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The Olmec domesticated 
cacao around the year 1900 
BCE. It is believed that a 
fermented alcoholic drink 
made from cacao produced 
visions. It was consumed in 
religious ceremonies and 
rituals during ancient times 
by the Olmec, Maya, Aztec, 
Toltec, and Incas, among 
other groups. 

The ancient Maya wrote 
about cacao in ideo-picto-
graphic form in the Dresden 
and Madrid codices. 

Cacao

Spanish, British, French, and 
Dutch colonies began planting 
cacao using Indigenous and 
African slave labor.  Slowly, 
European chocolate produc-
tion became more and more 
specialized as cacao was 
ground and refined and mixed 
with butter and sugar. Starting 
with the early 20th-century, 
chocolate has been advertised 
as an important element of 
European culture. 

Advertisement of Peter’s Swiss milk chocolate in 
The West China Missionary News (vol. XI, no. 1; Janu-

ary 1909). Chentu, Szechwan Province.

Squash

Squash was domesticated 
before corn and beans. Similar 
to beans, squash grow on 
vines. Beans, corn and squash 
are the three sisters that form 
the Mesoamerican polycultural 
cropping system, which means 
multiple crops are grown 
together on the same land.  
They are not only nourishing for 
plants, they also regenerate the 
soil as they grow together. This 
idea of polycultural cropping  
spread through the Americas 
by 1,000 AD, a practice that has 
continued to flourish beyond 
the Americas. 

Squashes, pumpkins and 
gourds are dried and 
hollowed to make musi-
cal instruments such as 
flutes, shakers, trumpets, 
and drums; in addition 
to functional domestic 
objects like bowls and 
cups. Gourd trumpets 
and flutes played an 
important role in Mayan 
ceremonial life, many 
examples of these have 
been found in deposits. 

Codex Mendoza, Fol 63r  (portion). Priest 
performing the nightly tozohualiztli ritual 
with a slit-drum, while another priest car-
ries an incense ladle. Image by A.A. Both

Beans

The combination of corn and 
beans was central to the diet that 
enabled the emergence of great 
Mesoamerican civilizations. The 
combination of corn and beans  
allowed ancient Mesoamerican 
peoples to nurture their bodies 
and to absorb protein. Corn is a 
tall grass and beans grow in a 
vine, together they are stronger, 
they grow together in corn fields 
called Milpas. 

One beautiful garden that 
teaches us so much about 
ancient forms of agriculture 
is located in Joya de Cerén, 
located in the Zapotitán 
Valley, 36 kilometers 
northwest of San Salvador, 
El Salvador. In this place, a 
volcanic eruption froze in 
time a regular day in the 
life of a small Mayan village, 
and it preserved their fields 
and gardens. This is how we 
learned that ancient plants 
were grown together in di-
versified gardens and these 
included great varieties. 

Joya de Cerén Archaeological Site
Image copyright of © Colinmac
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Corn

Approximately 9,000 years 
ago, Teocintl or Teocintle was 
nurtured into becoming the 
most sacred plant for 
Mesoamerican cultures: corn. 

This collaboration between 
humans and teocintle also 
gave birth to deep forms of 
spirituality for which corn is 
central. In ancient sacred 
stories, humans were created 
from corn. 

Mayan creation mythology. Illustrated here 
is grandmother Xmucanei  and grandfather 

Ixpiyakok. Xmucanei is grinding corn to 
create the first humans.

Samples colected by Dr. Ariel Álvarez, in Erongarícuaro, Michoacán; Photo: J. M. Hernández.
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Owls

Unlike in Western traditions, where owls are a symbol of 
death, owls in Mesoamerica carry positive meanings of life 
and survival. They are considered messengers with a deep 
connection to the spiritual world. 

Owls migrate in different patterns. They cross borders all the 
way from the Arctic across Canada and the United States 
and into Mexico and Central America. Some types of owls 
migrate searching for warmer weather. Other types of owls 
have periodic migrations, every 3 to 4 years. They migrate 
further south for reasons unknown. 

Owls often migrate at night.

Tecolote (owl) from Codex BorgiaMayan ceramic owl figure from Chiapas

Salmon

The annual reproduction of Salmon’s is celebrated in many 
indigenous Pacific Northwest cultures. Salmon undertake 
long and strenuous journeys during their migrations from 
freshwater to the ocean. Some salmon travel thousands of 
miles during their lifetime. Sockeye salmon from the Pacific 
Northwest might swim up to 4,000 miles round trip from the 
ocean to their spawning grounds. They navigate long dis-
tances to return to the exact stream or river where they were 
born to reproduce. This ability to find their way home is not 
completely understood but is believed to involve a combina-
tion of geomagnetic cues, sense of smell, and memory. After 
reproduction salmon often die, and their carcasses provide 
important nutrients to rivers ecosystem.
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The Mexica (Aztec)
1300 C.E.  - 1523 - present

The Mexica migrated, according to their own story of cre-
ation, from Aztlan, which is believed to be located in today's 
state of Nayarit, in what is now Mexico. They established an 
empire, the great city of Tenochtitlán in central Mexico over 
lake Texcoco, and they grew an empire that expanded all 
over Mesoamerica. The Aztec traded, and labored in different 
territories in order to maintain this empire. 

The Toltec
550 CE or 100 BCE - 1100 CE

The Toltec emerged in what is now Central Mexico, they 
spoke Nahuatl and are the ancestors of the Mexica. They 
established the great city of Tula and practiced the cult of 
Quetzalcoatl. They migrated to the south east, impacting 
the ideas, art, and architecture of many sites, but especially 
Chichen Itza, where the stone warrior columns from Tula are 
replicated. 

Columns in the form of Toltec warriors in Tula
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The Panama Canal

The construction of the Panama Canal required the destruc-
tion of the northern tip of the Andes using dynamite. It also 
required leveling two oceans that at this juncture are not at 
the same sea levels. The construction of the Panama Canal 
required the construction of a series of locks capable of ele-
vating and lowering cargo ships in order to accelerate global 
trade at the cost of human casualties.

This passage and the 
control of global trade 
was desired by the Span-
iards since the 1500s and 
the French in the 19th 
century. The construction 
of the Panama Canal 
by the French brought 
thousands of Jamaicans, 
and Caribbean workers 
as well as large numbers 
of Chinese construction 
workers. Over 20, 000 
workers died in the 
process. 

 

 

The French government 
abandoned the canal project, 
and the workers were left 
in the future republic of 
Panama.

 
Image by Douglas Carranza

 
Between 1904- 1914, the US constructed the Panama Canal 
and supported the creation of the new republic of Panama 
that also brought more people from the Caribbean and the 
United States to work and finish the most destructive 
ecological project in the region during the XX century.



Photo by Douglas Carranza
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Instructions for printing and folding your own zine

Printing

• Print on tabloid size paper: 11 x 17 inches
• We recommend using a regular printing paper 

and not cardstock
• Print pages: 1 - 7
• Print pages single-sided
• Remember to print the pages as landscape 

and not as portrait
• Select “fit to page”
• After printing follow the folding instructions
• Stack all folded spreads to make one large 

book
• We invite you to stitch or alter your book in 

your own way. 
• Send images of your finished book to:              

ambosproject@gmail.com


