
Guide to Indigenous 
Tourism in the Sierra 

Nevada de Santa Marta

Journey
HEART
WORLDTHE

a TO

THE OF





Guide to Indigenous 
Tourism in the Sierra 

Nevada de Santa Marta

JOURNEY
HEART
WORLDTHE

A

THE OF

TO



WELCOME TO THE
HEART OF THE WORLD

171

24
Geography of the 
Sierra Nevada

Kankuamo 50

46Wiwa

42Wintuka o Iku (Arhuaco)

38Kaggaba (Kogui)

THE FOUR SIBLING 
PEOPLES OF THE SIERRA 
NEVADA DE SANTA MARTA

272

COSMOVISION 
AND TERRITORIAL 
ORGANIZATION

533

54The Law of Origin

60the Black Line

62
Traditional Constructions
and Sacred Spaces

Offerings or “Pagamentos” 76

The Poporo 84

78
The Ancestral 
Knowledge System

80
Authorities and 
Social Structure

82
Symbolic Value of 
the Coca Leaf

98
The Backpacks of the 
Peoples of the Sierra

114
Music, Dance, and Singing 
as Spiritual Expression

118
Cultural Importance 
of Animals

94Symbolism of Weavings

116Indigenous Marriage

96Attire

97Assurances



MAIN TOURIST 
DESTINATIONS AND 
EXPERIENCES

1254

128Lost City or Teyuna

134Kutanzama (Katanzama)

136Gotsezhy

138
Bunkuany: 
The New Lost City

140Mulkwakungui

142. Donama Stone in Bonda

144Taironaka

146Bunkwimake

148
Pozo Caimán, Sewiaka,
Seydukwa y Tubbing

BIBLIOGRAPHY
1565

150Atigumake

152Seykuanamake

154Cherua (Tunagaja)

155
Ciudad Antigua
del Congo



Advice & Guidance
Nelson García
Lucelly Torres
Agustín Gil
Arhuaco Travel
Poporo Tours
Baquianos Travel
Wirakoku

Illustration Direction
Laura Pinzón

Graphic design
María Victoria Zuñiga
Natalia Barragán
Jesús Gelvez
Valentina Chica

Illustration
Laura Pinzón
Adriana Calpa

Photography
David Ospina
Ángel Ruiz
Andrés David Sánchez
David Arteaga

Project approved in
Mayor's Government
Santa Marta District
Virna Lizzi Johnson Salcedo

Project execution
Marcelino K-david Rada
General Director of the Institute
Santa Marta Tourism District

Yunia Palacios Cuesta
General Director of the Institute
Santa Marta Tourism District (e)

Project management
Tornus
Creative Tourism Agency

David Ospina
Dagoberto Ospina

Editorial Management
Dagoberto Ospina

Style Correctors
Diana Russo Manjarrés
Dagoberto Ospina

Content Curation
David Ospina

Art direction
María de los Ángeles Paredes



Editorial
We believe in tourism as a powerful 
industry for promoting the development 
of local communities and bringing new 
opportunities to territories, based on the 
protection and promotion of their most 
valuable asset: their rich natural and 
cultural diversity.

The journey we undertake is not ordinary 
tourism, but a voyage towards deep 
understanding and mutual respect. In 
many places, tourism, although it brings 
development, often erodes cultural 
essence and disturbs the balance with 
the environment. This guide aims, beyond 
promoting a destination, to educate and 
enchant visitors, so they value the natural 
and cultural wealth of the Sierra Nevada 
and its four towns. Our elder brothers.

Therefore, entering the Sierra Nevada 
should be an act of reverence. It is asking 
for permission, keeping the heart and mind 
clean, and balancing our energies with that 
of the place. It means understanding that 
not all corners of the Sierra are open to 
everyone, and that some spaces have 
specific meanings and roles that must 
be honored. That we must have the 
authorization of the Mamos and authorities 
to enter their sacred territory and free 
ourselves from negative energies to 
avoid contaminating them.

Thus, we share the purpose of the Mayor's 
Office of Santa Marta, its Mayor Virna 
Johnson, and the Santa Marta Tourism 
Institute (Indetur), led by its Director, 
Marcelino K’david, in promoting authentic 
intercultural encounters, not based only on 

economy, but on the respectful exchange of 
knowledge. In this process, we find valuable 
allies like Mamo Camilo, Nelsón, Lucelly, 
and Mamo Camilo from the Katanzama 
community, Agustín in Mulkwakungui, 
our friends from Poporo Tours and 
Baquianos, and other valuable members 
of the communities, agencies, and guilds, 
committed to responsible tourism.

It is our responsibility and desire, in presenting 
this guide, to strengthen and promote tourism 
that highlights the unparalleled beauty of our 
territories and celebrates the traditions and 
ways of life of  the communities that inhabit 
them. We want every traveler, through this 
guide, to understand that the true value lies 
not in the simple visit, but in the deep and 
enriching connection established with these 
places and their people.

May this guide be a bridge of understanding, 
respect, and admiration towards the 
ancestral guardians of these lands.

As we traverse the paths of the Sierra 
Nevada, let us not only contemplate its 
natural beauty, but also listen to the stories 
and wisdom that have been passed down 
from generation to generation. And if 
anything remains, let it be a renewed love 
and commitment to the protection of nature. 
If that happens, we would be honoring the 
legacy of the indigenous peoples of the 
Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta.

TORNUS
Agencia Creativa de Turismo



Embark on "A JOURNEY TO THE 
HEART OF THE WORLD" and 

discover the other guides that will 
take you to savor the gastronomy 
of "The Land of Flavor", explore 

"Santa Marta Naturalmente Mágica" 
and delve into the fascinating 

world of
"Birds of the Sierra".

A complete experience that 
will connect you with the 

heart of the world!



 › The Sierra Nevada de Santa 
Marta is known as the heart of 
the world because, millennia 

ago, it was the first thing that 
was formed spiritually and 

essentially on Earth.
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Sierra Nevada
de Santa Marta

MOT HER
NAT URE

IS T HE HEART
OF THE WORLD

everything is integrated 
and interconnected

It represents

energy center
of the planet

5.775
picos bolívar and colón

MET ERS
HIGH

KANKUAMO

WIWA

ARHUACO V ILLAGES4 INDIGENOUS

t he mountain

millennial mission

kogui

maintain 
balance and 
harmony of 
this system

fundamental in the conception 
of time and space, traditions 

and ceremonies
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 › The snow-capped peaks represent the head; the lagoons of
 › the highlands the heart; the rivers and streams the veins; the 
layers of earth the muscles; and the
 › grasslands the hair. With this basis, the entire geography of 
the Sierra is a sacred space.

HEART WORLDof the

R ising f rom the shores of  the Colombian 
Car ibbean, the Sierra Nevada de Santa 
Marta reaches 5,775 meters in he ight at  i ts 

Bol ívar  and Colón peaks.  I t  is  the wor ld's h ighest 
coasta l  mounta in range, where the wisdom of 
nature and indigenous knowledge converge

This corner of the planet features a mosaic of climates, 
landscapes, fauna, and flora, making it a lush
natural paradise. The melting of its peaks forms sacred 
lagoons and rivers that flow down to the Caribbean Sea.

But beyond a geographic description, the Sierra is a spiritual 
refuge, filled with ancestral nuances. It was the planet's first 
breath, in times of ruins. The Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta 
is known as the heart of the world because, millennia ago, it 
was the first to form spiritually and physically on Earth.

For the Indigenous Peoples Wiwa, Arhuaco, Kankuamo, and 
Kogui, the Sierra Nevada is the heart of the world because 
it is the planet's energy center. Without its beats, it would 
not be possible to maintain and preserve the existence of all 
beings and elements. The Sierra Nevada represents Mother 

Welcome to the

 › A trip to the Sierra Nevada is 
more than visiting a destination, 
it is not a random trip. It is a 
spiritual encounter, a place to 
dream, learn and value.

Nature, and it is like a human body, in which each part (organ) 
has a function, and everything works interconnectedly and 
integrally. The snow-capped peaks represent the head; the 
lagoons of the highlands the heart; the rivers and streams 
the veins; the layers of earth the muscles; and the grasslands 
the hair. With this basis, the entire geography of the Sierra is 
a sacred space.

The heart pumps blood to all parts of the body to keep us 
alive. The sacred territory of the Sierra Nevada does the 
same. Every beat of Mother Earth keeps an entire planet 
alive.

The mountain is fundamental in the conception of time and 
space, and traditions and ceremonies are closely related to 
natural cycles and ecological balance. Thus, the millennial 
mission of the four peoples has been to maintain the balance 
and harmony of this complex system, caring for and ensuring 
the proper functioning of the sacred spaces that make it up.

A journey to the Sierra Nevada is more than visiting a 
destination, it's not a random trip. It is a spiritual encounter, a 
place to dream, learn, and value. An opportunity to connect 
with the elder brothers and their conception of harmony and 
natural happiness described from the state of the intangible 
world.

Therefore, when visitors travel to this area, it is essential that 
they do so with deep respect for the beliefs and traditions of 
the indigenous communities, as well as a commitment to the 
conservation of the region's nature and culture.
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F ROM T HE

UNT IL T HE

MAR CARIBE

COLÓN AND BOLÍVAR
PEAKS

42 km
linear distance

21.158 km2

total area

warm areas and 
perpetual snow

11o north 
latitude

west longitude
74o20'

east length
RIVERS73 o45' 30

the most irreplaceable 
ecosystem on the 
planet in terms of its 
contribution to the 
survival of threatened 
species.

- international union of 
nature conservation
(2013)

You will find everything 
from exuberant tropical 
forests to fields dotted 
with frailejones and 
pajonales.
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SIERRA NEVADA
geography of the 

From the crystal-clear waters of the Caribbean, the 
astonishing peaks of the Sierra Nevada touching the 
sky at almost 5,800 meters can be seen. The Sierra 

Nevada de Santa Marta is one of the highest coastal 
mountains on the planet, only surpassed by the Saint Elias 
Mountains in Canada.

From the Caribbean Sea to the Colón and Bolívar peaks, the 
highest points of the Sierra Nevada at almost 5,791 meters, 
there is a linear distance of 42 kilometers.

Although the world knows them by names like Simón Bolívar 
and Christopher Columbus, for the Arhuaco people, for 
example, this sanctuary is known as Chundua, which in 
their language means, the sky. The Sierra emerges between 
the delta of the Magdalena River and the Serranía de Perijá, 
guarded by the Banana Zone and the Ciénaga Grande de 
Santa Marta, while to the east, it is outlined by the valleys of 
the Cesar and Ranchería rivers.

And it is not only great in spirit but also in extension. It covers 
some 17,000 km², but if we consider its hydrographic 
slopes, boom! It expands to 21,158 km², almost the size of 
El Salvador (21,040 km2) and a little smaller than Switzerland 
(39,550 km2) or Costa Rica (51,000 km2).

But the Sierra is not just nature. From 200 A.D. to 1600 A.D., 
it was the home of the fascinating Tairona culture and its 
predecessors.

Now, it's hard to imagine a place with every possible climate, 
ranging from warm zones to perpetual snowy peaks, from 
which lagoons and rivers emerge. The Sierra has it all. And 
in its nearly 30 rivers, howler monkeys and multicolored birds 
calm the atmosphere with their songs. Depending on the 
altitude, you'll find everything from lush tropical forests to 
landscapes dotted with frailejones (a type of high-altitude 
plant) and grasslands. And, as if that weren't enough, 
above 4,500 meters, an outer layer of snow adorns the 
northernmost páramo (a type of high-altitude ecosystem) in 
South America.

 › In 1979, UNESCO 
consecrated it as a 

Biosphere Reserve and 
World Heritage Site. And, 
as if thatweren't enough, 

in 2013, the International 
Union for Conservation 

of Nature declared it the 
mostirreplaceable ecosystem 
on the planet in terms of its 
contribution to the survival 

of threatened species.



II
C H A P T E R

SIERRA NEVADA
PEOPLES of the

DE SANTA MARTA

THE FOUR SIBLING

 › "...four guardian souls, 
those of the indigenous 
peoples of the Sierra, 
Arhuaco, Kogui, Wiwa 
and Kankuamo, weave a 
protective mantle over 

Mother Earth."



LANGUAGES
 DANCE 

in different
rhythms and
their clothing
shine in
different colors,

Although their 

SOULS,
in

deep
of their

everyone reveres the
essence of

THE LAW OF

ORIGINo



I n the mounta inous embrace of  the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta,  four guardian souls, 
those of  the indigenous peoples of  the Sierra, 

Arhuaco, Kogui ,  W iwa, and Kankuamo, weave 
a protect ive c loak over Mother Earth.  Uni ted by 
an ancestra l  mandate,  the peoples of  the Sierra 
Nevada share common pr inc ip les that  seek the 
conservat ion of  nature and the protect ion of  the i r 
cu l tura l  her i tage.

However, each shines with its own light, and their customs 
gleam, making a journey to each community a valuable and 
unique story.

These peoples, in their shared wisdom, venerate the Origin 
of Mother Earth, respect their sacred sites, and through the 
spiritual knowledge of the Mamos (traditional leaders), keep 
their traditions alive in special traditional houses (Nujué, 
Kunkurwa), the use of the coca leaf (hayú, Júa, hañu), the 
Poporo (Jo´buru, sugí Dumburru), and their relationship with 
mother nature.

In this land, they consider themselves as the elder siblings, 
the guardians of the Heart of the World, while "the younger 
siblings" are those foreign to this understanding, those who, 
blinded by desire and ambition, strip nature of its resources, 
accumulating more than necessary, without care for it and 
others. Therein also lies the origin of conflicts, which the 
indigenous peoples aim to avoid by living in peace among 
themselves and their environment.

THE FOUR SIBLING 
PEOPLES OF THE

SIERRA NEVADA
SANTA MARTAde

These guardians cultivate the land, nourishing themselves 
from its fruits and respecting its limits.

The Mamos, spiritual leaders, guide these communities, 
supporting them as the wind supports the leaves of a tree.

Although their languages dance in different rhythms and their 
garments shine with different colors, deep in their souls, all 
revere the essence of the Law of Origin. No people is superior 
to another nor possesses more wisdom.

They are like the four fingers of a hand resting on the same 
palm, which represents the ancestral territory, or the four 
cardinal points that orient the cultural world with the universe. 
This vision reveals that, in essence, they are four historical 
and inseparable cultural realities.

The coexistence of these four peoples in the Sierra Nevada 
de Santa Marta illustrates the cultural diversity and richness of 
the region. This amalgam of cultures constitutes an invaluable 
heritage that deserves recognition and protection.
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 › The Arhuaco or Ika language is 
spoken by the Arhuacos. It is a 
complex language that reflects 
their deep spirituality and 
connection with nature.

 › Los kogui, On the other 
hand, they speak a related but 
distinctive language, known as 
Kággaba. It is a vital tool to 
convey your respect towards 
"The Great Mother", or the 
force behind nature.

 ›  El wiwa, Also known as Damana, 
it is spoken by the Wiwa people 
and, like the languages   of the 
other groups, has roots in the 
Chibchan language family.
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KO

INDIGENOUS

LOCATION

GUI
 ›Magdalena
 ›La Guajira

 ›Cesar

 ›Kogui-
Malayo-

Arhuaco

HAT: 
Namanto

MOCHILA: 
Sugame
Fique - 
Cotton

ATTIRE: 
Traditional 

white

POPORO: 
Sugi

LANGUAGE
Kaggaba

COCA
Jañiu

COSMOVISION
Law of Origin / Se

SACRED PLACE
Ezuamas

COSMOVISION
Law of Origin /

Seyn zare

SACRED PLACE
K’adukwu

LANGUAGE
Iku

COCA
Ayu

LOCATION

INDIGENOUS

AR
HUA

CO
 ›Magdalena
 ›La Guajira
 ›Cesar

 ›Kogui-
Malayo-
Arhuaco

 ›Arhuaco

HAT: 
Tutuzoma

ATTIRE: 
Traditional 

white

POPORO: 
Jo’buru

MOCHILA: 
Tutu Wool – 

Fique -
Cotton

34

T
H

E
 F

O
U

R
 S

IB
L
IN

G
 P

E
O

P
L
E

S
 O

F
 T

H
E

 
S

IE
R

R
A

 N
E

V
A

D
A

 D
E

 S
A

N
T

A
 M

A
R

T
A

35

T
H

E
 F

O
U

R
 S

IB
L
IN

G
 P

E
O

P
L
E

S
 O

F
 T

H
E

 
S

IE
R

R
A

 N
E

V
A

D
A

 D
E

 S
A

N
T

A
 M

A
R

T
A

A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLDA JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD



COSMOVISION
Law of Origin /

Shenbuta

SACRED PLACE
Mamanua

WI
WA

INDIGENOUS 

LOCATION

 ›Magdalena
 ›La Guajira

 ›Cesar

 ›Kogui-
Malayo-

Arhuaco

HAT:
Mamtu

MOCHILA: 
Susu Lana

Fique 
Algodón

ATTIRE: 
Tradicional 
Blanco

POPORO: 
Dunburru

LANGUAGE 
Danama

COCA
Aiu

LOCATION

INDIGENOUS 

 ›Cesar

 ›Kankuamo

KANKU
AMO

COSMOVISION
Law of Origin

LANGUAGE 
Kankuí

POPORO
Poporo

MOCHILA: 
Susugao Lana
Fique
Algodón
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KAGgABBA
(KOGUI)
 › …Our law of origin stems 
from the spiritual principles 
that originated Mother 
Earth, Sé Nenulang. She and 
Father Sezhankua, in the 
time of creation, left us, the 
four peoples -Kággaba, Pebu 
(Arhuaco), Wiwa, and Kalkuama- 
a set of norms to live by. The 
perfect fulfillment of these 
norms in the territory is 
what ensures our continuity 
as distinct cultures and the 
stability of the entire natural 
system

T he Kaggabba people,  a lso known as Kogui , 
l ive in deep harmony with nature,  guided by 
the i r  reverence for  "Aluna" or  "The Great 

Mother".  This creat ive essence, which they see 
as the dr iv ing force behind a l l  ex istence, teaches 
them that the Earth is  a l iv ing being and that 
we are a l l  i ts  ch i ldren.  However,  they warn that 
our act ions,  through plunder ing and devastat ing 
resources,  are harming "The Great Mother",  and 
such behavior  could lead to our own demise.

"Kággabba" is the term they use to describe themselves, 
meaning "people" or more precisely, "the true people". This 
community is noted for its rich artistic and archaeological 
heritage. They live in bohíos, cozy circular constructions 
made of palm leaves where each family gathers, and their 
way of life revolves around subsistence farming.

For the Kogui, the Sierra Nevada is not just a home but a 
spiritual map marked by sacred sites, connected by what 
they call "the black line". In these special places, they 
perform ceremonies, consultations, and gather elements 
for rituals. This black line not only traces their spiritual 
understanding of the territory but also marks a boundary, 
separating them from the “younger siblings”. It is their way 
of understanding and honoring the space they inhabit.
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 › Mulkuakungui
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Their home stretches across the northern Sierra Nevada, 
encompassing river basins of Tucurinca, Frío, Mendihuaca, 
Buritaca, Don Diego in Magdalena; Palomino, Santa Clara, 
Garavito, San Miguel, Jeréz, and Tapias in La Guajira; and 
the Guatapurí River in Cesar.

Their settlements vary in altitude from 150 meters above 
sea level to the páramo region. But their notion of ancestral 
territory transcends, reaching even beyond where the eye 
can see the sea.

Territory -
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W INT UKWA
O IKU
(ARHUACO)

T he Arhuaco indigenous people of  the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta revere the mounta in 
as a l iv ing and powerfu l  be ing,  the dwel l ing 

of  the spi r i ts  of  the i r  ancestors,  and a s i te of 
d iv ine connect ion and spi r i tua l  rev i ta l izat ion.

 › The Arhuacos, known for their 
deep spirituality and ancestral 
philosophy, profess a belief in 
a Creator and Great Father, 
Kakü Serankua, symbolized by 
the Sun. From him, according 
to their worldview, emerged the 
first gods and material beings, 
as well as sacred entities like 
the snowcapped mountains and 
maternal deities like the Earth 
and the Moon. The Sierra is 
seen by them as the Heart of the 
World, the origin of all things.

The Arhuaco life and cosmos revolve around the Kunsamü, 
a Sacred Law, eternal and unchangeable. This is not just a 
rule; it is the very essence of the origin of life. The universal 
Kunsamü Law is represented by a child, the Mamo Niankua. 
This Law of origin finds expression in the universe. There 
is then an association between Law and thought, which, 
in harmony with the environment, transforms into Natural 
Law. This Natural Law gives rise to the creation of matter 
and its evolution, balance, preservation, and harmony, which 
constitute the fundamental objectives and raison d'être of the 
Mamo.

Each Mamo or Mamü is chosen from different candidates 
aged eight to ten years old and receives an education that 
lasts at least 9 years, 15 years on average. They can extend 
their studies, specializing in certain knowledge. They are 
philosophers, priests, doctors, and individual and community 
advisors. Their influence is decisive in the life of each person 
and in society
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A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD

LAND
SUN BORN

thewhere

A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD

The Iku people mainly inhabit three 
collective territories or reserves in the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta: the KoguiMalayo-
Arhuaco, between the municipalities of 
Santa Marta and Riohacha; the Arhuaco of 
the Sierra Nevada between Santa Marta, 
Valledupar, Fundación, and Aracataca; and 
the Businchama, located in Pueblo Bello, 
Cesar. Near the municipality of Pueblo 
Bello is Nabusímake, the spiritual capital 
of the Arhuaco people. In their language, 
Nabusímake means "Land where the sun 
was born."

Unlike the Kogi, the Arhuaco people 
practice, as one of their main economic 
activities, family livestock farming. Their 
diet is complemented with agriculture, with 
coffee cultivation as their main product. 
In cold lands, they produce potatoes, 
arracacha, sweet potatoes, garlic, cabbage, 
and onions. In temperate areas, they grow 
beans, avocados, corn, squash, sugar 
cane, plantains, bananas, coca, tobacco, 
and yucca.

Territory -

was



W IWA
"Wiwa" combines two ancient 
words: "wi", symbolizing 
everything that dances in 
nature and vital fervor, and 
"wa", reflecting wisdom both 
spiritual and earthly.

B efore the dawn of  the wor ld we now know, 
in an era where everyth ing was enveloped 
in deep aquat ic darkness,  the Wiwa a l ready 

ex isted, communicat ing through words.  In that 
vastness,  the f i rst  thought,  the core of  ex istence, 
was born,  and f rom i t  emerged the Wiwa spi r i t . 
Th is in i t ia l  moment is  ca l led Gaira.

Ancient stories recount how the fathers Sealukukui and 
Seizhankua gave human form to the Wiwa. They took a 
thought, combined it with clay, and with heat, shaped it. 
At daybreak, men and women already populated the earth, 
endowed by Abu Yuimke with the ability to procreate and 
perpetuate their legacy.

Past chronicles passed from grandparents to grandchildren 
tell that they emerged from a sacred corner called Yuimke 
Atshintukwa in the Sierra Nevada.

For the Wiwa, the territory is much more than landscapes; it 
is a living entity, woven by memories and experiences. First, 
they conceptualize space through their ancestral symbolism. 
Then, the mamo, their spiritual guide, determines and 
structures these spaces based on visions. And finally, this 
space is enlivened with their daily activities and spiritual 
journeys.
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T he territory
is a living

woven by memories and
ENT IT Y

EXPERIENCES48
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Today, the Wiwa settle in regions of Cesar, 
La Guajira, and Magdalena. They are found 
in places like Dibulla, Riohacha, San Juan 
del Cesar, Valledupar, Becerril, and near 
Santa Marta. Proudly, they speak Damana, 
a linguistic treasure of the Chibcha family,
preserving and sharing their legacy with 
future generations.

Territory -
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T he Kankuamo people are sett led on the 
southeastern s lopes of  the Sierra Nevada, 
encompassing munic ipal i t ies in the Cesar 

department,  such as Val ledupar and Pueblo 
Bel lo,  as wel l  as Riohacha, Maicao, and San Juan 
del  Cesar in La Guaj i ra.  I t  is  important to note 
that  there is  no Kankuamo presence in the c i ty  of 
Santa Marta and i ts  nearby areas.

Although the Kankuamos have 
their own identity, they share 
culture and traditions with 
other peoples of the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta, such 
as the Kággabba, Iku, and Wiwa. 
Within their cosmogony, they 
view each settlement as "a leg of 
the table" that is the Sierra, all 
of them being custodians of the 
world's balance.

Due to their strategic location at the foot of the Sierra, the 
Kankuamo people became a natural barrier against waves 
of migrations by Spaniards, Creoles, and other settlers. 
Intense, often unequal interactions with various institutions 
since the times of conquest have caused a gradual 
weakening of their traditions and customs.

Today, the traditional Kankuamo attire has disappeared, 
and their language is on the brink of extinction. However, 
in the process of reaffirming their identity, other peoples of 
the Sierra, especially the Kogui, have played a fundamental 
role, acting as guardians of the Kankuamo memories and 
traditions.

In reclaiming their culture, they have emphasized the 
importance of collectivism, their roots, their worldview, 
and their aspiration to be recognized as an autonomous 
and sovereign indigenous people. In this struggle, the 
reaffirmation of their ancestral territories has become not 
only a right but an essential necessity, as the land is the 
cornerstone of their identity, their way of life, and their 
essence.

KANKUAMO
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 › When the world finally took 
shape, the precepts of this 

creation, contained in the Law 
of Origin, were established to 

be followed by the four original 
children, the Indigenous Peoples 

of the Sierra Nevada de Santa 
Marta, thus seeking to perpetuate 

harmony and avoid conflicts. 

Iii
C H A P T E R

T ERRITORIAL
ORGANIZAT ION

Cosmovision AND
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THE
LAW

OF
ORIGIN

T he Mamos narrate that, at the dawn of time, when 
everything was merely an idea and there was no 
distinction between day and night, before the first 

cell of the universe emerged, our human essence already 
existed in an intangible form, yet we were present, being 
just as we are now.

At that time, spiritual beings debated whether the world 
should materialize or not. However, this reality was not 
the only one, as different levels of thought and existence 
coexisted. The spiritual cosmos was structured into nine 
ascending and nine descending worlds, with the Mother 
Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta in the intermediate position.

On that intermediate level, two spiritual powers held 
a profound debate. One of them advocated the 
materialization of the world, thus allowing physical and 
spiritual evolution. On the other hand, the other power was 
firmly opposed to this idea. This disagreement required 
millennia of reflection and debate among the Fathers until 
a spiritual consensus was reached.
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 › When the world finally took 
shape, the precepts of this 

creation, contained in the Law 
of Origin,were established to be 

followed by the four original 
children, the Indigenous 

Peoples of the SierraNevada 
de Santa Marta, thus seeking to 

perpetuate harmony and avoid 
conflicts. From thatmoment, 

this accumulation of knowledge 
and practices has sustained the 
cosmic balance,revitalizing and 
harmonizing energetically both 

the Universe and nature



T H E  W O R L D of  the

U N D E R W O R L D

The representation of the world 
according to the worldview of the 
indigenous people of the Sierra Nevada 
consists of a spiral with levels ascending 
to the "World of the Heavens" and others 
descending to the "Underworld."

M
O

T
H

E
R

 E
ARTH

H E A V E N S

The peaks of the Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta are of utmost importance 
in their spirituality; therefore, there 
are various elements of their daily 
life that refer to these:
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 › Creation of the Universe: 
Explains how the Universe 
originated, including the 
formation of the material 
world and the appearance 
of spiritual and divine 
forces.

 › Creation of Human Beings: 
Narrates how the first 
human beings were created 
and how they
 › acquired knowledge and 
wisdom.

 › Creation of Nature: 
Describes how natural 
elements such as mountains, 
rivers, animals, and
 › plants emerged, and how 
balance was established in 
nature.

 › The Role of Human Beings 
in the World:  Indicates the 
role and responsibility of 
human beings in maintaining 
balance and harmony with 
nature and spiritual forces.

 › Oral Transmission and 
Spirituality: The Law of 
Origin has been transmitted 
from generation to 
generation through oral 
tradition. These narratives 
are considered sacred and 
constitute the foundation 
of the spirituality and 
worldview of the indigenous 
communities.

E The Ancestral Knowledge System of the Indigenous 
Peoples of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta 
comprises a set of rules, guidelines, and care norms 

aimed at maintaining the integrity of the world, arising from 
the disagreement between the spiritual authorities 

For the Arhuaco, Kankuamo, Kogui, and Wiwa peoples, 
the "Elder Brothers", the Law of Origin is the supreme 
mandate that contains the principles and foundations 
that support the existence and harmony of the universe 
to ensure peaceful coexistence and balance among 
the natural elements that constitute the body of Mother 
Earth.

In this intermediate plane, two spiritual authorities 
engaged in a profound debate. One of them advocated 
for the materialization of the world, allowing for 
physical and spiritual evolution. On the other 
hand, the other authority strongly opposed this 
idea. This disagreement required millennia of 
reflection and debate among the Fathers until 
a spiritual consensus was reached.

The Law of Origin varies among each 
indigenous community in the Sierra Nevada, 
although they share common elements, 
covering the following aspects:
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"Everything has its spirit, including 
plants, stones, all this forms a thought 
that goes to the universe, all united like 
a breath"

 › - Mamo Zeukukuy

The Black Line is an imaginary boundary representing a 
system of interconnected terrestrial, marine, and aerial 
landmarks that are sacred to the four indigenous peoples.

Each sacred point has specific energetic functions, where 
the Mamos make offerings to preserve the balance of the 
universe and protect their ancestral territory.

 › The National Government issued Decree 
1500 of 2018 recognizing 348 sacred 
sites 

 › The sacred sites of the indigenous 
communities total around 350 hectares, 
within an area exceeding 1.7 million 
hectares.

Within the Law of Origin, sacred places possess established 
hierarchies, based on the importance and function of each 
space. The highest-ranking places are known as Ezuamas 
(in Kaggaba), K’adukwu (in Iku), and Mananua (in Damana). 
These are located in high mountain plains and river 
eadwaters, being sites where the wisdom of the Fathers 
and Mothers resides. Here, fundamental decisions for the 
communities are made, and they are under the protection of 
certain mamos and their families.

Besides the Ezuamas, K’adukwu, and Mananua, there are 
other relevant spaces such as the Nevados, residences of 
spirits and settings for rituals; water sources, connecting 
with mother earth; stones and monoliths with special 
meanings in rituals; ancestral paths used by generations; 
ancestral burial sites; and primary forests, seen as places of 
power and home to spirits.

T HE 
BLACK 

LINE

The territory and sacred spaces are fundamental for the 
existence and perpetuation of the spiritual plane, as they 
allow the maintenance of oral tradition and its generational 
transmission. The physical conservation of these places 
and sacred objects ensures the preservation of intangible 
heritage, manifested in practices such as singing, weaving, 
traditional governance, and construction techniques.

The Sierra is seen as a sacred human body, where the 
masculine mountains represent life and the water sources, 
the blood that nourishes it. In this universe, spiritual beings, 
balanced between positive and negative, subsist thanks to 
"pagamentos" (offerings) made at sacred sites, under the 
guidance of the Mamo, intermediaries between the cosmic 
and the earthly.

For the Arhuacos, for example, forests are not just 
conglomerates of trees, but sacred vital spaces that provide 
sustenance and are treated with respect. Their circular 
dwellings reflect the symbiosis between humanity and 
nature.
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TRADITIONAL 
CONSTRUCTIONS AND

sacredspaces
T The settlements of the Sierra Nevada 

de Santa Marta, known as Nikuma in 
the Damana language, are considered 

sacred spaces vital for community life. Within 
these settlements, there are different areas that 
fulfill specific and symbolic functions:

 › Unguma: The house for men.

 › Ushui: Corresponds to the 
house for women.

 › Gagaka: Means "hill". This is a 
sacred space accessible to both 
men and women, acting as a
 › place of consultation and 
wisdom. On the hill, there are 
stone chairs, called atikjana, 
where the Mamos sit to give 
advice and connect with the 
Fathers and Mothers.
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A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD

T The f i rst  bui ld ings constructed when 
establ ish ing a new v i l lage are the ceremonia l 
centers.  These places have h igh r i tua l  and 

educat ional  importance:

• They serve as spaces for transmitting knowledge 
through oral tradition. In them, the Mamos and Sagas 
share visions, experiences, and wisdom with the 
community.

• These enclosures are not used as dwellings but 
exclusively for sacred ceremonies and offerings.

A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD

The ceremonial houses are buildings of special significance 
and cannot be constructed randomly or by just any individual:

• They represent places where dialogues and 
conferences are held between Mamos and traditional 
leaders, being the epicenter of the word, the spirit, and 
the physical and spiritual connection.

• The ceremonial house is always illuminated by four lit 
hearths, symbolizing the presence and validation of fire 
in the imparted dialogues.

• These houses have different names depending on 
the language and the people: Nujue and Juitema in 
Koggian, Kankurwa Cheyrwa and Kankurwa A´mía in 
Ikun, Unguma and Ushui in Dumunu, and Teruarikwa 
in Kankuamo. Each name encloses stories, codes, and 
teachings about the purpose and knowledge linked to 
that specific space.

 › In essence, although an indigenous 
house may appear as a simple 
structure, it is actually a symbol 
of profound spiritual and cultural 
complexity for the communities of 
the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta.
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J A B A  M I T A N S A M A

Located on the outskirts of Palomino in the beaches. It is a space for performing 
spiritual works of mortuary, marriage, baptism, and for community work.

SOME SACRED

T he growth of tourism in the Sierra Nevada poses 
a challenge between preserving sacred spaces 
and promoting local economic development. While 

tourism has economically benefited the region, it has also 
raised concerns about protecting the sacredness and 
privacy of these places.

One of the permanent threats to the Sierra Nevada is the 
destruction and impact on sacred paces, losing the ability to 
manifest their principles on a material level. The impacts are
manifested in logging, land movement, grave robbing, and 
looting of tumas and clay pots, among others.

Many visitors, unaware of the rich cultural tapestry, are not 
conscious of when they are in the presence of a sacred site. 
Although certain sacred points coincide with areas of high 
tourist influx, this guide only highlights some, not with the 
purpose of revealing their location, but to foster awareness of 
the impact of our actions and encourage visitors to interact 
with the environment respectfully, honoring the culture and 
traditions of the peoples of the Sierra Nevada

SPACES
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Nikuma
(Pueblito - Teyku)

Tayrona Park. From the beginning, Father Tayrona had four
children: This is the house of the four peoples Kogi, Arhuaco, 

Kankuamo, and Wiwa.

 Area of the mouth of the Río Piedras. Mother of the principle 
of accuracy for measuring and everything that involves 

manual work such as weaving, plowing the land,
and cutting wood, among others

It is the main (western) mouth of the Don Diego River. Where 
the Don Diego River originates is called Jaba Lumanzhian, 
where the positive spirit resides, and Ulueskaka is for the 

negative spirit.

Jaba 
Alumainziashkaka

Jaba
Kubala



7171

C
O

S
M

O
V

IS
IO

N
 A

N
D

T
E

R
R

IT
O

R
IA

L
 O

R
G

A
N

IZ
A

T
IO

N

A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD

70

C
O

S
M

O
V

IS
IO

N
 A

N
D

T
E

R
R

IT
O

R
IA

L
 O

R
G

A
N

IZ
A

T
IO

N
A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD

Jibakseishi
 Located in the sector of Cabo de San Juan in Tayrona Park, 
Jaba Gikbaseishi is a meeting and consultation space for the 

Mama to fix all kinds of problems.

Mutuateizhaka -
Teluama 

Located in the sector of Cabo de San Juan in Tayrona Park -
"Cerro Chúndua". From the beginning, Father Teyuna left a 
cape in charge of watching that the sea and diseases did 

not rise.

Shashalda Geka

Located in the sector of Cabo de San Juan in Tayrona Park. 
It is where the character Zongula, father of negative thunder, 

lived. The Mama bring offerings to this site
to be able to control those thunders.

Jaba
Senaneishi

Located in the sector of Cabo de San Juan in Tayrona Park. 
A space where the artisan Mamas specialize in the making 

of clay pots.
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Munué
Sector Taganga, where the father of the howler monkeys is 
located. The monkey ancestrally worked as a mamo. Today, 
when the Mama hear the monkeys sing, it is a sign
of rain or the beginning of summer.

Mulkwabake
Bahia Taganga. A space where the pure thought of the 
animals of this entire jurisdiction ends.

Nujue chi 
Mulkueke

Bahia de Taganga. It is the nujué of Mulkueke, the main 
father and highest authority in the history of the peoples of 
the Sierra, who from this site enforces the Law of Origin in 
the material and spiritual world, as a space for governance 
of the ancestral territory.

Manawi
Bahia de Taganga. It is a sacred space for Nikuma works. 
Manawi was the cape of Father Mulkueke who managed the 
knowledge of the Mama to ensure its compliance in the
Law of Origin.

Jaba Someizhi

Playa Cinto in Tayrona Park. Jaba Someizhi is part of the 
mythic relationship history with two characters: Due Nugi 

and Jaba Soma.
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Jabe Sé
Bahia Santa Marta. It is the mother of spiritual origin. 
Here everything related to the interpretation of zhátukwa 
(consulting the Law of Origin) and its payments was ordered.

Shibaldigeka
El Morro in Bahia Santa Marta. It is the place of 
imprisonment and payment for those who commit offenses 
both in the spiritual and material world.

A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD
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OFFERINGS
Or "PAGAMENTOS"

 › "Pagamento" is an ancestral and sacred practice 
that reflects the deep connection and respect these 
communities have with nature, and their active role in 
maintaining the harmony and balance of the world.

T he Mamos, with their ability to communicate with 
spiritual forces and understand the needs of nature, 
carry out ceremonies in which offerings such as 

shells, stones, and coca are made at sacred sites. 

Their purposes include gratitude to nature for its gifts, 
benefits received, such as rain, harvests, or good health, 
restoring balance, compensating for what is taken from 
nature, like when a tree is cut down or an animal is hunted, 
and requesting protection against adversities or illnesses, 
among others.

In the documentary "Palabras Mayores," made by Zhigoneshi 
in 2009, the main Mamos of each people Amado Villafaña 
(Arhuaco), Silvestre Gil (Kogui), Saúl Gil (Wiwa), and Roberto 
Mojica (Wiwa),address the younger brothers to share their 
traditions and express their concern for the care of the
planet

"If the culture of paying the debt to 
nature ends, everything would end. 
Previously, indigenous peoples paid 
with gold and quartz, now they do not 
do it because sacred spaces have been 
profaned. Serunka can punish, and 
destructions could come. The younger 
brother must understand that he must 
pay the debts with nature"

 – Silvestre Gil, Mamo Kogui
Cuando el bebé nace, su placenta es sembrada en 

When a baby is born, its placenta is planted 
in sacred spaces, establishing a spiritual 
bond with the territory. The parents perform 
this ritual as a way of thanking Mother Earth 
for the woman's fertility, strengthening the 
family's exchange with the immaterial 
world.

Certain rituals are linked to gender. For 
example, when a girl experiences her first 
menstruation and transitions from being 
a girl to a woman, she performs specific 
pagamentos. The community celebrates 
this moment, as it represents the potentiality 
of giving life.

On the other hand, when a man receives 
the poporo through a ceremony, it not only 
marks his transition to adulthood but also 
affirms his prominent position within the 
community. This ceremony symbolizes 
both his physical and spiritual maturity.

When an individual dies, the mortuary 
ceremony is performed. According to their 
tradition, death is perceived as a rebirth for 
the deceased. The community gathers and 
accompanies in mourning for nine days, 
a period in which pagamentos rituals are 
carried out. The individual's life trajectory is
symbolically likened to the journey from the 
sea to the snow-capped peaks.
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KNOW LEDGE
SYST EM

the

 ›INTANGIBLE 
CULTURAL 

HERITAGE OF 
HUMANITY

A ncestra l  knowledge 
and wisdom are 
conceived in the 

terr i tory,  space, and t ime, 
making the i r  conservat ion 
and maintenance possib le 
through the nat ive languages 
of  each people.  Ancestra l 
knowledge (Shibulama 
(Koggian) ,  Kunsamu ( Ikun) , 
Shembuta (Dumuna); 
Kankuamo does not have its 
own term) is the set of ideas, 
principles, and norms established 
from the Law of Origin that maintain 
the Ancestral Knowledge System

UNESCO has recognized the ancestral knowledge system of the indigenous 
peoples of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta as Intangible Cultural Heritage 
of Humanity.

 › Over the years, both men (Mamos) 
and women (Sagas) develop skills and 
sensitivity to communicate with the 
snow-capped peaks, connect with the 
wisdom of the rivers, and understand 
the messages of nature.

 › The recognition of these 
ancestral knowledges as Intangible 

Cultural Heritage of Humanity 
seeks to value, respect, and protect 
the cultural and spiritual wealth of 
these communities, promote respect 
for cultural diversity, and preserve 

the identity of the peoples of the 
Sierra.

ANCEST RAL



MAMO
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SOCIAL 
ST RUCT URE

AUTHORITIES AND

T he Pr inc ip les of  Or ig in guide the socia l 
organizat ion of  the indigenous peoples, 
founded on col lect iv i ty  and led by author i t ies 

who comply wi th the Ancestra l  Law re lated to 
the terr i tory.  There are var ious author i t ies such 
as Father and Mother guardians,  a l l  wi th speci f ic 
ro les to mainta in harmony

The mamos, essential authorities, represent wisdom and 
ancestral knowledge, acquired through profound training. 
They do not transmit learned knowledge, but direct from the 
Spiritual Fathers, giving them genuine authority. Supporting 
the Mamos, there are staff known as Commissioners or Minor 
Councils, in charge of maintaining order and supervising 
community tasks.
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In Kogui culture, the "Mamos", whose name means sun, act as 
intermediaries between the spiritual and physical world, guiding 
the community based on ancestral precepts to take care of 
both nature and their people

Women play a crucial role, not only in the family sphere but 
also in social responsibility, supporting the decisions of the 
mamos and actively contributing in ceremonies and events. In 
addition, sagas, spiritually prepared women, possess ancestral 
knowledge and collaborate closely with the mamos, although 
they maintain their own rituals related to the feminine.

The cohesion and dynamism of this social organization lie in 
the joint work of all its members, each one with a role defined 
from childhood to old age. Complementary roles ensure the 
transmission and experience of ancestral knowledge, similar 
to how each tree contributes to the ecosystem of a forest on 
a mountain.

For the Wiwa, the "Mamo" is equivalent to the sun, 
grandfather, and counselor, while its counterpart, the "Saga", 
symbolizes the moon, grandmother, and counselor. Both 
have special training to understand divinity, nature, society, 
and people. They also have the gift of healing, interpreting 
dreams, and leading sacred ceremonies and rituals.

CABOS

GUNAMAS

CABILDO
 Secretary

GENERAL 

Chief 
commissioner

Junior 
commissioner 

CHIEF CABO JUNIOR CABO 



L
Symbolic
Value
of the

A ll men and women of  the Kogui  carry 
t radi t ional  bags over the i r  shoulders.  Only 
women can weave these bags. Many of  the 

i tems carr ied ins ide a bag are secret  and known 
only to the owner.  The bags carr ied by Mamas 
conta in t radi t ional  sacred objects.  When two 
Kogui  men meet,  they use thecustomary greet ing, 
which is  to exchange handfu ls of  coca.

In small cotton backpacks, the roasted coca leaves or hayo 
are stored. The larger backpacks with stepped geometric 
designs are used to store the Poporo and other personal 
objects. 
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COCA LEAF
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A SACRED OBJECT
AND ITS MEANING IN INDIGENOUS CULTURE

T he poporo symbolizes the worldview of the 
inhabitants of the Sierra Nevada. Each component 
and action in its use combines functional and 

symbolic purposes, merging the spiritual and the earthly, 
and linking tradition with the day-to-day life of these 
peoples.
 
The ayu (coca leaf) is the plant of thought and the mother. 
It is shared as a reminder of mental and spiritual unity. The 
poporo is given as a means to guide a man's purpose in 
life. Although the poporo is carried by men, it represents a 
feminine energy, demonstrating the duality in the culture. 
Women, for their part, are responsible for collecting the ayu 
for the poporo.

 › In the Sierra Nevada de Santa 
Marta, the ritual of chewing 

the coca leaf goes hand 
in hand with the poporo, a 

sacred object that indigenous 
men carry as an emblem of 

their spiritual strength.

In the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta, the ritual of chewing 
the coca leaf goes hand in hand with the poporo, a sacred 
object that indigenous men carry as an emblem of their 
spiritual strength. When a young man reaches adolescence, 
he is presented with the poporo. The parents and the Mamo
determine the appropriate age for this handover, usually 
between 15 and 18 years. This handover marks the transition 
from childhood to adulthood, the beginning of sexual life, 
and integration asan active member of the community.

The ceremony lasts four days and nights, celebrated in 
the male ceremonial house. During this time, the young 
man, along with the Mamo, remains awake, sitting on a 
traditional bench. He acquires fundamental skills for his 
adult life: chewing the coca leaf, weaving on the loom, 
and, in parallel, the Mamo imparts the second Sewa or 
knowledge, addressing traditions and guidelines for his 
future life, including commitments to the community and the 
environment.
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ELEMENT S INVOLVED
and their process of use

Generally made of calabash or gourds, it represents the 
feminine universe and fertility.

 Made of wood or bone, it symbolizes the masculine 
universe. It is used to grind coca leaves and mix them 
with lime.

These leaves are chewed by the mamos and elders, 
providing mild stimulation and aiding in meditation and 
spiritual connection.

Produced from crushed seashells or limestone, it is an 
alkaline substance that, when mixed with the coca leaf, 
allows its active principles to be released.

The Container - The Stick -

 Coca Leaf - Lime -



Once the leaves reach maturity, they 
are collected by hand.

The freshly harvested leaves are spread 
out in the sun to dry.

Once the leaves are completely dry, 
they are stored in fabric bags.

Coca plants are cultivated in fertile soils and 
under the shelter of the forest, protecting 
them from direct sunlight. Cultivation is 
manual and without the use of pesticides, 
respecting ancestral traditions.
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COCA LEAF
PREPARATION OF THE

Cultivation -

Harvest -

Drying -

Conservation -

1 2

43

SEASHELLS
PREPARATION OF

Seashells are collected from beaches 
near the Sierra Nevada. This activity is
carried out respecting natural cycles 
and without disturbing marine life. Once collected, the shells are cleaned 

and crushed to a fine powder.

The shell powder undergoes a 
calcination process. It is heated in 
traditional ovens at high temperatures 
until it turns into quicklime.

The quicklime is mixed with water, 
transforming into hydrated lime or "lime". 
It is then left to dry and stored.

Collection -

Crushing -

Calcination -

Hydration -

1 2

4

3



9190

C
O

S
M

O
V

IS
IO

N
 A

N
D

T
E

R
R

IT
O

R
IA

L
 O

R
G

A
N

IZ
A

T
IO

N
A JOURNEY TO THE HEART OF THE WORLD

91

C
O

S
M

O
V

IS
IO

N
 A

N
D

T
E

R
R

IT
O

R
IA

L
 O

R
G

A
N

IZ
A

T
IO

N

T HE POPORO
and ancestral knowledge

The dry coca leaf is chewed, forming a ball or "bolo" 
in the mouth.

The combination of the coca leaf and lime releases 
the alkaloids of the coca, providing mental clarity and 
a deeper spiritual connection.

Chewing the
Coca Leaf-

Adding Lime-

Sacred Interaction-

 › During this meditative 
process, marks can be made 
on the poporo, representing 
learnings and reflections. 
The ring of lime around 
the calabash forms when 
rubbing the stick coated 
with saliva and lime. 
Over time, these residues 
accumulate to form thick 
layers that each man molds 
to his liking.

With the poporo's stick, a small amount of lime is 
taken and mixed with the coca leaf bolo in the mouth.
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When "poporear"  (us ing the poporo) ,  a man 
organizes h is thoughts.  Just  as a woman ref lects 
her ref lect ions in each st i tch of  the backpack she 
weaves,  men impr int  the i rs in each movement 
they make with the poporo's st ick.

The creation and use of the poporo is a ritual that embodies 
the sacred relationship between man and nature in the 
indigenous communities of the Sierra Nevada.

 › Every step, from 
cultivation to ceremony, 
is carried out with deep 
respect and reverence, 
reflecting a tradition 
that has endured over the 
centuries.

T he ELABORAT ION
OF t hE POPORO

SACRED RELAT IONSHIP

NAT URE

It is a ritual that embodies the

between the man of

in indigenous communities
from the Sierra Nevada
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WEAVINGS
SYMBOLISM OF 

...Serankua crossed the thread of thought given 
to him by Jaba Se and lifted it through the cen-
ter, bringing forth the hill Gonawinduúa, which 
was a hill both up and down, and thus it became 
the axis of creation...

Mama Ramón Gil (OGT, 2009)

T he loom in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta 
is more than a tool; it is a reflection of the 
cosmological world of its indigenous inhabitants. 

Its structures represent geographical locations and 
tutelary beings, interconnected with colors and 
animals. For these peoples, "weaving" refers not only to 
the creation of objects but symbolizes their relationship 
with the cosmos and the environment. 

Weaving has a profound ritual and educational significance. 
In the ceremonial temples, the loom is both a tool for 
learning and discipline. During the Poporo ceremony, 
young people are instructed in the art of weaving and the 
oral traditions of their culture.
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Sierra Nevada Peaks. 2023.
Photography by: Federico Osorio
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The attire of the indigenous people of 
the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta is 
distinguished by the use of traditional 

hats. Although their form varies among the 
peoples, all share a meaning rooted in tradition: 
it is an emblem of wisdom. Its design and 
white color evoke the snow-capped peaks, 
the home of the wise and the essence of 
ancestral wisdom. The long black hair 
symbolizes the mountains, connecting 
the individual again to the territory

The relationship between the 
individual and the territory is not 
only reflected in the body but also 
in clothing. During the Poporo 
ritual, the hat is awarded to the 
man. The Arhuacos call theirs 
Tutuzoma. Meanwhile, in the 
Kogui and Wiwa communities, 
the Mamos wear distinctive 
hats: the Kogui the Namanto 
and the Wiwa the Mamtu. 
Although other Wiwa and 
Kogui men traditionally
weave palm hats, today 
it is rare to see the Wiwa 
with them due to external 
influence, opting more for 
commercial hats.

AT T IRE

Tutusoma -

Tutu -

kursuno -
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T The Mamos use "assurances" as elements of 
power and protection, which the indigenous 
people wear on their wrists. These are made with 

cotton threads, some spun to the right and others to the 
left, placing them on the corresponding hands. There 
are different types of assurances, some more difficult to 
obtain than others, depending on the energy of the wearer 
and what the Mamo deems appropriate.

ASSURANCES
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The backpacks of the Sierra Nevada are not simply utilitarian 
objects; they are living symbols of the rich history, tradition, and 
culture of the peoples of Santa Marta. Each backpack is a canvas 
that narrates ancestral stories, traditions, and worldviews, 
making them true pieces of art and cultural heritage.

THE 
Backpacks 
Of T HE 
pEOplEs Of 
T HE siERRa
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Women play a central role, being the main weavers 
and transmitters of this ancestral art. Men, on the other 
hand, are often in charge of collecting materials.

Role of Women 
and Men -
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Tree leaf represents 
the trees and plants, 
particularly the coca leaf 
used by the Mamos for the 
Ayu.

Kanzachu - 
hoja de 
árbol

Garwa corresponds to a 
mythological being who 
laid out the paths and 
therefore made them 
inhospitable and difficult 
to traverse so that only the 
indigenous can dominate 
them.

Garwa - 
padre de los 
caminos

This backpack must be 
woven by the Arhuacan 
woman during her 
pregnancy and then given 
at the baptism. Thus, for 
each month that passes, a 
horizontal stripe is added 
as a symbol of gestation. 
When completed, it is given 
to the Mamo who uses it in 
rituals for the benefit of the 
future baby.

Sariwuwu - 
los meses 
del embarazo

DESIGNS AND 
MEANINGS
ofThe Backpacks

The designs can represent elements of nature, everyday 
events, ancestral stories, or spiritual symbols. For example, 
shapes that evoke mountains, rivers, or animals not only 
allude to their physical representation but also to the 
lessons and values that these elements convey within the 
community's worldview.

It represents the fathers 
through height and the 
mothers as depth.

Gwirkunu - 
cerros y 
lagunas

It represents the creation 
of the world, the 
conception of time.

Urumo - 
caraco

It is related to death, with 
the spirit responsible for 
liberating a person.

Makuru - 
gallinazo
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105Some animals have the 
responsibility of singing 
to the mothers, fathers, 
and phenomena like the 
frog, which is depicted on 
the backpacks. However, 
there is also the possibility 
that this figure comes 
from engravings found on 
stones.

Gamako - 
rana

It represents the animals 
that live inside the houses 
and for the Arhuacos, this 
animal may have been a 
Mamo in a past life and 
is now fulfilling another 
mission in the Sierra. 
However, this also relates 
to death.

Zikamu - 
gusano 
ciempiés

An ancient and indigenous 
tool used for various 
activities such as cleaning 
pastures and crops, as a 
hook or "guinda" inside or 
outside the houses where 
personal or load backpacks 
are hung.

Kambiru - 
garabato/
cola de 
alacrán

It is firmness, foundation, 
basis, not only of animals 
and objects but also of 
the culture itself (...) it 
is a combative figure in 
the service of the most 
precious, cultural identity, 
the "Traditional Law."

Kutía - 
semilla 
sagrada 
- costilla

It is firmness, foundation, 
basis, not only of animals 
and objects but also of 
the culture itself (...) it 
is a combative figure in 
the service of the most 
precious, cultural identity, 
the "Traditional Law."

Kunsumunu
cheyrwa - 
pensamiento 
de hombre 

The rattlesnake is the 
quintessential symbol of 
time and space (...) The 
snake is a living calendar. 
The design or engraving of 
the skin of the snake itself 
is the scheme of the map 
or division of the Arhuaco 
space. And in the zigzag 
movement of the snake, 
the indigenous people 
encapsulate the idea of 
movement.

Haku - 
serptiente 
de cascabel
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MAKING BACKPACKS 
process from the beginning

SIERRA NEVADA
of

from the

It all starts with the gathering of raw materials. Cotton and 
fique are the most common materials.

Collection of Materials-

01
02

03 Color is an essential part of the backpacks and is what 
gives them life. To dye the fibers, natural dyes are used, 
extracted from various plants, flowers, fruits, and tree 
barks. This traditional technique not only ensures vibrant 
colors but also the durability of the dye.

Once collected, the fibers undergo a process of cleaning 
and sorting, before being spun and dyed.

Preparation of Fibers-

Dyeing of Fibers -
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With the dyed fibers, women begin the weaving 
process. This is an art that is learned from a young 
age and perfected over the years. Using traditional 
techniques, the women weave intricate patterns and 
designs that tell stories and represent the community's 
worldview. Depending on the complexity, this process 
can take from days to months.

Weaving -

04
Once the main part of the weaving is finished, the 
finishing touches are applied. This can include 
adding borders, handles, or even additional details that 
enrich the backpack's design

In some communities, before using or selling a backpack, 
a ritual or blessing is performed. This act aims to infuse 
the backpack with positive energies and blessings for 
its user.

Before a backpack is considered finished, it undergoes a 
quality control check. It is verified that there are no errors 
in the weaving, that the colors are appropriate, and that 
the backpack is functional and durable.

Finishing and Details -

Blessing or Ritual  -

Quality Control -

05

06

07
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BACKPACK
Beyond being a fashion or decorative item, backpacks have a 
practical and everyday use in the lives of the inhabitants of the 
Sierra Nevada. They are used to carry food, tools, seeds, 
and sometimes small children. In addition, they serve as a 
means of exchange in celebrations and rituals.

Uses of the
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 backpacks

POPULAR CULT URE

The impact of these backpacks has transcended the 
mountains of the Sierra Nevada, becoming icons of fashion 
and popular culture in Colombia and beyond its borders. It's 
not uncommon to find these backpacks in fashion shows, 
boutique stores, and in the wardrobes of fashion enthusiasts 
around the world. However, it's essential to remember and 
respect their origin and the profound cultural significance they 
represent. 

The backpack is more than a utilitarian object; it is a 
manifestation of fertility and femininity, symbolizing the 
maternal womb and its connection to the cosmos. Its weaving 
starts from a center and develops in a spiral, expanding to 
form the base. Then, it progresses in a cylindrical shape 
around this base, passing through nine stages that evoke the 
phases of a baby's development in the womb. This weaving 
process reflects the nine layers of the universe according to 
the indigenous worldview.

 › The backpack is more than a utilitarian 
object; it is a manifestation of fertility and 
femininity, symbolizing the maternal womb and 
its connection to the cosmos.

 › The Kogui and the Wiwa 
use fique backpacks and 
cotton as a complement to 
their clothing, while the 
Arhuacos and Kankuanos 
make them in virgin wool 
and fique.



MUSIC, DANCE, 
AND SINGING AS
SPIRITUAL EXPRESSION

I n the indigenous communities of the Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta, music, singing, and dancing are traditions 
deeply rooted in their cosmogony, serving as means to 

communicate with the divinities of the land.

Since the dawn of their creation, each element was 
consecrated with a chant given by the ancestors. Music is 
a manifestation deeply connected to the worldview of the 
Indigenous Peoples for the following reasons:

Music is a way to connect with the divine. Through their 
songs and rhythms, the indigenous people of the Sierra 
Nevada invoke their ancestors, establish dialogues with 
the spirits of nature, and pay tribute to deities.

Spiritual Connection -

Songs and melodies are vehicles for transmitting 
stories, myths, teachings, and ancestral wisdom, 
keeping the collective memory of the people alive.

Transmission of Wisdom -

Music is an essential component in ceremonies and 
rituals. Whether to celebrate important events, make 
"pagamentos" (offerings), or seek harmony with nature, 
music accompanies and enhances these sacred 
practices.

Rituals and Ceremonies -



T HE CLIMAX
CEREMONYof the occurs when the

places threads on the hands and feet

symbolizing the

of their lives with the

OF T HE

AND

MAMO

BALANCE

ENERGIES
T HE SUN

EART H,
T HE MOON

CONNECT ION

T HE COUPLE,

and

This spiritual experience lasts about two hours and can be 
conducted at any time of the year.
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INDIGENOUS 
MARRIAGE

in the Sierra Nevada
de Santa Marta

I Indigenous weddings have gained popular i ty 
due to the i r  deep symbol ism and respect for 
Mother Nature.  They are off ic iated by the 

Mamos, spi r i tua l  leaders of  the communit ies in 
the Sierra Nevada. The unions are carr ied out 
in t radi t ional  huts or  in se lected areas of  luxury 
hote ls in the region,  ensur ing pr ivacy and the 
int imate nature of  the event,  where only the 
couple is  present. .

The ceremony has several 
significant moments:

 › Confession: A moment for 
the couple to synchronize 
with nature, connecting their 
thoughts with the environment.

 › Cleansing: A period of 
introspection and surrender, 
where both positive and 
negativethoughts are released 
to Mother Earth.

 › Offerings: An act of gratitude, 
in which the earth is spiritually 
recognized and thanked.



A nimals hold great cultural significance for the 
indigenous peoples of the Sierra, especially for the 
Arhuacos. These animals are often present in their 

rituals and ceremonies and are considered sacred and 
symbolic beings.

 › Snakes, for example, are 
seen as representatives of 
duality and fertility. They are 
attributedhealing powers and 
respected as messengers of the 
gods.

 › Mammals, such as deer and 
monkeys, are considered beings 
of wisdom and guardians of the 
forests..

 › Birds, like hummingbirds and 
macaws, are symbols of beauty 
and freedom. Their presence is 
believed to bring good luck and 
fortune.     

 › Crickets and cicadas are 
appreciated for their singing 
and are believed to transmit 
spiritual messages. 

 › Carnivores, such as pumas and 
jaguars, are revered for their 
strength and bravery. They are 
considered guardians of the 
territories and protectors of 
the communities.
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T HE HARLEQUIN

 FROG
 › A frog considered extinct for 30 years 
has re-emerged: 
 › the Starry Night Harlequin Frog

Less than five centimeters long with beautiful black skin 
and white spots, these marvelous amphibians live only in 
the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. For the Arhuaco people, 
the gouna—name of the Harlequin Frog in the Arhuaco 
language—is an indicator of life cycles and nature, a sort
of biological calendar.

For example, the reproductive cycle of the Starry Night 
Harlequin Frog is used as a reference for cultivating products, 
like a special type of corn that is the basis of the diet for 
young people in training to become spiritual leaders or 
mamos. For the peoples of the Sierra, frogs are particularly
sacred because they sing to the water.

 › Amphibians, like 
frogs, are considered 
intermediaries between 
the earthly and 
spiritual worlds. They 
are believed to have 
the power to purify and 
protect communities. 
"Everything has life 
and spirit, but frogs 
are particularly sacred 
because they sing to the 
water."
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 › The Andean Condor 
(Vultur gryphus-
Andean Condor-
Güitara in Iku) 
watches over the 
moors and snow.

Birds and their Significance

B irds play transcendental roles intertwined with 
fundamental aspects of communal coexistence 
and ecosystem preservation, linking them to their 

cosmogony of the universe..

This guide aims to recognize and highlight some bird species 
that, in the case of the Arhuaco people, have a deeply rooted 
cultural and spiritual importance, whose roles, symbolism, 
and presence have been and continue to be, fundamental 
for the conservation of both the heart of the physical world 
and the spiritual world in the magnificent Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta.

The endemic Santa Marta Hummingbird (Chaetocercus 
astreans-Santa Marta WoodstarBisiyungüe in Iku) is 
responsible for sowing and protecting the Ayu seed (sacred 
coca plant).

A bird that is highly respected for bringing notices and aiding 
in decision-making is the Squirrel Cuckoo (Piaya cayana-
Squirrel Cuckoo- Mama chicua in Iku), teaching the lesson of
learning to listen.

Some birds, like the group of raptors, have tasks related to a 
climatic context, said to attract rain or announce winter like 
the Laughing Falcon (Herpetotheres cachinnans-Laughing
Falcon- Guako in Iku).

Others are tasked with guarding the Sea of the Sierra and 
therefore do not ascend to the snowy peaks, like the Brown 
Pelican (Pelecanus occidentalis-Brown Pelican-Duanabojo 
in Iku), which must watch from below.

Some bring messages from beyond, and can announce 
illness or death, like the Black and White Owl (Strix 
nigrolineata-Black and White Owl-Bunku in Iku).

For sacred pagamento materials, there is a strong link 
with endemic species, as represented by the Santa Marta 
Parakeet (Pyrrubra viridicata-Santa Marta Parakeet-
Nanguewa in Iku).

The Military Macaw (Ara militaris-Military Macaw-Mrabu in 
Iku (U with a diagonal bar)), holds a deeply rooted value in 
culture and pagamentos, its feathers can be used for spiritual
cleansing and bad energies.

Some birds, like the Crested Oropendola (Psaracolius 
decumanus-Crested OropendolaNuluka in Iku), set an 
example of cooperation in the community, teaching the 
lesson of building houses with the help of others.

And some represent the punishment that can be suffered for 
being disobedient, like the Common Pauraque (Nyctidromus 
albicollis-Common Pauraque-Siví in Iku), who, for not 
following advice, ended up homeless (Biological Context: 
this bird nests on the ground).

 › Another inspiration for 
the behavior of the mamos 
is the Barn Owl (Tyto alba-
Barn OwlImun in Wiwa), 
whose example in nature 
represents the purity of 
the soul.
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DEST INAT IONS

AND  EXPERIENCES

MAIN

 › "This experience fosters 
genuine respect for the 

territory, traditionslocal 
and both natural 

resourcesas cultural."



Participating in the activities offered in 
the different communities, visitors are 
invited to deeply reflect on environmental 
conservation and care. This experience 
promotes genuine respect for the land, local 
traditions, and both natural and cultural 
resources. Furthermore, it allows visitors to
appreciate and value the effort and 
dedication with which the community 
protects and maintains
its customs.
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T he var ious indigenous 
communit ies offer  immers ive 
exper iences that  a l low for 

an exchange of  knowledge and 
cul tures of  the indigenous people 
of  the h ighlands. The exper ience 
a ims to showcase the day-to-day 
l i fe  of  community members,  thereby 
foster ing a cul tura l  exchange that 
reva lues the customs and nat ive 
language of  the communit ies.

 ›Hosts share stories, knowledge, and the 
importance of responsible use of natural 
resources.

 › Visits to ceremonial houses and talks with 
community members.

 ›Crafting and the process of making 
backpacks.

 ›Spiritual cleansings and insurance.

 › Ecological walks. 

 ›Harvesting food.

 › ABird watching.

 › Preparation of traditional foods. The 
sancocho is popular in the communities.

 ›Use of sugar mills.

Cultural Exchange and
Experiences

Agrotourism and
Gastronomy

Ecotourism



T HE 
FOUNDAT IONS 
OF 
   ANCEST RAL        
   IDENT IT Y 
IN T HE REGION
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 › Located in the mountains of 
the Sierra Nevada de Santa 
Marta in Colombia, the Lost 
City, also known as "Teyuna" or 
"Buritaca", is one of the most 
significant archaeological 
treasures in South America.

HISTORICAL AND CULTURAL
IMPORTANCE -

Built in the 9th century, the Lost City serves as a living 
testament to the advanced Tayrona civilization, which 
flourished long before the European discovery of America. 
While Machu Picchu in Peru often receives global recognition, 
Teyuna is actually 650 years older. This city was an important 
political, social, and economic center for the Tayrona, and its 
architectural structure reflects a deep connection with nature 
and an advanced understanding of mountain engineering 
and urban planning.

THE TAYRONA PEOPLE  -

The Tayronas were among the most organized and 
sophisticated indigenous tribes in Colombia. They were 
not only experts in goldsmithing and pottery but also 
had a profound astronomical knowledge, influencing the 
construction and orientation of their cities.

T E
Y U

NA

L O S T  C I T Y

CONSTRUCTION METHODS -

The architecture of the Lost City stands out for its adaptability 
to the terrain. The terraces, stone staircases, and plazas 
were built in harmony with the mountainous landscape, 
demonstrating a deep understanding of topography and a 
desire to coexist with the natural environment.

DISCOVERY -

Teyuna remained hidden from the modern world until 1972. 
Although it was known to the local indigenous peoples, it 
was rediscovered for the rest of the world by guaqueros, 
treasure hunters who stumbled upon the stone stairs while 
searching for gold objects.
 

It consisted of 200 structures including circular houses, 
plazas, ceremonial areas, food storage sites, and paths that 
formed a complex of terraces connected by stone stairs. 
The restoration process took place between 1976 and 1982, 
and in 1981 the archaeological park of the Lost City was 
opened to the public.



Day 1
 ›Santa Marta
 ›Mamey 
 ›Camp 1

Departure from Santa 
Marta to Mamey

hike
to camp 1 

Overnight in hammocks or 
beds with mosquito nets.

2 hours

3-5 hours about 8kms

Day 2
 ›Camp 1
 ›Mutanzi
 ›Camp 3

Breakfast

Walk to the indigenous 
village of Mutanzi

Bathing in the Buritaca 
River

walk to camp 2
and lunch

hike to
reach camp 3

Overnight in hammocks

2 hours

40 minutes

4 hours

Day 3
 ›Camp 3
 ›Lost City
 ›Camp 2

Hike to
the Lost City

1200 stone steps built 
by the ancient Tayronas

Tour to learn about 
the archaeological, 
ethnological, and 
historical area, with
free time to enjoy the 
place and the healing 
energy of the mountain

Return to Paraiso 
Teyuna camp, lunch

Hike to
camp 2

Overnight in hammocks 
or beds, dinner at the 
camp

1 hour 1200 masl

2 hours

5 hours about 10 kms

Day 4
 ›Camp 2
 ›Mamey
 ›Santa Marta

Breakfast

Early departure from 
camp 2, hike
to Mamey

Lunch and a 4×4 ride 
to Santa Marta or 
the traveler's final 
destination

7 hours

Duration
COP 1.750.000

4 days

Expedition
Lost City
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KUTANZAMA
/KUTANZAMA

Duration-
1 day

Difficulty-
Low

Hiking-
2 kilometers

Tour cost-
COP 200.000 to COP 500.000

Contribution to 
the Community
$120,000 per person

This contribution supports the 
sustainability of communities, the 
conservation of paths and homes, the 
care of the school, the promotion of 
our community, and more, to ensure 
you have the best experience.

How to get there-
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from 
Santa Marta to Riohacha until Perico
Aguao, kilometer 58. Then walk from 
the entrance to the reservation for 20 
minutes to the community.

Activities-

Kutanzama or Katanzama is an Arhuac community with a 
privileged location on the seashore between the Don Diego 
River and Palomino, easily accessible and just minutes from 
the main road. It is the only community settled by the sea, on 
a sacred beach area where bathing by visitors is prohibited.

Just a 25-minute walk from the main road (Troncal del 
Caribe), Katanzama is usually visited by tourists seeking a 
unique experience with nature and its culture, aim

• Conversations with Mamo Camilo or members of the 
community

• The offering of assurance and planting a tree as a 
gesture of gratitude to Mother Nature

• Visit to the ceremonial house

• Contemplating the majesty of the Sacred Tree

• Walking along the beach and visiting sacred sites, 
where you connect with nature and the purity of the 
water while exploring the river circuit of Madre Vieja

• If you are lucky, you might see the snow-capped 
peaks from the beach

• Spend the night in a traditional house

• Bonfire, dinner and musical ceremony with the Mamo

• For more information, you can contact members of 
the community directly:

@arhuacotravel

Access-
• It must be coordinated directly 

with the communities

• In the low season, access is 
only on weekends and holidays

• Groups of minimum 5 people 
and maximum 12
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GOT SEZHY

How to get there-
Take the Troncal del Caribe via Santa Marta to Riohacha to 
Guachaca, kilometer 30. Then you can walk for 3 hours to 
the community or do the tour in one hour in a 4x4.

1 day

Medium

2.5 km
COP 600,000- 
COP 700,000

Duration

Difficulty

Hike

Tour 
Cost

2 day
10 km

COP 800,000- 
COP 900,000

Located in the Guachaca River basin, 450 meters above sea 
level, Gotsezhy is a hidden charm of the Wiwa town, founded 
in 1986 by the respected Mamo Ramon Gil. This settlement 
is home to more than 50 Wiwa families, being one of the 
main enclaves of this community in the department. Upon 
visiting it, you will find yourself enveloped in the genuine 
hospitality of its inhabitants and fascinated by the serenity 
of its sacred lagoon.

Día 2

Tour around Gotsezhy, immersing in talks 
about the rich culture and traditions of the 
Wiwa people   
 
 › Lunch

 ›Return hike

If time is short, Gotsezhy also offers a 
one-day experience, departing from Santa 
Marta at 5:00 am and traveling by 4x4 to 
the vicinity of the community, ensuring an 
equally unforgettable trip

Itinerary-

Day 1

 ›Departure from Santa Marta towards 
Guachaca

 › Trekking through trails that lead through 
both peasant and indigenous territories

 ›Welcome talk and offering of assurance, a 
traditional gesture of gratitude and protection

 › Traditional lunch

 › Visit to Matuna Waterfall to enjoy a 
refreshing swim in its crystalline lagoon, 
accompaniedby local members

 › Learning how to extract sap from the 
Maguey plant to get fique fibers, which 
men offer to women for later dyeing and 
making backpacks and crafts  
 
 ›Practical workshop on backpack weaving 

and talk about its deep cultural significance

 ›Dinner followed by rest in traditional 
dwellings or outdoor hammocks

1.5 hours

3 hours
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Duration-
1 day|

Difficulty-
Medium

Hike-
10 km

Tour Cost-
COP 400,000 - COP 800,000

How to get there-
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from Santa Marta to 
Riohacha up to Calabazo village, kilometer 21. Then a 
3-hour hike to the community or a 1-hour 4x4 ride.

BUNKUANY:
T HE NEW

LOST 
CIT Y

Bunkuany, often referred to as the “New Lost City,” is an 
emerging gem in the Sierra Nevada. Its well-preserved ruins 
and archaeological remains of this ancestral city evoke the 
majesty and mystery of the Lost City, offering visitors a 
similarly enriching experience.

Itinerary-

• Departure from Santa Marta to El Calabazo village

• Trekking through jungle trails, culminating at the first 
ruins

• Welcome talk and exploration of the terraces. In group 
trips, there is the option to coordinate the participation 
of a Mamo, to enrich the journey with a profound 
cultural exchange.

• Traditional lunch.

• On the return journey, a stop is recommended at the 
Madre Sierra hotel or a swim in one of the crystalline 
rivers found along the way

For those who desire a more extended experience, some 
operators offer two-day tours, including a visit to the 
enigmatic Donama stone and accommodation options, thus 
complementing the experience in Bunkuany. It is important 
to note that the cost of the tour may vary depending on the
additional activities selected.

1.5 hours

3 hours
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Itinerary-

• Departure from Santa Marta to Los Linderos hamlet

• Ascent on an unpaved road to Quebrada del Sol

• Welcome by members of the peasant community

• Crossing the upper part of the Buritaca River towards 
Mulkwakungui

• Welcome talk at the Sacred Tree, energy recharge ritual, 
and offering of assurance

• Various activities in the community: harvesting cacao, 
using the sugar mill to prepare drinks, collecting coca 
leaves, and purchasing crafts and backpacks

• Lunch

• In the upper part of the Don Diego River, swimming is 
possible, and crossing the Kandumake community, a 
settlement of some Arhuaco families

• Return to Quebrada del Sol and Santa Marta

Duration-
1 day

Difficulty-
Low

Hike-
1 Km

Tour cost-

 COP 500,000 - COP 700,000

How to get there-
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from 
Santa Marta to Riohacha up to Los 
Linderos village, kilometer 51. Then a 
1-hour 4x4 ride.

1.5 hours
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MULKWAKUNGUI
Mulkwakungui, a Kogui settlement, is located in the 
Quebrada del Sol hamlet, on the slopes of the Sierra 
Nevada de Santa Marta. Although it is a Kogui community, 
in Quebrada del Sol, members of the Kogui, Arhuacos from 
the Kandumake community, and peasants coexist, enriching 
the cultural diversity of the area. This cohesion is clearly 
reflected in the local school, where children from different 
cultural backgrounds learn together, keeping their respective 
traditions alive.



Bonda is a small town of indigenous origin living off 
agriculture and ecotourism. Located near the Manzanares 
River, its main natural attractions revolve around the waters 
descending from the Sierra Nevada. The carved stones 
of Pozo de Bondigua and the famous Donama Stone are 
the main attractions of the region. This monolith, about 
four meters in diameter and three meters high, has many 
petroglyphs believed to represent nature's codes.

It is believed that the carving was done by the Tayrona 
between 500 and 1525 BC. Although its true meaning 
remains a mystery, the stone holds great spiritual and 
symbolic importance for the indigenous populations of the 
area.

Itinerary-

• Departure from Santa Marta to Donama Stone in 
Bonda

• A 1-hour journey

• Walk to La Liza waterfall

• Lunch

• Return to Santa Marta

• This is the most basic excursion, but usually, the 
visit to Donama Stone is combined with other plans 
around the Sierra Nevada

Duration-

How to get there-

Difficulty-

Hike-

Tour cost-

1 day

Low

1 Km

COP 300,000 - COP 500,000

Take the Troncal del Caribe road 
from Santa Marta to Bonda

STONE IN BONDA
DONAMA
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TAIRONAKA

How to get there-
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from Santa Marta to 
Riohacha up to the Don Diego River.

1 day

COP 350,000 - COP 600,000
Low
1 km

Duration

Tour Cost

Hike

Difficulty

Taironaka is an eco-lodge that blends recreation with culture 
in the heart of the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. Visitors 
can immerse themselves in the magic of the region while 
discovering the legacy of the Tayronas. Accompanied by 
expert guides, they will explore ecological and archaeological 
trails that highlight the rich heritage of the place.

Itinerary-

• Departure from Santa Marta towards 
the Don Diego River

• A 15-minute walk through an ecological 
trail or a 5-minute boat transfer

• Tour among gardens and terraces

 
• Visita el museo de la cultura Tayrona

• Lunch

• Return to Santa Marta

1 hour

2 hours
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BUNKW IMAKE

Duration-
3 days

Difficulty-
High

Hike-
30 Km

Tour cost-
COP 1,300,000 - COP 1,500,000

How to get there-
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from Santa 
Marta to Riohacha up to Don Diego. A 7 to 
8-hour hike to the community.

Bunkwimake, located on the eastern bank of the Don Dieguito 
River, is a hidden treasure an 8-hour walk from the Don Diego 
hamlet on the Troncal del Caribe. Delving into this ancestral Arhuac
territory, travelers find a hardworking, supportive community deeply 
connected to their culture and Mother Nature. They are governed 
by the revered law of origin NIWIKUNSAMU. Here, life revolves 
around agriculture, with corn, cassava, beans, and various fruits  
being the pillars of their sustenance and economy.

 › Visit to sacred sites

 › Lunch at a local family's house

 ›Afternoon dedicated to learning about 
traditional crafts

 ›Return to accommodation and hike to a 
viewpoint to watch the sunset

 ›Dinner followed by a bonfire and talk with 
the Mamo

Day 3

 ›Breakfast

 ›Ceremonial farewell with the Mamo

 › Visit to the Kandumake temple

 ›Crossing the river on traditional rafts

 › Lunch at Quebrada del Sol

 ›Motorcycle transfer to the borders and 
then back to Santa Marta  
 
 ›Sierra Nevada to Palomino

Day 1

 ›Departure from Santa Marta to Don Diego 
hamlet

 ›Hike through tropical forests

 ›Arrival at Bunkwimake and welcome by 
the ka’duku (welcome at the sacred tree)

 › Lunch, rest, and free time to bathe in the 
river

 › Tour of the community and explanation of 
their organization and architecture

 ›Dinner, bonfire, and dialogue with the 
Mamo

Day 2

 ›Wake up and greet the sun

 › Energy discharge ritual in the river

 ›Breakfast

6-7 hours

Itinerary-
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Palomino River and swimming in 
crystal clear natural pools

• Journey to Seydukwa 

• Talk with the mamo, rest, and typical 
lunch. The specialty is the trifásico 
sancocho.

• Tour of the village, ceremonial houses, 
use of sugar mills, talks on backpack 
making and the use of poporo

• Return to Palomino or a one-hour hike 
back to the starting point in tubing 
from the Palomino River

How to get there-
Duration-
1 day

Difficulty-
Medium / high

Hike-
8 km

Tour cost-
COP 500,000

This fascinating tour explores the Palomino River basin, 
where visitors have the opportunity to connect with the 
Kogui Seywiaka community, visit an Arhuac family in 
the enchanting Seydukwa, accompanied by Mamo 
Marcelino, and marvel at the pristine waters of Pozo 
Caimán. The adventure continues as they descend 
in tubing towards the town. Ideal for nature, sport, 
and culture enthusiasts, this circuit invites immersion 
in the essence of the land, sharing knowledge and 
traditions, and experiencing the energy and indigenous 
worldview. If lucky, they might spot the majestic Colón 
and Bolívar peaks, summits of the Sierra Nevada de 
Santa Marta.

Take the Troncal del Caribe road from Santa Marta to 
Riohacha up to Palomino

30 minutes

10 minutes

This experience can be extended by 1 or 2 days to visit the Kogui community of Kasakúmake 
and the traditional Arhuaco village of Gumake. This experience is designed for those who 
wish to explore the unknown paths of the Sierra Nevada.

Itinerary-

• Departure from Santa Marta to the 
Palomino River

• Before entering sacred territory, a 
small energy recharge ritual and 
release of bad thoughts

• Hike with stops along the River to 
Seywiaka

• Explanation of organic cacao 
cultivation and harvesting

• Explanation of the importance of the 
coca leaf

• Receipt of assurance and gratitude to 
Mother Nature

• Hike to Pozo Caimán, crossing the 

2 hours

POZO CAIMÁN, SEW IAKA, 
SEY DUKWA AnD T UBBING
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Itinerary-

Day 1

 › Enter through the Palomino district at 7 am.

 ›Arrival at destination at 3 pm.

 › Lunch in the community.

 ›Rest time and preparation for dinner.

 ›Night of bonfires and enriching conversations.

Day 2

 ›Start the day with an energizing breakfast.

 › Excursion to the emblematic waterfall of the region.

 ›Participate in pagamentos, sacred rituals.

 › Tour the town: learn about its history and culture.

 ›Discover sacred places and ancestral stories of the territory.

 › Lunch with local flavors.

 ›Refresh with a bath in the river.

 ›Dinner in the community.

 ›Bonfire and conversations with the Mamo, spiritual leader.

Day 3

 ›Start with a traditional breakfast.

 ›Departure towards Palomino at 7 am.

 › Lunch at Mamayse.

 ›Arrival in Palomino at 3 pm.

 ›Continue the journey towards the city of origin.

AT IGUMAKE

Duration-
3 days

Difficulty-
High

Caminata-
35 Km

Tour cost-
COP 1,300,000 - COP 1,500,000

How to get there-
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from Santa Marta to 
Riohacha up to Palomino. An 8 to 9-hour hike to the 
community

Deep in the Sierra Nevada, along the Palomino river slope, 
lies a pristine Arhuac community, strategically located closer 
to the snowy peaks. The region boasts almost untouched 
vegetation, where nature displays its full splendor. The journey 
is not only a physically challenging expedition but also a 
spiritual journey. Here, visitors have a unique opportunity to 
explore and connect with ecosystems that are fundamental to 
the worldview of the indigenous peoples of the Sierra Nevada, 
allowing immersion in a world filled with energy and ancestral 
wisdom.
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How to get there -
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from Santa 
Marta to Perico Aguao.

This is not an ordinary place; it's a sacred territory, filled with 
ancestral stories. Although it has been affected by illicit crops, 
it's currently undergoing a vigorous restoration process. The 
Arhuac indigenous communities of the region have invested 
efforts to plant native trees, infusing life back into the land. 
Access to this refuge begins in the peasant village of Perico 
Aguao, located just 1 km from the Don Diego River. The 
journey, which takes about 5 hours, is usually done on mule 
or horse due to the demanding terrain.

The cost usually includes round-trip 
transportation, mule freight, muleteers, 
guides, contribution to the community, 
contribution to the mamo, insurance, food, 
and lodging. Groups of 5 to 12 people.

Day 2

 ›Sun ritual at 5 am.

 ›Collection of firewood for the sacred space 
and preparation of breakfast.

 ›Breakfast.

 ›Bath in the river

 ›Return to Perico Aguao.

 › Lunch. 

 ›Return to Santa Marta.

Itinerary- 

Day 1

 ›Departure from Santa Marta at 6 am to 
Perico Aguao.

 ›Breakfast.

 ›Purification ritual to free oneself from 
negative energies.

 ›Departure towards the sacred territory.

 ›Stop at viewpoints for bird watching and 
to see the snowy peaks and understand 
their meanings.

 ›Arrival at the community and ceremonial 
welcome act and pagamento.

 › Lunch and brief rest.

 ›Walk around the community and 
ceremonial places.

 ›Bonfire and knowledge sharing 
encounters.

 ›Dinner.

2 days

 COP $1.000.000 
High

15 km

Duration

Tour Cost

Hike

Difficulty

about 6 hours

SEY KUANAMAKE
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CHERUA (T UNAGAJA)

Duration- 
2 days

How to get there-
Take the Santa Marta to Ciénaga road 
until the town of Palmor in Ciénaga.

Difficulty-
Low  

Hike-
4 km

Tour cost-
COP $1.000.000 

Immerse yourself in an unforgettable coffee tour in Santa 
Marta, where you will have the chance to share authentic 
moments with the Kogui community in Cherua. Not only will 
you learn about coffee processing, but you'll also explore lulo 
and honey farms, enjoy ancestral bonfires, bathe in natural
pools, and experience intercultural activities like dances and 
crafts.

Day 1

 ›  Depart from Santa Marta to Ciénaga, taking the Rio Frio 
route. you'll arrive at Palmor.

 › Typical breakfast of the region.

 ›  Journey to Cherua, located at 1,320 meters above sea 
level.

 ›Hike to the community.

 › The community will welcome and guide you on a walk 
through their lands.

 › Lunch. 

 › Visit a sacred pool and a lulo farm.

 ›Coffee and dinner at sunset, bonfire, local stories, and 
traditional dances.

 ›Accommodation will be in a cozy farmhouse.

A 2-hour

 1 hour and 50 minutes

A 30-minute

Day 2

 ›Start the day watching the sunrise, accompanied by 
organic coffee offered by the indigenous people.

 ›Breakfast.

 ›Coffee tour

 › Visit the apiary and learn about honey and the work of 
beekeepers.

 › Lunch and return to Santa Marta.

 › There are experiences of 2 to 4 days depending on the 
agency and available experiences.

A 3-hour

OF THE CONGO
ANCIENT  CIT Y

Discovered in 1983, El Congo is an ancient city and 
archaeological site of the Tayrona civilization. It is believed 
to have been home to about 5,000 people who lived near 
800 terraces. This architectural marvel, comparable to the 
Lost City Teyuna, stands out for its residential terraces, stone 
paths, and ceremonial areas. It represents the skill and deep 
respect of our indigenous ancestors towards nature.

Itinerary-

Day 1

 ›Depart from Santa Marta to El Congo at 1,200 meters 
above sea level.
 

 ›Hike

 › Tour of 21 discovered terraces and talk about the ancient 
Tayrona civilization.

 › Lunch

 › Visit to the cantarrana pools.

 ›Overnight in an eco-hotel or farmhouse inn.

Day 2

 ›Breakfast.

 › Visit the terraces and hiking in nearby areas, rivers, or 
viewpoints, as chosen by the group.

 › Lunch.

 ›Return to Santa Marta. 

4 hours

1 hour

Duration-
2 days

Difficulty-
Low

Hike-
11 Km

Tour cost-
COP $1.000.000

HOW TO GET THERE-
Take the Troncal del Caribe road from Santa Marta to 
Riohacha up to Los Linderos hamlet, kilometer 51. Then a 
1-hour journey in 4x4.
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-“…four souls
guardians, that of the

indigenous peoples of the
Sierra, Arhuaco, Kogui,

Wiwa and Kankuamo, weave
a protective mantle

about Mother Earth."

A trip to the Sierra Nevada is more than
Visiting a destination is not a random trip.

It is a spiritual meeting, a place
to dream, learn and value.

An opportunity to connect with
the older brothers and their conception of 

harmony and natural happiness described from
the state of the intangible world.

indigenous tourism guide
in the Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta


