
Just Im agine …
Taboga Islan d: P irate Tales and T ruths  

From  the  Sou th S eas        

Barely past midnight,  on  a bri llian t m oon-
lit ni ght , Taboga Ba y la y s till  and sp ar -
kling with reflectio ns of  the sou thern 
stars , only a few candle-lights rem ain ed 
flic ker ing in the village. Just o ff shor e 
pirate r ogue s l aid secretly i n w ait , s til l 
filth y a nd stinking from th eir  vo yag e. 
Black clouds ca me l ooming  in , c ove rin g 
the town in darkness. They had hidden 

for hou rs on th e d eck of their  sa ilin g s hip  
for this perfect mo men t. The townspeo ple  sleeping, Taboga 
Island was ripe for raiding.  Fu ll o f antic ipation and tension 
for what w as about t o ensue, they silently climbed int o thei r 
dinghies intend ing  to come ashore a wreak ha voc . 

Just as they wer e ab out to rea ch t he shore the  pi rat e c rew  sp ied  a m ist  co min g tow ard s 
them fro m t he beach. Out of the fog a mag nif icent wo man  ap peared, so bre ath tak ing  sh e 
cou ld not  be from this world. S he mar ched along Playa Hond a s tra igh t f or the ti ny pir ate  
dinghies, flanked b y h er f ierce army wit h swords in hand  re ady f or battle. Shak ing  in their 
boo ts and af rai d f or their v ery lives, the pir ate s h ast ily r etrea ted f or thei r sh ip and  se t s ail 
into th e Bay of Panama, never to return, the spi rit  arm y f ollowing close ly at  th eir  ta il.

Virgi n de l Carmen Festival
So goes the legend of how Virgin del Carmen beca me a p atr on s aint  of  Tabo ga Island. 
Islanders ha ve long believed it was she w ho hea ded  th e spir it arm y an d th war ted the    
midn ight pirate rai d. E ver y y ear  on  July 16 , a  colorful fes tiv al is  he ld.  On  th is day  th ey ask 
her to once again bless the fishing fleet in Taboga Bay. Loca l f ish erm en p rou dly  de cor ate  
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 adi ng post, shi p r epai r p ort, and  fo r       
mainl anders tra vel ing out of the cit y f or a f ew da ys t o s eek the r efreshing seasid e. It 
boasted a great q uan tit y o f s ome  of the clearest drinking wat er in the a rea  so pir ate ,     
con quistadors, and m erc hant ships ali ke cam e fr om afa r t o sto ck up  fo r t heir  lo ng voy age s 
on the South Seas. In years past Taboga wa s rich in tropi cal  fru its , v egetables,  co rn,  ig ua-
nas (a fa vor ite food )  an d seafood.  It wa s ho me to a n umber of h ote ls and  wat ering holes. 
Just imagine the secrets the island holds…

In 1513, Vasc o Nune z de Balboa was the fi rst  Spania rd to set  fo ot on Tabo ga and  de scri bed 
in his log: p ear ls,  sa ndy  beach es,  fish , f ertile la nd on whi ch plantai ns, c oconut s, roo t v eg-
etables,  an d sugar cane gr ew (used for man ufa ctu re of m ola sses).

Soon after in 1524, the town o f S an Pedro,  Taboga was  off iciall y f ounde d i n 1524  by Fa ther 
Her nando de Luq ue.  It was he wh o pro vided  fu ndi ng for Pi zzaro 's expedition int o the Inc a 
territory. 

Avast Ye!

Shiver me    

timbers,  t his        

wench  a tall 

tale s h e t ells!



In the early 1500` s, befor e the a rriv al o f t he Spa nia rds,  
Taboga wa s an  indigenous  co mmun ity  sp eak ing  Cueva , l ed b y 
a chi ef who  cam e to  off ice  by a h ered itar y e lec tiv e syst em. 
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 soci ali ze. They  
are said to have been pro sperou s a s Gonz alo  de  Bad ujoz  to ok 
a subs tantial am ount o f g old  fro m t hem bef ore  re turning to 
Antigua. Several gold specime ns un ear thed i n Panam a ar e 
believed to have com e f rom T abo ga. Today this  is w here Cer-
rito Tro pical is loc ate d. The pea ceful life  of th e I ndi ans  was  
broken in 1515, wh en Spa nish C onquistad ors  re ach ed the 
island an d plunder ed wha t l ittle  val uables they had.  Th ey 
enslaved the people and  to ok them ba ck to Panama City . 
Later in 1549, following a d ecr ee f rom  th e Spa nish K ing  
Charles V, the Ind ian slav es were fre ed and  many of them 

were r esettled on T abo ga. 

In 1529, Taboga was ex plo red by Pedro Cieza de L eon a nd Pascal  de  Anga oya , w ho  wrote 
that the island was the i nitial s ite th e g ove rno r o f Panam a an d hi s f ollower s u sed    
before t he foun dat ion  of Panama City. Some o f t he pa rtn ers  of the go ver nor, Pedro Arias  de  
Avila, were Francis co Pizarro (built a h ouse  on Taboga) , Dieg o de Alma gro, Gonz alo de 
Badajoz, Hernando de Sota, Andres Garabito , B art olo me Hur tad o, pri est Her nando de 
Luque (had a home on Taboga) . 

The fact that pir ates a nd con quistadors  of ten frequented Taboga is d ocu men ted i n a  
number of Spanish historic al document s. T he i sland was  th e s ite  wh ere Pizarr o and A lmag ro 
met  to plan their i nva sion of Peru. F or s ever al y ear s t he Tabo ga island s’ ad min ist rat ion  wa s 
mana ged b y F ran cisco P izarro, as  we ll a s th e benefits obtained fro m t he tr ade  or sal e of the 
fruits and fish. In  fa ct, P izzaro an d his men fell ed m ost of the large st trees 
on the island in order to buil d t he ship s th ey u sed  to sai l t o Peru.

Pizarro in Tabo ga 1513 – 1530 (when h e l ef t Pana ma fo r Peru)
Franci sco Pizarro (1471-1 54 1) was a Spanish con quistador , c onqueror  of the In ca Empi re 
and founder of L ima , Peru. In 1513, Piz arr o a ccomp ani ed V asco Núñez  de Ba lbo a in  hi s 
cross ing of the Ist hmu s of Panama and beca me o ne of the  fir st Europea ns to  vie w the 
Pacifi c Ocean. ( To this d ay,  Balboa is a her o o f the Panama nia n peopl e) . Foll owing Balboa , 
in the follo wing  ye ar 1514, Pedro Arias de Avila  be came  th e
new governor o f Panama. 

Over the nex t f ive years Pizarro became a c lose conf ida nt of  Avila . When A vila became 
jealous of Balboa ’s popu larity with the people,  he be gan to distrust him. Despi te the fac t 
that Balboa had  married Avila’ s da ughter , he  to ld Pizarr o to kill  him . Pizarr o wa s t o a rr est 
him and bring him imm ediately to trial. Balboa was  co nvi cte d a nd beheaded  in J anu ary of 
1519 . For h is loyalt y to  Avila,  Pizarr o w as granted the of fic e o f m ayo r o f Pana ma City f rom  
1519 to 1523.

The first attempt to  explore western South A mer ica  in  1522  was by Pascal  Anda goy a b ut he 
only mad e it to the prese nt border  of Colombia  and  Ecua dor. R etu rni ng to Panama , he 
spr ead the news about a land rich with gold. Thi s, alo ng with tales fro m h is c ousi n H ernán 
Cort és in Mexico years  be fore, encouraged Piz arr o a nd his  co horts  to  pla n e xpeditions  in 
search  of Inc a gold. 

Controversy...
Dep end ing o n 
whose definition 
you choose to 
believe, pirates 
and  conquistadors 
can sometimes 
h ave  been one and 
the same. Take 
Francisco Piz arr o 
fo r e x am ple. 



Pizarro d eveloped partnership s w ith  Father He rna ndo de 
Luque, (of Taboga ) and Dieg o de  Almagr o.  On Taboga 
Island they planned  to  ex plor e and conquer the sou th, and  
divide the wealth between themselves. They dec ide d tha t 
Pizarro wo uld com mand  the expedition; Almagro would 
provide the military and food supplies, w hil e Luq ue wo uld  
be in charge of financi ng.  

Begi nn ing in 1524 , a nd after a number of length y an d 
perilous expeditions out o f Panama, often encounter ing  
battles with the Incas, Pizarro conq uer ed Peru in 1532 .  
He nev er returned to Taboga. Pizarro lived out his  days i n 
Peru as go ver nor until he died in a swor d f ight  at  th e 
hand s o f Almagro’ s son who wanted to overthrow him.

Pillage, To rt u re and Bu rn
In the mid 1500` s, th e is land was beco ming  suc h a  po pul ar 
spo t to sack and hide  th at the Spaniards built a fo rt with 
three ca nn ons to defend Taboga o n t iny Isla Morr o, whic h i s 
con nec ted to the main  island b y a  sand bar at l ow tide.

Captain Mo rga n
In 1671, the infamous Captain Morgan attack ed and  wo n 
the wealthy ci ty of Panama, having used Tabog a a s on e of  
his bases. Duri ng the period thereafte r, Captain M org an ’s 
pirates stocked t hei r s hips with pro vis ion s on  Taboga and  
carri ed them to  th e c ity. They al so w aited  on  th e i sland to 
rob treasure-laden ships  pa ssing through  th e s tra it.  Duri ng 
the attack in Panama City, on hearing that cit y r esidents 
had fled to Taboga Island for ref uge , Morgan sen t h is 
pirates to the isla nd in search of more  treasure.

Captain Morgan held and tortured man y of his pri sone rs on  
Taboga, one of which was a beautiful married wom an Maria  
del Pilar Lopez de A yal a. He was enthralled with  he r an d 
held his bewitching captive s epa rat ely o n Taboga . In  th e    
begi nn ing he treated her very well, with the intentions  of lat er convin cin g h er to sleep with 
him. Sh e soon understood his game, and refused , s ayi ng she  wo uld  ra ther die . H e s tripped 
her and put her in a  sol itary c ell, and left her t o e at scra ps f rom the f loor . When M org an 
and his crew left Panama on their way  to Jamaic a, he s uccumbed to  he r ch arm  on ce aga in 
and released her in a final ac t of merc y.

Pirates a Permanent Fixtu re
In 1686, Taboga was the center for a gro up of b uccane ers  wh o beg an to for tif y t heir q uar -
ters and store t hei r b ooty wit h the intention of ano ther atta ck on Pana ma City . Pirat es were 
a permanent fixture in the Bay of Panama  an d Tabo ga in the 17 th c entur y. It i s wr itte n tha t 
among  ot hers, pirates Peter Harris ( die d 16 80) , B art hol omew Sha rpe  (died 1690), R ich ard  
Sawkins (died 1680), Will iam  Dampier (died 1715) , a nd Peter Tow nley (died 16 86, 
approx.), all left t hei r f ootprints on Taboga. Many  of these pi rat es were also in  wai t f or 
Spanish vessels to come  up the coast with gold and  tr easure bound for Spain. 

Her o o r V ill ain?
Alt h ou gh Piz arr o  is  

know n in Per u fo r t h e 

Sp anis h conqu est  of  

th e Inc a Emp ire , t h ere 

are  a larg e n umb er of  

Per u via ns wh o  re gard 

h im as  a vill ain .Tak ing 

advantage of  t h e 

indi gen ou s peop le , 

Piz arr o  r u led Per u  an d 

b ega n t h e d ec line  of  

Inc a cu lt u re . Th e Inc a 

reli gi on w as r ep la ced 

by  Ch rist iani ty  and  

mai n l ang u age s w ere 

alm ost e rad ic ate d. 

Sp anis h bec ame  t h e 

off ic ial l ang u age . Th e 

citi es of  t h e Inc a 

Emp ire  w ere tra ns -

fo rmed  int o Sp anis h, 

Catho li c c itie s. Piz arr o 

is als o  t o b lam e fo r t h e 

executio n of  las t Inc a 

ch ie f,  des p ite  t h e ch ie f 

h avi ng p aid t h e 

dem ande d r ans om 

of  g o ld .



Th e Go re y Tale of Captain P eter  Tow nle y
On Augu st 22 , 1686, wh ile  Captain Townley wit h h is Engl ish  an d Fr ench  bu ccan eer crew,  
were an chore d in Taboga Ba y, they were attack ed b y Sp ani sh shi ps. T ownley blew u p o ne 
ship  and his men  were able to take three vessel s capt ive . A lth ough ther e w as o nly  on e 
casu alty for  the pirates, Town ley  was inj ure d. They sen t a  me ssage  to th e go ver nor of 
Panama demanding supp lie s and  release of fiv e pr isoners;  if t hey  di dn’ t c ompl y Townley 
said hea ds w ould  roll. The governor ignored the request a nd sen t o nly  me dic ine . Townley 
was  infuriated and pr ompt ly sent a canoe  with the  he ads  of  22  Sp ani sh pri son ers  he  ha d 
held. The governor immediately released t he fiv e pr isoner s, sen t the requested s uppl ies  as  
well as a ransom. T ownl ey had  won another battle but died soon a fte r fr om his  ba ttle 
wound s on  Sept. 9, 16 86. 

Th e Tale of the Th ree C ro ss es
Pirates conti nue d to h aun t the little island f or m any  ye ars . On September 18 , 1819 , pi rat e 
Captain John Illingworth and his Chilean crew aboar d the friga te Rosa  de  Los Andes , l and ed 
on Taboga after suc cessfull y c apturing  th e b rigantin e ship ‘C ant on’  in t he G alap ago s. Upon 
arrival on Taboga a battle en sued . Captain Pep e a nd elev en s oldiers  ma nn ed th ree c anno ns 
on El Morro  an d they forced t he pir ates t o retrea t bu t I llin gwor th l aun ched a  second  at tac k. 
This time the Spanish faltered  and the pir ates s ack ed a nd set  fir e to  th e to wn. Thr ee m en 
from Illingworth’ s c rew were killed in the figh t an d t heir  gr ave s w ere mar ked  wit h wo oden 
cross es on a path between the w atc htower and the j ung le.  Year s p assed a nd the c ross es 
were r eplaced with ir on e mbe dded into a concr ete ba se and  th e a rea  to ok the name ‘L as 
Tres Cruces’. See ‘ Hiking ’ at the end o f the s tor y fo r mo re d etai ls.

A Refuge fo r Heroes &  Fo rt y Niners
In 18 25 , a hero and one of Simon Bolivar’ s cl osest nav al comman ders, Renato  Be luc he 
chose T aboga for his residence and lived there  for a n umber of y ear s. (Sim on B oli var  is  
conside red to be one o f th e g reatest l ibe rat ors of Spani sh Sou th A mer ica ;  he  wa s a n 
orphan o f Span ish  roy al des cen t, born in Venezuela.)

During the 1850’ s m en h eading f or t he Californi a Gold R ush o fte n s topp ed in T abo ga for  
provisio ns befo re heading north. One was an Ir ish men  na med  Arch ibald  Bo ard men  Boyd.  
He fell in  lo ve wit h Panama and sa w o pportunit y i n pr ovi sion ing . H e p urchas ed a  sm all  
ves sel  be gan  to supp ly s hips  from his Tab oga base. His fore sig ht pa id off  an d the Boy d 
family oper ate a  su ccessful shipping bus ine ss in  Panama  to th is d ay.

To da y,  st ill T reas u re to b e F ound
The rich histo ry of Tab oga has left its trail and in 1998  pi rat e tr easure  wa s u nea rth ed when 
the new health clinic was being  bu ilt in the town;  wo rkers u near the d o ver  1000  Sp ani sh 
silv er pieces. In 2005, a sailo r from a ship  mo ored in the B ay of Tabo ga was  be ach com bing 
and came up on a n antiq ue gem  set into gold, whether it was  pi rat e tr easure or los t f rom a  
lady’ s han d, w e wi ll n ever kno w.  

Pirate T rail s
Just imagine y our sel f in p irate boots, trekk ing th e hi dden tr ails  of Taboga Island, hunting 
for the ideal hiding spot  for you r stolen boo ty,  or  co min g a sho re with  yo ur sha re of the 
taking for a few days of merry- mak ing a nd mis chi ef. Thoug h the row dy pir ate s h ave  
depa rte d, the trails  st ill exist through the jung les an d h ill s of  Taboga;  all  th at i s re quir ed i s 
you r i mag ination. See ‘ Hik e so me of the T rai ls’  at  th e end  of the s tor y fo r mo re detai ls.



Taboga has a coastal pe rime ter area of only  8 mi les , c liff s, boulder s a nd cav es mak ing  up  
muc h of  th e wi ndward side, the coastlines rises  st eeply  to th e m oun tainou s jungl e. Tabo ga 
is small eno ugh  to hide  tr easure by hik ing on foot, and  lar ge enough  to  mak e i t di ff icult to 
find. Or as  pos sib ly was  the case wit h the pirates of Taboga, tak e a  di ngh y ar oun d to the 
back side  to hide it in on e o f th e n umerous caves at low  ti de. Legend has  it bu rie d tr easure  
migh t be in  th ose caves.

If you prefer to kic k b ack , sit on Playa Honda, enj oy an ic e-c old  be er and  j ust i mag ine  . . . 
Do s pirits sti ll ro am the i slan d? Ho w m any  pir ate  gh osts  ha unt  th e shores  of Taboga? 
Where did  th ey stash their treasure? Ho w m uch  tr easure rem ain s t o be fou nd?
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