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When	  I	  bought	  the	  land	  for	  Finca	  Bayano	  in	  2010,	  the	  fence	  was	  in	  a	  very	  good	  condition.	  The	  barbed	  
wire	  was	  almost	  new	  and	  the	  poles	  were	  very	  stable.	  
	  

Since	  then,	  the	  ravages	  of	  time	  are	  impacting	  our	  fence.	  But	  it's	  also	  our	  neighbors'	  animals	  that	  are	  
accelerating	  the	  decay.	  Horses	  and	  cattle	  have	  repeatedly	  forced	  their	  way	  into	  Finca	  Bayano,	  
destroying	  the	  fence,	  especially	  during	  the	  dry	  season,	  when	  food	  'on	  the	  other	  side'	  is	  becoming	  scarce.	  
This	  would	  not	  be	  a	  problem	  if	  the	  invaders	  would	  limit	  themselves	  to	  eat	  our	  grass.	  Horses,	  however,	  
prefer	  banana	  leaves	  and	  cows	  trample	  over	  anything	  in	  their	  path.	  For	  this	  reason	  I	  have	  decided	  to	  
renew	  the	  fence.	  This	  time	  it's	  going	  to	  be	  a	  living	  fence.	  

	  

	  
 
This is how a living fence looks like 
in Panama. 'Cholo Pelao' tree 
seedlings are planted in a distance 
of about seven feet to each other, 
and five rows of barbed wire are 
nailed to the posts. 
 

Shoots emerge at the top of the 
seedlings and become branches 
that can be harvested every 
second year. Two branches have 
to remain on the tree, so that the 
plant has leaves during the rainy 
season. 
 

Cholo Pelao (Bursera simaruba) 
means something like naked Indio. 
There is some more information on 
this site: 
 
http://enhancedwiki.altervista.org/es. 
wikipedia.php?title=Bursera_simaruba 

	  
	  

	  

 
This is a normal fence. The poles 
of hardwood last for decades, but 
they are very expensive and 
hardly available nowadays. After 
10 years the wire is rusted. 
 

To renew the fence around Finca 
Bayano in the conventional way, 
would cost about $ 10,000. For 
the circumference of 10,000 feet, I 
would need 1,500 poles and 
50,000 feet of wire. Nails and 
tools would also be a considerable 
expenditure. 
 

I have chosen the natural variation 
because the life expectancy of a 
living fence is higher and the 
materials are cheaper. The labor 
costs are equal in both cases. 
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The yellow line corresponds to a 
length of about 6,500 feet or two-
thirds of the circumference of the 
Finca Bayano, that we have 
fenced in 2015. Especially in the 
North East and South, cows and 
horses have repeatedly made 
their way into Finca Bayano. 
 

8,000 Cholos, at an average price 
of ¢ 30, have been planted. To 
get them to Finca Bayano, I had 
to make more than 70 trips with 
my Mitsubishi pick-up. I was able 
to buy some cholos in Las 
Palmas, but many times I had 
more than 40 miles of driving for 
one single load. 
 

Starting in January 2016, we will 
fence the red line. Then, dogs 
can supervise our fields. 

	  
	  

	  

	  
And this is how our living fence 
looks like. The main difference to 
the Panamanian original: the 
seedlings are placed much closer 
to each other and in the future, 
barbed wire will not be needed. 
 

The distance between the 
seedlings is about eight inches 
and will decrease as the diameter 
of the plants is steadily growing. 
One day our dog will not be able to 
pass through. The diameter of the 
plants should at least double, even 
though they have been planted 
very close to each other. 
 

Our fence is an innovation that is 
going to be emulated, at the least, 
when metals are scarce and/or too 
expensive. 

	  
	  
Since the grass on adjacent 
fincas is very scarce, the 
neighbors' cattle come to the 
fence to eat the grass that grows 
on our site. The more hungry 
they are the more they increase 
the pressure on the fence, until it 
breaks and the animals come to 
Finca Bayano. Compared to 
their meadows there are 
paradisiacal conditions on our 
land, because there is not only 
grass but there are bananas, 
yucas and other 'dainties'. 
 

In the last incident, one of our 
neighbors lost an animal as it fell 
from a slope and broke its leg. 
The cow had to be slaughtered 
out of necessity and could not be 
eaten because it had been 
vaccinated a day before.	   	  
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In the dry season, horses that walk 
around on public land are the 
biggest danger to our fence as 
they don't have food nor water. 
 

While farmers bring water to their 
cows, horses are on your own. 
And once the creek is dry, they 
have a hard time because they 
have no access to the fincas 
where the cows graze. So they 
look for cashew apples to quench 
their thirst. Once the fruits have 
fallen to the ground they're pickred 
by the horses immediately. 
 

Our problem is that the horses 
pick the cahews from our trees 
since they don't want to wait until 
the fruits fall down. Thereby they 
are leaning against the fence and 
destroy it. 

	  
 
Cutting branches in the sun, can 
be very exhausting. Bursera 
simaruba has no leaves during 
the dry season and therefore the 
tree offers no shade at all. 
 

On the other hand, the sale of 
seedlings can generate an 
attractive income. I have bought 
1,500 cholos for $ 500 from the 
farmer on the photo. This is a 
considerable amount for a self 
supplier who pays no rent and 
doesn't have high expenditures, 
as the standard of live generally 
is low in the villages. 
 

He also wants to sell me 
bananas, pineapples and some 
other seedlings in the rainy 
season. 

	  
	  

	  

	  
Palm leaves are well suited to 
cover freshly cut cholo branches. 
The wood is shadowed and it still 
can breathe. 
 

After being cut, the wood has to 
be stored a few days horizontally, 
protected from the sun. Thus, 
dehydration is prevented. The 
'juice' in the woods thickens - I 
was told - and the pores are being 
closed. Shoots come out rapidly. 
 

After one week the Cholos can be 
planted or stored upright. The 
plantation must be completed 
during the dry season, however, 
because if they are planted in the 
rainy season there is the risk that 
the seedlings would rot. This is 
not a scientific explanation, but it 
works. 
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Meanwhile, I have a number of 
friends from whom I have bought 
Cholos, but only a few fincas are 
directly at the road. 
 

Most of the suppliers are living 
far away from well-developed 
roads and their farms are only 
accessible with a four-wheel 
drive vehicle. During the first 
trips I mostly used a GPS to find 
the places, because I could 
barely assign the names of the 
farmers. I used mnemonics such 
as 'blue gate', 'mango tree' and 
'neighbor of the carpenter'. In the 
next season, everything will be 
much easier since I know the 
people now and things can be 
planned and arranged in 
advance . 

	  
	  

	  

 
When my employees are 
unloading, I am mostly looking on. 
To load the car and to get the 
cholos to Finca Bayano is hard 
enough. Apart from that, I have to 
take the time to check the work 
my employees have done in my 
absence. I am lucky that I can rely 
on Miguel, my foreman, who can 
be seen in the background. 
 

When I take photographs of my 
employees they are amused since 
they are not used to that. They 
cannot imagine that people in far 
away countries are interested in 
their work. It even less fits into 
their view that we preparing for a 
crisis in their country. There has 
never been a war here and in the 
future most probably there won't 
be one. 

	  
 
Once the Cholos are unloaded at 
Finca Bayano, they are covered 
again. I bring with me the palm 
leaves from the cholo sellers as I 
do not want to ruin our own palm 
trees. 
 

For some reason the two thick 
cholos trunks in the foreground 
were not covered and it may well 
be seen that they are burned. 
They have been lying in the sun 
for about a weeks and their green 
color has changed into brown like 
a sun burn. 
 

Soon we will find out whether the 
horizontal storage is crucial as we 
have tentatively planted a small 
part of the cholos directly after 
they have been cut. 
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It took two months to plant 8,000 
cholos with ten workers. This work 
is not a mental challenge, but the 
physical limits are reached. To do 
the same movement eight hours 
every day, is no joy. There is 
almost no shade along the fence 
and during the dry season, the 
earth is much harder and very 
dusty.  
 

Otherwise, the work is simple: dig 
a hole, put in the seedling, fill the 
hole, next hole ... and so on! 
 

When the fence is completed 
there will be much more 
comfortble jobs: building the 
dams. At the creek there is shade 
almost everywhere. It's cool at the 
water and there is no dust. 

	  
 
Some parts of Finca Bayano are 
not accessible by vehicle yet. 
Those are the places where the 
cholos have to be carried to; 
especially at the Farmlands A1 
and A2. 
 

The dams, that we are going to 
build soon, will be between the 
Farmlands A2 and A31 and 
between the Farmlands A31 and 
A1. Furthermore, we are going 
to build passages between the 
Farmlands A6 and A9 and the 
Farmlands A12 and A15. There 
will also be a dam built between 
the Building Lots B6 and B39. 
 

In this regard, there will be a 
newsletter in the next month.	  

	  
	  

	  

 
At this point, a 500-pound stone 
had to be excavated. The work 
takes much longer where the 
ground is rocky, and in some 
places it is impossible to plant 
Cholo Pelao seedlings at all. 
 

Otherwise, the planting of the 
cholos has become a matter of 
'precision by eye'. While my 
employees at the beginning found 
it difficult to imagine a fence of 
trees through which a dog could 
not pass, they have now 
understood that milimeters do not 
matter.  
 

Even my foreman Miguel has 
used his tape measure at the 
beginning.	  

	  

5	  



	  

 
Thick seedlings are better 
perceived by the animals than a 
thin barbed wire. This kind of 
seedlings have preferably been 
planted in places where the 
fence has occasionally been 
destroyed by the animals. 
 

Where there are cattle the 
seedlings have to be as tall as 
seven foot, so that the animals 
do not eat the young shoots on 
top of the trees to-be. Otherwise, 
the plants are dying immediately. 
 

For now, the barbed wire 
remains at the old posts, but 
next year it could be removed 
and sold, if it is not rusted away 
completely... 

	  
	  

	  

 
At the north eastern border of 
Finca Bayano, thin seedlings were 
planted as there are neither cows 
nor horses on the other side that 
could possibly try to break through 
the fence. Thin seedlings are 
growing better than thick ones. 
 

Since the Finca on the other side 
has not managed for years a nice  
secondary forest has grown. This 
is a big advantage for the water 
balance of Finca Bayano because 
a crucial portion of the our spring 
water comes from this place. The 
trees are as high as 30 foot. Their 
crowns are shading the land and 
their roots are holding the water. 
 

I hope the owner will not cut the 
trees. 

	  
 

 
At Finca Bayano there are two 
paths that are used by passers-by. 
In order to keep straying horses 
and cattle away from our land, we 
built this little labyrinth of cholos. 
So far, no animal has managed to 
pass. 
 

On other fincas, such passages 
are made with posts and barbed 
wire. Since they are very tight in 
general, caution is advised when 
using them because barbed wire 
can cause unpleasant injuries. 
 

At Finca Bayano there is neither 
the risk injury nor do passers-by 
have to suffer claustrophobic 
fears. The passage has no barbs 
and it is very spacious.	  
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The Cholo Pelao tree in this photo 
is naked in the truest sense. In 
December, he has dropped its 
leaves and by the end of March, 
he has virtually lost all its seeds. It 
will have leaves again In June, 
when the rainy season is back 
and permanent precipitation may 
be expected. 
 

It is a huge advantage to me that 
the tree is at the road because 
many seeds have fallen into the 
ditch and therefore can be easily 
collected. 
 

Cholo wood is extremely soft and 
therefore the branches can be 
severed easily with machetes. It's 
not good for cooking, however, 
since it burns away too fast. 

	  
	  
In 2015, I have taken about 8,000 
Cholo Pelao seedlings to Finca 
Bayano; the same amount is 
needed next year. Since it is a 
very costly process to transport 
large amounts of seedlings on the 
vehicle, I am try to grow the trees 
from seeds. 
  

In Panama, an adult Cholo Pelao 
may become as tall as 60 foot 
bearing as many as 50,000 pea-
sized seeds. Until maturity, they 
are covered by a hard shell. On a 
small percentage of the seeds, the 
shell dissolves already on the tree, 
the much greater part of the seeds 
fall with their shells to the ground 
where the the shells open to 
release the seeds. 

	  
	  

	  

 
Unfortunately, no one could tell me 
how cholo seeds germinate best. 
In Panama, only seedlings are 
planted. 
 

We already had started to plant 
the first seeds in mid-February but 
unfortunately not a single of those 
germinated. Obviously, it was too 
early and they were not ripe yet. 
So we started a second attempt in 
mid-March. After three weeks, the 
first cholos appeared. During the 
coming weeks we will begin a 
large-scale trial with about 10,000 
cholo seeds. It would be a great 
success if half of them would 
germinate since I could save a lot 
of time in the next season. Then, 
we could plant young trees instead 
of seedlings. 
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So far there are some very good 
results! 
 

I must admit that I was skeptical 
at first because I could not 
imagine that a seedling could 
thrive in the dry soil. 
 

On the one hand we could have 
fenced only a small part of Finca 
Bayano to learn, but then we 
would have lost a whole year. So 
I decided to take the risk to 
fence almost the whole property 
and it looks like we are having 
success: About 95% of all 
seedlings are growing shoots 
after about two weeks.  
 

Now we are waiting for the rainy 
season. 

	  
	  

	  

	  
But there was also a bit of bad 
luck: Unfortunately horses like the 
cholo bark and therfore they 
nibble on it. The seedlings in this 
photo are going to be exchanged 
and a barrier, to keep the animals 
away, is going to be erected in 
front of the fence until it rains 
again and the horses find enough 
other food. 
 

A neighbor who keeps horses, 
brought his animals temporarily to 
another finca. He did so in 
recognition of the fact that I am 
renewing the fence alone and he 
will not have to pay anything.  
 

According to a Panamanian law, 
neighbors are bound to equally 
shared their fences' maintanance.	  

	  
	  
At the beginning of the rainy 
season, the seedlings are going 
to be mulched in order to make 
them look like the tree in the 
photo within two or three years. 
It would be a nice side income 
then, if we could cut 20,000 
branches and sell them for 30 
cents each. 
 

In 2016, I possibly will have to 
buy some more seedlings, but 
now I know where they grow and 
who sells them. To find cholos 
was an essential part of the 
work. But when the people heard 
that I am looking for them, there 
was a different vendor in front of 
our house every day. 
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