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On Nutrition

P
anama, land bridge
of the Americas, is
also the connector
of oceans;
transected by a

great canal, it provides an
aqueous trade route for the
goods of two hemispheres.

On the Pacific coast,
Panama City, once sacked by
Morgan the Pirate, is a
mélange of colonial
architecture, traffic-jammed
boulevards, high-rise office
buildings, casinos,
beachfront condos, tree-lined
neighborhoods and
graffiti-covered slums. A
major commercial fishing
port, its early morning fish
market bustles with boats
offloading mahi-mahi,
corvina and shellfish to eager
fishmongers. At the lively
central market, produce is
trucked in from interior
farms and the valleys of the
cloud-forested Cordillera
Central — squash, bananas,
chiles, eggplants and
tomatoes; highland coffee,
citrus and dairy products.
But on the Caribbean coast
— over the spine of
mountains dividing the
country — there lies a world
that is still almost totally
inaccessible by road, still
shrouded in deep rainforest,
a world of hundreds of tiny
islands belonging to the
Kuna people — a world we
wanted to experience.

We were at the airport
before dawn. Though it’s
only a short plane ride away,
the coastal area of the San
Blas Islands is only
accessible by air from
Panama City — and space on
the tiny commuter planes is
at a premium. On our flight,
several passengers sat on
their companions’ laps. After
tapping their gauges, and
adjusting their instruments,
the pilots took off directly
into a bank of cotton candy
clouds — but as dawn broke,
the clouds opened, and a
confetti of islands appeared

below, floating off of a
shaggy green coast veined
with snaking brown rivers.

We landed on what could
have been Gilligan’s Island.
The breaking plane reached
the very end of the island
before stopping, then taxied
back on the grassy shoulder.
A cayuco — a dugout canoe
with an outboard motor —
carried us to Nulanega. With
more than 350 islands in the
San Blas Archipelago —
some just a single coconut
palm on a hiccup of sand —

Nulanega, population 400,
offered us the opportunity to
meet some of the Kuna
people.

Thatched-roofed houses
form an almost continuous
ring around Nulanega —
houses built so close
together there’s barely room
to pass between them.
Family outhouses stand on
wooden piers extending over
the water, as do the sties
housing the island’s few pigs
(we didn’t swim near the
island). We stayed in a small
six-room inn, built on stilts
with bamboo walls, open to
the island’s breezes. A
five-minute walk took us
around the island: the
central area is an open field
used for basketball games,
communal dances and
festivals. Early in the
morning, the men sail to
their mainland farms to fetch
fresh water and provisions
for the island; when the
cayucos return, eager
women run to greet them,
unloading the cargo and

carrying the water away in
colorful plastic containers.
Even though the tribe owns
land on the coast, the Kuna
are a sea people — they
choose to live on the water.
Here on Nulanega, the
community is tightly knit —
both spatially and
emotionally — and children
learn fishing and navigation
from an early age. 

The Kuna specialize in
intricate needlework molas,
colorful cloth panels that are
a part of the women’s
traditional dress and now,
along with lobster and
coconuts, a principal part of
the Kuna economy.
Traditional Kuna women

wear blouses made with
molas, sarong-style skirts,
multicolored beaded
bracelets from wrist to
elbow, and beaded leg bands
from below the knee to the
ankle.

Many women have a fine
line tattooed down the center
of their nose and wear a gold
ring through their septum.
The island’s preadolescent
girls run about in shorts and
T-shirts with their hair
hanging long until their first
menstruation cycle. When
that happens, a party is
thrown for her, her hair is
cut short, and she is given
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The houses
on Nulanega
— with
bamboo
walls and
palm-
thatched
roofs — are
built to the
water’s
edge,
rimming the
perimeter
of the
island. 
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Above: Preparing lunch on Korgitupu: peeling platanos (plantains) before
boiling them. Green plantains are used much as potatoes are in Panamanian
cooking. Left: A proud Nulanega elder wearing traditional Kuna dress holds
her portrait.

A typical
Panamanian

meal:
patacones

(fried
plantain
patties),

shredded
cabbage and

carrot
salad, and
deep-fried

fish.
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Following is written by Julia
Engle, a fourth-year
nutritional sciences student at
the University of
California-Berkeley.

I
t seems that whenever I
turn on the TV, I find
myself smack-dab in the
middle of a low-budget
weight-loss commercial.

And I can’t help but notice it’s
that time of year again. That’s
right, my friends, it’s New
Year’s resolution season.

According to
EconomicTimes.com, more
than 74 percent of women
and 58 percent of men make
some sort of decision to
better themselves in the
coming New Year. And, as
expected, weight loss tops
the charts as the most
popular of resolutions.

While it’s easy to spend the
holidays resolving between
slices of pecan pie, actually
keeping those resolutions can
prove to be quite difficult.
Here are some of the top
strategies from successful
weight losers and
maintainers recorded by the
National Weight Control
Registry (NWCR) to help you
on your journey:

➤  Mind the gap: The
energy gap, that is. The
energy gap is the difference
between the amount of
calories we eat and the
amount we expend in
exercise. If you eat more than
you burn, you will have a
positive energy gap and will
slowly gain weight over time.
Thankfully for 90 percent of
us, this energy gap is less
than a mere 100 extra
calories a day. That means if
we eat 100 fewer calories or
burn 100 calories more, we
can prevent excess weight
gain in 2010.

➤  Eat in moderation: We’ve
heard this one at least a time
or two, but hear me out.
Moderation is not about
cutting out every food you
like, but instead making a
conscious decision to only eat
your favorites when you truly
want them. In other words,
don’t settle for stale
store-bought apple pie if you
really want your Aunt
Margaret’s special recipe.
Don’t believe me? Then take
it from the real NCWR losers:
87.6 percent limited their
intake of certain types of
foods (like that gross store
bought pie) and 44.2 percent
cut portion sizes of their
favorites. By aiming to make
healthy patterns manageable
through portion control (not
self deprivation) these habits
become easier to maintain. 

➤  Get off the couch:
Physical activity is absolutely
essential to successful weight
loss and maintenance. Of
successful weight losers
registered with the NCWR,
94 percent increased their
physical activity and
90 percent exercised, on
average, for about 1 hour per
day. But here’s the real
kicker: Walking was the most
frequently reported form of
exercise. So turn off the tube
(most successful losers watch
less than 10 hours of
television a week) and take a
power walk around the
neighborhood. It can make a
huge difference in your
weight-loss efforts.

➤  No, really, get off the
couch: If you read the last
section, rolled your eyes, and
skipped down to the next one
— this is for you. Exercise
not only burns calories, but it
may actually help you
regulate your appetite — a
natural way to balance how
much you eat with how much
you burn. 

➤  Watch yourself: Honestly
observe your own patterns
and your own successes.
Weigh yourself weekly (like
75 percent of successful
losers do) to monitor your
progress. If you gain weight
or don’t lose as expected,
tweak your eating and
exercise habits for the next
week. You just may save
yourself from another
low-budget weight-loss
commercial.

Thank you, Julia!

Barbara Quinn is a
registered dietitian and
certified diabetes educator at
the Community Hospital of the
Monterey Peninsula. E-mail
her at bquinn@chomp.org.

Successful

resolutions
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her “real” name: she
becomes a woman in the
tribe. Our arrival on
Nulanega coincided with a
naming party; the whole
village was filled with
dancing, music, flutes and
drums — and drinking. The
next day the village had a
collective hangover. No one
went for water or supplies on
the mainland. The cook at the
inn was “incapacitated,” so
with the help of a sober
fisherman, Julio rustled up
breakfast for our fellow inn
mates, backpackers from
Italy and Britain. 

With their dreamlike
beauty, the San Blas Islands
are magnets for small cruise
ships, and Nulanega has
become an occasional
afternoon port of call. The
Kuna are tolerant of the
intrusion because selling
molas is an economic
mainstay for them — but they
feel that they are often
treated as exhibits — people
pointing cameras at them
without even greeting or
acknowledging them. While
the Kuna give the impression

of being stolid and unfriendly,
behind the façade they are
actually warm and vivacious.
Though small statured, the
Kuna carry themselves with
pride, their almond eyes
shining, and when they are
relaxed, they laugh easily and
often.

Because we stayed for
several days, we got to know
many of Nulanega’s children
(they learn Spanish in
school). A portable,
battery-operated printer
allowed us to take photos of

them and we gave the prints
to their mothers. This caused
a frenzy. The mothers,
usually reserved, dressed
their children in festival
clothes and asked us to
photograph them. They
dressed themselves in their
finest and passed around
communal gold jewelry —
necklaces of large thin gold
pieces — to pose for their
own pictures. Then they
brought us the old
grandmothers — the oldest
was 97.

After she proudly sat for

her portrait, this gracious
“ancient” took my hand and
smiled directly into my eyes.
Though we didn’t share a
common language, we spoke
the language of the heart.
While they’d been
photographed often, many
Kuna had never had a portrait
of themselves, nor of their
mothers nor — perhaps even
more precious — of their
children. 

The food is simple here,
what you’d expect from a
fishing people. The island is
sand on coral — there’s no
fresh water or soil, no
refrigeration without
generators. Fish cooked over
an open fire is the island
mainstay, supplemented with
staples such as rice, lentils,
plantains, yucca and tomatoes
from the mainland; an
occasional chicken or egg,
white bread, instant coffee,
crackers or butter are
luxuries. Lobsters are for
visitors.

We spent our days
snorkeling on different
islands. Our favorite,
Korgitupu, was so small you
could swim around it
effortlessly in 15 minutes. In
this short circumnavigation,
the sea bottom changes from
sandy — with cuttlefish,
conches, brilliant orange
stars, lime-green fish and eels
in Sargasso grass — to coral,
with staghorn and brain coral,
purple sponges, parrotfish
and a kaleidoscope of small,

shimmering fish.
The shallow reefs and

crystalline waters allow one to
peer into this sea world with
only a mask and snorkel. A
Kuna family lives alone on
Kogitupu in a hut hung with
hammocks. They prepare
their meals in a separate
cooking hut; a generator
supplies current to a
refrigerator to keep beer cold.
When we could draw
ourselves from the sea, the
family prepared lunch for us:
deep-fried smoked fish
topped with garlic and onions,
served with rice with lentils;
or deep-fried whole fresh fish
served with boiled yucca and
fresh coconut juice from their
trees. Most Westerner’s
would call this heaven.

Saying goodbye to
Nulanega was difficult; in a
short time we had become

attached to several kids, such
as 12-year old Rikki, a future
sailor who helped with the
cayuco; and feisty 10-year-old
Aylin, on the cusp of
womanhood, who peppered
us with questions. The night
before we left, the kids
clambered over us,
affectionately holding our
hands, cuddling with us, and
calling after us. So many
times travelers say, “We’ll be
back” — but then there’s
always someplace else
beckoning. Nulanega will
always be calling us. We’ll be
back.

      Coconut ginger lime ceviche      
          (Serves 8 as appetizer)          

This is a simple but elegant
appetizer, evocative of Panama’s
coastal areas. The lime and ginger
combines well with the coconut
milk but doesn’t overwhelm the
delicate, fresh flavor of the fish.
Serve it in cocktail glasses with a
garnish of lime accompanied by
tortilla chips,  — or try it on a
tostada, or with boiled yuca, or
serve it as they do in Panama —
with patacones (fried plantains).

1 lb. fresh fish (sea bass, halibut,
petrale sole) or shellfish (rock
shrimp, bay scallops) — or a
combination (see note)

1 14-oz. can coconut milk (not
cream); Chaokoh and Pacific Jade
are good brands

1⁄3 cup freshly squeezed lime
juice

2 tsp. finely grated fresh ginger
1⁄2 tsp. lime zest (fine strands)
1 tsp. kosher salt
11⁄2 cups diced ripe tomatoes,

salted to taste
Steps: Wash and pat dry the fish

and/or shellfish with paper towel;
check fish carefully for any bones
and remove them; slice into 1⁄2-inch
cubes (bite-size pieces). If using
bay scallops or rock shrimp,
they’re the perfect size. Set aside
in refrigerator.

Put the coconut milk in a small
saucepan; bring to a boil, then
reduce heat to medium and allow
to simmer for 15 to 20 minutes to
reduce the liquid to about half. It
will have a thick, creamy
consistency. Remove from heat,
place in a small, noncorrosive
mixing bowl and refrigerate until
cool.

When the coconut milk is cool,
add lime juice, ginger, lime zest and
salt to the bowl; mix well. Add the
seafood, tossing well. Cover and
return the mixture to the
refrigerator. Allow the seafood to
marinate for 4 to 6 hours before
serving. (The ceviche can be held
for up to 24 hours, but fresher is
better.)

To serve: Spoon 2 or 3 T. of
diced tomatoes into a cocktail
glass; spoon ceviche onto the
tomatoes; garnish with a lime slice
and a pinch of lime zest or toasted
coconut shreds (optional).

Note: Keep seafood refrigerated
and handle using proper sanitation
procedures.

            Camarones piro piro            
      (sautéed shrimp in coconut      
                  cream sauce)                  
                     (Serves 4)                     

This is a rich, sweet and tangy
way to prepare prawns; the
intense coconut and shrimp flavors
give a real taste of the Caribbean
islands. This dish makes a beautiful
presentation when on a bed of
fresh baby spinach, accompanied
by a side of rice.

32 prawns (21/25 size), cleaned,
peeled and deveined, with tails left
on

1⁄4 cup flour, for dusting
3 T. olive oil 
1 serrano chile, minced (about 2

tsp.)
8 scallions (green onions), the

white part minced and set aside;
separately, the green part
chopped and set aside 

3 cloves of garlic, minced (1 T.)
1 14-oz. can coconut milk (not

cream); Chaokoh and Pacific Jade
are good brands 

1 T. sugar
1⁄4 tsp. salt
4 T. toasted shredded coconut

(spread on baking sheet, heat in
350-degree oven for 2-3 minutes
until golden brown — don’t burn!)

Steps: Pat the prawns dry. Place
flour in a bag (or a plastic
container with a fitted lid). Add the
prawns to the bag and shake to
dust them lightly with flour.
Remove and set aside.

Heat 1 T. of the oil in a small
saucepot over medium-low heat.
Add the garlic, chile and the
minced white of the scallions, and
cook, stirring occasionally, until the
vegetables begin to sweat —
about 2 minutes. Add the coconut
milk, bring to simmer, lower heat
to low and cook for 2 minutes. Add
the sugar and the salt, stir, and
remove from heat.

Heat 2 T. oil in a large 12-inch
sauté pan over medium heat. Place
the prawns in the pan, making sure
not to crowd them. Cook for two
minutes, turning once. The prawns
will have turned pinkish brown and
their tails will be pink. Add the
coconut sauce to the pan, stirring
gently, bring to simmer, cook for 1
minute, remove from the heat and
allow to stand for I minute more. At
the last moment, add the chopped
green part of the scallions to the
pan and 2 T. of the toasted
coconut shreds, let stand for 1
minute. Serve immediately,
garnished with the remaining
coconut shreds. 

Did you know?
The San Blas Islands, Kuna
Yala, became an autonomous
territory in 1938. Chiefs on
each island decide how the
village will conduct itself. The
Kuna will not allow
“outsiders” to own property.
All tourism is run by Kuna;
scuba diving is not permitted.
The Panamanian Coast Guard
is not allowed to patrol Kuna
waters. Kuna who marry
outside of the tribe must
leave the territory.

About the authors

 Julio Ramirez and Marie
Perucca-Ramirez, creators of
the Fishwife Seafood
Restaurants and Turtle Bay
taquerias on the Peninsula, sold
their restaurants to start The
Food Wranglers Inc., a
restaurant consultant group.

Julio is certified as an
executive chef by the American
Culinary Federation and in 1999
was inducted into the prestigious
American Academy of Chefs.
Marie is a writer with a degree in
history and sociology and a
master’s in applied linguistics.

The couple have always
enjoyed traveling the back roads

of the world; they are interested
in seeing what other ethnic
groups grow, what they eat, how
they prepare their food — what
their various cultures “taste
like.”

During their travels they have
met many remarkable
individuals, had a number of
unusual experiences, eaten a
variety of unfamiliar foods —
and collected some great
recipes they have adapted for
home use.

Once a month they will share
their experiences — through
words and photos — with
Herald readers. Write to them
at marie@foodwranglers.com.
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