CHAPTER 1V
LAND OANERSHI P AND SURVEYI NG

Unfortunately for students of man-land processes the collection
of data on land tenure and changes in ownership is very nearly
i mpossi ble in the Guatenal an hi ghl ands. Cadastral mapping in well -
settled parts of the country cannot be expected even in the near
future: it would open too many skeleton-filled closets and demand
final settlement of too nmany unresol ved boundary di sputes dating
back to the Conquest.

A private individual attenpting to assenble this kind of enotion-
| aden informati on could not hope for accuracy —supposing he were
allowed any information at all —no nmatter whether he worked from
docunments or frominterviews. Hs welconme in any locality would
vani sh within hours of the time when word of his interests hit the
gr apevi ne.

Titles are presumably kept up-to-date by Ladi nos, but no Ladino
woul d be so foolish as to put accurate figures on |land area or val ue
into the hands of a tax-1levying governnent. On the other hand, such
title as ny Indian informants had was often in the name of | ong-dead
grandparents. The cost of transferring title and the reluctance of
heirs to agree to equal but uniformy insufficient final divisions
of property are nearly i moveabl e obstacles to current and valid
title.

Land Tenure and | nheritance

A foreigner is only slightly nore at sea than the ordinary

Q?eqci ? when it cones to coping with a legal systemwitten by and
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interpreted in favor of Ladinos. Al npost any Q?eqci ? can rel ate |egal
cases in which he lost noney, liberty or property and these are
anong the nost frequent topics of conversation at gatherings of nen.

An I ndian conplies with property laws to the extent that his
purse and his siblings will allow. A tradition of equal inheritance
anong all siblings is still the ideal but the bickering which
results may be part of the reason why QPeqci ? families are nore
of ten nucl ear than extended. The fees charged by Ladino | awers for
transferring, establishing or fabricating land titles are very high
inrelation to the annual cash incone of an Indian fanmily; on the
order of @B0.00 versus a nmean net incone of Q140.00. If a |lawer did
in fact track down all previous papers relating to each plot and its
nei ghbors then he would earn his fee. However, in the one case of
i nheritance and one of purchase which |I observed, the legal skills
requi red seened proportionate to nmy informant’s skills as a surveyor
(di scussed bel ow).

An escritura (deed) is a folio of papers naning the property own-
er and his designated heirs and the dinensions of the land in terns
of rough conpass directions and | engths of the boundaries. For an
elderly man to transfer title to his heirs in the formof an escri-
tura sin registro costs only QL5.00 to 20.00 in | awer’'s fees, but
this tinely transfer also renoves the best |everage by which to
guar ant ee good care in one’'s dotage. A transfer con registro is
different only in that it is registered in the books of the Adm ni-
straci 6n de Rentas in Coban, which levies a tax of three mlls on

t he decl ared val ue, payable quarterly. The tax applies only to
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properties val ued above QL00.00 at sale (there is no effective of-
ficial assessnment) and the tax has gone uncollected for the |ast
ei ght or ten years though recently reactivated —retroactively! In
addition there are witness fees at QL.00 each for either transfer
three are needed if the client is illiterate, two if literate.

A titulo supletorio is a provisional docunment supposedly taken
out where the escritura has been | ost or destroyed (frequently by
fires or arson) or stolen. Init are listed the name of the person
cl ai M ng ownership, the registry nunber if any, and the nanes of two
mal e witnesses not less than forty years old. This claimto title is
t hen published as a noticia in the principal towns nearby, supposed-
ly to bring forward all counterclainms. The |lawer’'s fee for the work
so far may range from 5.00 to over Q60.00. A “map” nust acconpany
the final typed docunent; it is made by self-styled surveyors like
nmy informant using eyeball and rope and charging up to Q10.00, or
around Q4. 00 per heir where several are involved. Wen the resulting
papers conme before the judge (juéz de 1° instancia), he sends an
order for the map to be verified by the secretario or prinero
oficial of the appropriate nmunicipio. As much as 0.00 or 30.00 nay
be charged by such a public servant nerely to conply with his orders
fromthe court and make a cursory round of the |land. The resulting
title is the only claimny informant and many ot her |ndians have to
the and on which their survival is based, and for all the @0.00 or
so it may cost the security it provides is mninmal.

Surveyi ng

Surveying is a folk art, at |east anong the Indians of San Juan
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and vicinity. My informant was accepted by fell ow Q?eqci ? and by
Ladi no | awyers as a competent surveyor and recorder of property
transactions, yet he has no training except by exanple froman old
man he occasional ly assisted. Though the resulting sketches are
carefully nade and accurate as the tools in use could make them
they could scarcely be reconciled into a cadastral map of a muni -
cipio even if a person had the insane persistence to dig through
every docunent relating to land. A copy of the map drawn up for a
wi dow living in Chanelco is provided as Map 4.

Living plants are used to mark the corners and boundary |ines of
property, rather than stones or stakes. The specific plants used are
described in Chapter VII, p. 167.

In away it is fortunate that Indians are still able to get other
Indians to do their surveying, since the cost mght otherw se be
double and the result no different. In addition, the exi stence of
surveying as a skill anobng the Maya is so wi despread —in terns of
t he perennial measuring and marking of nilpa outlines and the daily
work-units (k?a:m including the sense of Sp. tarea as well as
cuerda) within them —that it is an integral part of the culture.

Survey of Aldea Cojiléa

The field site happened to be an enclave claimng allegiance to
Cobéan rat her than San Juan Chanel co, by way of the origins of the

“original” settlers. It is shown as Colonia Cojiléa on ozalid-copy

! For confirmation and details as of twenty years past, see Goubaud
C., 1944. 121.



FOR TITULO SUPLETORIO
TSy Co
M )M

MAP

-

V%.\»c?@hq Deo \Q,n
% ey milors F 7% \\:\\vmg

2750 Jy | LY

3

i

'\ZSG""'Z‘_‘:" 7 3b W{épﬁﬁ(&

km 4 ) L ~ ,
VARSI e Lo
j@sﬁ gﬁ%ﬂ@)




53
maps used by the DGE in planning the 1964 census al though officials
insist it is an aldea of San Juan.

Wthin [iving nmenory the boundaries of the aldea (or Col onia)
were surveyed or re-surveyed by its group of elders and marked by
rows of c?inte? which still stand. Dating fromthis tinme, or perhaps
before, is an “original map” of the [ and supposedly in custody of
the yuwa? ¢?0&? (father of land). This office is conferred for life,
yet in trying to get photographic docunentation of the nap nobody
woul d admit to its possession and each of two nen cl ai med the other
was yuwa? c¢?0&?. If nothing else, this sort of run-around is quite
effective in blocking outsiders fromthe sight —nmuch |ess the con-
fiscation —of a docunent which is the true title to their land in
the eyes of the | ocal people.

Pl ace Nanes

The topographic maps of Alta Verapaz are dense with place nanes,
but the real density is even greater. Wthin his radius of frequent
travel a Q?eqci ? can specify locations to within a few tens or hun-

dreds of meters of trail by nam ng an al dea, caserio, finca or hac

enda and the nanme of a springs, cliff, cave, bridge, chapel or way-
side cross. The religious nature of the latter was never clarified,
but ol d wooden crosses decorated with flowers mark i nnunerabl e spots
and each has a name of its own.

Most place nanes in Alta Verapaz are based on plant, animl and

m neral nanes prefixed with the nodern | ocative sa? or se, the ol der
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| ocative &ih or the Pokonthi? |ocative pan.? Nearly all place nanes
are transl atabl e, though the hispanicised spelling given on topo-
graphi ¢ maps does not always allow translation. For exanple, “Chi-
quequaj” is in fact Ci g?eq wax: place of black maize. However, a
nunber of al dea names cannot be translated with any certainty, anpong
them Cojil & (Koxila), Chajaneb (Caxaneb) and Xucaneb (Sukaneb). A
list of place nanmes not on the Coban topographic sheet, with tenta-

tive translations, is provided in Table 7.

2 The eastern margi n of Pokonthi ? |anguage territory is on the west-
facing sl opes of the Montafia Piedras Bl ancas (see Map 2, p. 20)



TABLE 7

PLACE NAMES AND THEI R LOCATI ONS

Nanme Transl ation Map reference
(Sht. 2162-111)
A: QAMAL (springs) agouti + suffix 891051
AMOCTUN (cross) frog drum 919070
BE: NHO RN (hill) above oven 863053
Cl AXUC (cliff) pl ace of opossum 860071
CANQ?AN (trail fork) i ke yel |l ow 861068
Cl AXPOLOK? (cross) pl ace of thin bird 905071
CI PA: R (cave) pl ace of skunk 865058
Cl K?UM (cross) pl ace of squash 898072
ClI REPUE: RT (| ost*cross) around the door 916070
ClI TAMTE? (caserio) pl ace of TAMtree 876035
ClI CUN (cross) pl ace of |ine 869077
Cl K?ONCI : N (cross) pl ace of bent orange tr. 869008
CI TUBTU (cross) pl ace of the heap 872067
CI PAYAM (ridge & spr.) pl ace of responsible one 897054
KUTUM CAHI M (ermita) star view 880071
KOXO? PUR (cenetary) — snai l 844035
K?A: MCAX (| ost cross) Lycopodi um sp. 874088
MARI XO K (cross) Mary scratch (?) 876100
S-PEK AX WLLIS (cave) swallow s rock 860053
Q?A SALCE? (bridge) bri dge (of) nmange tree 871071
RASONI L (cross) bird (tanager?) + suffix 888070
RO MAS (ermita) ape’s avocado tree 905065
SAC?AMAC? (caseri o) at the guava tree 889058
SAC?ALI B (springs) at the Calliandra sp. 881045
SAK?I B (ermta) at the Chanmmedora sp. 882094
SAKAMPANA (ernita) at the bell 895036
SAW HA? (| ost cross) white water 876081
SARASTRO PEK (rock) at the sl aughterhouse 863068
SASI BCE? (caseri o) at the Xylosma sp. (?) 861079
SASI WAN ('si nkhol e) at the sinkhole 886089
SEMESCE? (cross) at the Carpinus sp. 883070
SA S-HA? Al QU (spr.) at the raccoon’s water 894073
SALI HA? (ernita) fork of the stream 923021
SO?OTI LHA? (springs) Sauraui a sp. water 862036

**Lost” in this context neans abandoned upon conversion of the
popul ation of that locality to Protestantism recipients of the
Nazarene M ssion, locally called creyentes (“believers”).



