Just Im agine ...
Taboga Islan d: P irate Tales and T ruths
From the South S eas

Barely past midnight,  on a brillian t m oon-
lit ni ght, Taboga Ba ylay still and sp ar-
kling with reflectio  ns of the southern
stars , only a few candle-lights rem ained
flic kering in the village.  Just o ffshor e
pirate r ogue s laid secretlyi nw ait, still
filth y a nd stinking from th  eir voyage.
Black clouds ca me | ooming in, covering
the town in darkness. They had hidden
for hours onth e deck of their sailing ship
for this perfect mo  men t. The townspeo ple sleeping, Taboga
Island was ripe for raiding. Full o f antic ipation and tension
for what w as aboutt o ensue, they silently climbed into their
dinghies intend ing to come ashore a wreak ha  voc.

Just as they wer e about to reach t he shore the pirate crew spied am ist comin gtow ards
them fro mt he beach. Out of the fog a mag nificent wo man ap peared, so breathtaking she
could not be from thisworld. S he mar ched along Playa Hond a straightfor theti ny pirate
dinghies, flanked b y herfierce army with swords in hand re ady f or battle. Shak ing in their
boots and af raid for their v ery lives, the pir ates hastily r etrea ted f or their ship and setsall
into th e Bay of Panama, never to return, the spi rit arm y following closely at th eir tail.

Virgi n de | Carmen Festival

So goes the legend of how Virgin del Carmen beca me a patron s aint of Tabo ga Island.
Islanders ha ve long believed it was she w  ho hea ded th e spirit army an d th war ted the

midn ight pirate raid. Everyyear on July 16 , a colorful festivalis held. On this day th ey ask
her to once again bless the fishing fleet in Taboga Bay. Loca | fisherm en p rou dly de corate
their boats in her honor and parade around the island .

Hundreds of P ira tes

Taboga was in years past a lively town, as a tr ading post, shiprepairport, and for

mainl anders tra veling out ofthecit yforaf ewdaystoseek ther efreshing seaside. It
boasted a great q uantity of some of the clearest drinking wat er in the a rea so pir ate,
conquistadors, and m erchant ships ali ke came from afarto stock up fortheir long voyages
on the South Seas. In years past Taboga wa srich in tropi cal fru its, v egetables, corn, igua-
nas (a fa vorite food ) and seafood. Itwa shome to anumber of hotels and wat ering holes.
Just imagine the secrets the island holds...

In 1513, Vasc o0 Nune z de Balboa was the fi rst Spania rd to set foot on Taboga and de scribed
in hislog: p earls, sandy beach es, fish, fertile la nd on whi ch plantai ns, c oconuts, rootv eg-
etables, and sugar cane gr ew (used for man ufacture of m olasses).

Soon after in 1524, the town o f San Pedro, Taboga was officiall y founde din 1524 by Fa ther
Hernando de Luq ue. It was he wh o pro vided funding for Pizzaro's expedition intothe Inca
territory.



In the early 1500° s, befor e the a rriv al o f t he Spa niards,
Taboga wa s an indigenous commun ity speaking Cueva,ledby
achiefwho cameto office by ahereditary elective system.
They often met at the Congreso A rrib a w here there was a
fresh w ater spring , to wa sh clo thing , ba the a nd socialize. They
are said to have been  prosperous as Gonzalo de Badujoz to ok
a subs tantial am ounto fgold fro mt hem bef ore re turning to
Antigua. Several gold  specime ns un earthed i n Panam a ar e
believed to have com e from T aboga. Today this is w here Cer-
rito Tropical is loc ated. The pea ceful life of th e I ndians was
broken in 1515, wh  en Spa nish C onquistad ors re ached the
island an d plunder ed wha tlittle val uables they had. They
enslaved the people and to ok them ba ck to Panama City.
Later in 1549, following adecree from th e Spanish K ing
Charles V, the Ind ian slav es were freed and many of them
were r esettled on T aboga.

In 1529, Taboga was ex plored by Pedro Cieza de L eon a nd Pascal de Anga oya, w ho wrote
that the island was thei  nitial s ite th e governor of Panam a and hi s follower s used

before t he foun dation of Panama City. Some o fthe pa rtn ers of the go vernor, Pedro Arias de
Avila, were Francis co Pizarro (built ahouse on Taboga), Diego de Almagro, Gonz alo de
Badajoz, Hernando de Sota, Andres Garabito , Bart olome Hurtad o, priest Hernando de

Luque (had a home on Taboga)

The fact that pirates a nd conquistadors often frequented Taboga isdocumentedina

number of Spanish historic  al document s. T heisland was th e site wh ere Pizarro and A Imag ro
met to plantheiri nvasion of Peru. F or severalyearsthe Taboga islands’ ad ministration was
mana ged b y Fran cisco Pizarro, as we ll a s th e benefits obtained fromt he tr ade or sal e of the
fruits and fish. In  fact, Pizzaro an d his men fell ed m ost of the large st trees

on the island in order to buil dthe shipstheyused tosai lto Peru.

Pizarro in Tabo  ga 1513 — 1530 (when h eleft Pana mafo r Peru)

Franci sco Pizarro (1471-1 541) was a Spanish  conquistador , conqueror of the In ca Empire
and founder of L ima, Peru. In 1513, Piz arro accomp anied Vasco Nufiez de Ba lboain his
crossing of the Ist hmu s of Panama and beca me o ne of the fir st Europea ns to vie w the
Pacific Ocean. ( To thisd ay, Balboaisa heroofthe Panamanian peopl e). Following Balboa,
in the follo wing ye ar 1514, Pedro Arias  de Avila became the

new governor o f Panama.

Over the nex tfive years Pizarro became  aclose confidant of Avila. When A vila became
jealous of Balboa’s popu larity with the people, he be gan to distrust him. Despi te the fact
that Balboa had married Avila® s daughter , he told Pizarroto kill him . Pizarrowastoarrest
him and bring him  imm ediately to trial. Balboa was convicted and beheaded inJanuary of
1519 . For his loyalt yto Avila, Pizarrowas granted the of fice of mayor ofPanama City f rom
1519 to 1523.

The first attempt to explore western South A merica in 1522 was by Pascal Andagoya but he
only mad e itto the prese nt border of Colombia and Ecuador. R eturningto Panama, he

spr ead the news about a land rich with gold. Thi s, along with tales  from his cousin Hernan
Cort ésin Mexico years be fore, encouraged Piz arro and his cohorts to plan e xpeditions in
search of Inc a gold.



Pizarro d eveloped partnership s with Father He rnando de
Luque, (of Taboga) and Dieg o de Almagr o. On Taboga
Island they planned  to explor e and conquer the  south, andl
divide the wealth between themselves. They dec ided tha t
Pizarro wo uld com mand the expedition; Almagro would

provide the military and food supplies, w hile Luq ue wo uld
be in charge of financi  ng.

Beginning in 1524 , and after a number of length yand
perilous expeditions out o f Panama, often encounter  ing
battles with the Incas, Pizarro conq uered Peru in 1532 .
He nev er returned to Taboga. Pizarro lived out his daysin
Peru as go ver nor untilhe diedina  sword fight at the
hand s of Almagro’ s son who wanted to overthrow him.

Pillage, To rture and Bu rn

Inthe mid 1500 s, th e island was beco ming such a po pul ar
spotto sack and hide th atthe Spaniards built a fort with
three ca nnons to defend Taboga o ntiny Isla Morr o, whichis
connected to the main island b y a sand bar at | ow tide.

Captain Mo rga n

In 1671, the infamous Captain Morgan attack ed and won

the wealthy ci ty of Panama, having used Tabog aasone of

his bases. Duri ng the period thereafte r, Captain M organ’s
pirates stocked t heir s hips with pro visions on Taboga and

carri edthemto the city. Theyal sowaited on theislandto

rob treasure-laden ships passing through th e strait. During

the attack in Panama City, on hearing that cit y r esidents

had fled to Taboga Island for refuge, Morgan senthis 1
pirates to the isla nd in search of more treasure.

Captain Morgan held and tortured many of his prisoners om

Taboga, one of which was a beautiful married wom an Maria

del Pilar Lopez de A yala. He was enthralled with herand

held his bewitching captive s eparatelyon Taboga.In the

begi nning he treated her very well, with the intentions of later convincing herto sleep with
him. Sh e soon understood his game, and refused , saying she wo uld rather die. He stripped
her and putherina  solitary c ell, and lefthert o0 eat scrapsfrom the f loor. When M org an
and his crew left Panama on their way to Jamaic a, he succumbedto hercharm once again
and released herina  final ac t of merc .

Pirates a Permanent Fixtu re

In 1686, Taboga was the center for a gro up of b uccaneers wh o beg an to fortify t heir q uar -
ters and storet heir b ooty wit h the intention of another atta ck on Panama City. Pirat es were
a permanent fixture in the Bay of Panama and Taboga in the 17 thcentur y. Iti swritte nthat

among ot hers, pirates Peter Harris (  died 1680) , B art holomew Sharpe (died 1690), R ichard
Sawkins (died 1680), Will  iam Dampier (died 1715) , and Peter Townley (died 1686,
approx.), all leftt  heir f ootprints on Taboga. Many of these pi rates were alsoin waitfor
Spanish vesselsto come up the coast with gold and tr easure bound for Spain.



The Gorey Tale of Captain P eter Tow nley

On Augu st 22, 1686, wh ile Captain Townley wit h his English and French buccaneer crew,
were an chore d in Taboga Ba vy, they were attack ed by Sp anish ships. Townley blewu pone
ship and his men were able to take three vessel s captive. Alth ough ther ewasonly one
casualty for the pirates, Town ley wasinj ured. They senta me ssage to th e go ver nor of
Panama demanding supp lies and release of fiv e prisoners; ift hey didn’t comply Townley
said heads w ould roll. The governor ignored the requesta nd sentonly me dicine. Townley
was infuriated and pr ompt ly senta canoe with the heads of 22 Spanish prisoners he had
held. The governor immediately released t he five prisoners, sen tthe requested s upplies as
well as aransom. T ownl ey had won another battle but died soon after fr om his battle
wound s on Sept. 9, 1686.

The Taleofthe Th reeC rosses

Pirates conti nued to h auntthe little islandf orm any years. On September 18 , 1819, pirate
Captain John lllingworth and his Chilean crew aboar d the friga te Rosa de Los Andes , landed
on Taboga after suc cessfull y capturing th e brigantin e ship ‘C anton’ int he Galap agos. Upon
arrival on Tabogaa  battle en sued. Captain Pep e and elev en soldiers manned th ree c anno ns
on El Morro and they forcedt he piratest oretrea tbu tl llingwor th | aunched a second attack.
This time the Spanish faltered and the pir ates s acked and set fireto thetown. Thr ee m en
from lllingworth’ s crew were killed in the figh tan dtheir graves were mar ked wit h wo oden
cross es on a path betweenthew  atchtower and thej ungle. Years passed and the c rosses
were r eplaced with ir on e mbe dded into a concr ete ba se and th e area to ok the name ‘L as
Tres Cruces’. See * Hiking 'atthe end o fthe s toryformo re d etails.

A Refugefo r Heroes & Forty Niners

In 18 25, a hero and one of Simon Bolivar’ s closest naval comman ders, Renato Beluche
chose T aboga for his residence and lived there foran umber ofyears. (SimonBolivar is
conside red to be one 0 fth e greatest| iberators of Spanish South A merica; he was an
orphan o f Span ish roy al des cent, born in Venezuela.)

During the 1850° s men heading f ort he Californi a Gold R ush o fte n stopp ed in T aboga for
provisio ns befo re heading north. One was an Ir ishmen named Archibald Board men Boyd.
He fell in love wit h Panama and sa w o pportunit yin provisioning. He purchas eda small
vessel began to supp ly s hips from his Tab oga base. His fore sight pa id off and the Boyd
family oper ate a successful shipping businessin Panama to th is d ay.

Today, still T reas ure tob e Found

The rich histo ry of Tab oga has leftits trailand in 1998 pirate tr easure was unearth ed when
the new health clinic was being built in the town;  workers u near thed over 1000 Spanish
silv er pieces. In 2005, a  sailorfroma ship mo ored in the B ay of Taboga was be ach com bing
and came up on an antiq ue gem set into gold, whether it was pirate tr easure or lostfroma
lady’ s han d, w e wi Il n ever kno w.

Pirate T rail s

Justimagine y ourselfin p irate boots, trekk ing th e hidden tr ails of Taboga Island, hunting

for the ideal hiding  spot for your stolen boo ty, or comin g ashore with your share of the
taking for a few days of merry- mak ing a nd mis chief. Thoug h the row dy pir ate s have
departe d, the trails still exist through the jung les and hills of Taboga; all thatisrequiredis
your i mag ination. See * Hike some ofthe T rails’ at th e end of the s tory for mo re details.



Taboga has a coastal pe rime ter area of only 8 mi les, cliff s, boulder s and caves mak ing up
muc h of th e wi ndward side, the coastlines rises steeply toth e mountainou s jungl e. Taboga
is small eno ugh to hide tr easure by hiking on foot, and lar ge enough to mak e it di fficult to
find. Oras possibly was the case wit hthe pirates of Taboga, tak e a dinghy ar oundto the
back side to hideitinon e ofth e numerous caves at low tide. Legend has itbu ried tr easure
migh t be in th ose caves.

If you prefer to kic  k b ack, sit on Playa Honda, enj oy anic e-cold beer and justi magine . ..
Do spirits sti llro amthe i sland? How m any pir ate ghosts haunt th e shores of Taboga?
Where did th ey stash their treasure? Ho  w m uch tr easure rem ainsto be found?
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