding schools in Panama City.  The classrooms seemed to be well-provided and the children were enthusiastic learners when we interacted with them in espanol.  There are at least seven other villages further downriver.
Because they live in a national park, the Embrera are not allowed to hunt, to cut trees, or to use the forest in any way.  Therefore their only means of survival is to conduct eco tours and to sell the crafts they make to visitors.  Hence the outfits, the dancing, and the meals.  I am not certain how this arrangement provides any incentive for young members of the tribe to remain here.  The current chief allows no cell phones for members while in the village, but I noticed that several of the young men had stylish haircuts much like many famous European and Panamanian soccer players.  Apparently they are well aware of life “on the outside.”   Everyone I saw seemed healthy and certainly appeared content with life in the village.  Essentially they perform for a living.   I do not envy them.
I seriously doubt that many of those teens being sent off to school in Panama City will want to return to life in the village.  Once they bite on the big city life, I suspect that they will be hooked.  As I have said many other times quoting the WW I song, how are you gonna keep ’em down on the farm….?

I thought that you might like to know.
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