
e·1 SHEER BAO LUCK, THE MOOOf S LITTLE □ REAM ISLANU 
t'AS RAPl□ U BECOMING THE MOST UP.NGEROUS PIECE OF 
REAL ESTATE IN THE WESTERN HEMISPHERE. B·1 NEU OELOP,CH 
"So this is what life will be like with Tom Moody," thought Joan Moody, as she 
squirmed her way underneath a barbed wire fence. Her husband of one week, Tom, 
held the fence off the swampy Florida mud for his bride. Getting under the fence with 
double steel scuba tanks was only the first obstacle of the evening; making it past a 
sharp-eyed property owner and nesting alligators were additional hazards that Tom 
had warned her about during their long drive from Pennsylvania. And last, there was 
the dive itself. Neophyte Joan was expected to accompany Tom into a pitch-black 
underwater cave in search of dinosaur bones. 

Joan had guessed right. That night's adventure, the first of many, fittingly set the 
stage for-45 years of marriage to Tom Moody-a hard, happy life that was destined 
from week one to never be boring. 
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Tom, Marijo and Joan Moody on Pidertupo in Panama's 
San Blas Islands. 

Tom Moody is many things-a classic jack-of-all-trades, 
a whirlwind of ideas and energy, a master storyteller, and an 
unkempt teddy bear of a man with sparkling eyes and a ready 
helping hand. First and foremost, he is a dreamer with a 
perpetual itch to live on the edge. During two consecutive tours 
of duty in the Army, his itch carried him across Europe on a 
motorcycle. After returning stateside in the early 1950s, bike 
riding evolved into cross-country endurance racing. Then Tom 
discovered snow skiing and immediately set about converting a 
VW van into a mobile mountain home for snow season. To pay 
for his passions, he helped his father run two recreational parks 
with miniature golf, archery and trampolines in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, from early May through Labor Day. It was a 
work schedule custom tailored for stretching restless wings. 

In the middle of the 20th century, two exciting new avenues 
to adventure blazed onto the scene: space travel and underwater 
exploration. In 1957, Tom Moody had little chance of becoming 
an astronaut, but the second option, the Aqualung, was a much 
more affordable pathway into the unknown. It immediately 
captured his imagination. At the first opportunity, he purchased 
a regulator, double tanks and an instruction book at the local 
Army/Navy surplus store. 

On his next day off, the world's newest aquanaut sat 
strapped in his tanks on the muddy bank of the Monongahela 
River studying the instruction manual. After reading only the 

first few pages, the booklet flew over his shoul- 
der and he slipped confidently beneath the dark 
surface. An hour later he stumbled ashore as elated 
as if he had discovered a pirate's cache. Instead of 
bullion, he had happened upon an old car, tires 
and assorted junk. But it didn't matter. The new 
invention offered something even more reward- 
ing than riches-an opportunity to explore freely 
beneath the sea. 

In the fall of 1960 Tom and a buddy made 
a road trip to the Florida Keys. Unlike the 
freezing stone quarries and muddy rivers of 
Pennsylvania where the pair learned to dive, 
the sun-warmed waters surrounding the south 
Florida island chain were full of fishes, reefs 
and wrecks offering unlimited adventure. 
That winter, a lifelong passion to live on a 
tropical island became the master of Tom 
Moody's dreams. 

The following summer he courted, and in the early fall 
married, Joan Bongiorno, the 25-year-old daughter of a western 
Pennsylvania dairy farmer. Though Joan had yet to see the ocean 
they headed off to Florida on a diving honeymoon. Several weeks 
after the dinosaur cave diving episode, while island hopping in 
the Keys, the idea of building and operating an island diving 
resort took seed in Tom's mind. 

The summer of 1961 was occupied by the additional 
demands of operating the recreational parks after his father's 
death, and long happy hours planning and preparing for the 
first of what was to become four winter-long island-hunting 
expeditions. The young couple decided to try the Bahamas first. 
Tom purchased a 16-foot Boston Whaler outfitted with a 75- 
horse engine and a IO-horse kicker with the starry-eyed plan of 
navigating from Ft. Lauderdale to the Bahamas' Out Islands in 
winter seas. 

An unrelenting easterly greeted the young couple's 
November arrival in south Florida. After waiting out two 
weeks of small craft warnings, Tom cajoled the Bahamian 
captain of a small Freeport bound freighter to piggyback the 
Whaler across the Gulf Stream. At daybreak Tom and Joan, 
along with camping gear and provisions were launched with a 
splash on the far side of the Bahama Bank. Tom pointed the bow 
toward first light. By early afternoon the Whaler was cutting 
north through the calm lee of Great Abaco. 

Their search for the perfect location for a resort lasted three 
weeks before the trial of open-water navigation, the unpredict- 
ability of weather and the predictability of bugs drove them 
ashore at Marsh Harbor for the remaining winter months. Tom 
picked up a job at a construction site. A tool shed was home. The 
diving and fishing were good and the people friendly, but waking 
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"Never heard of the 
place," Tom barked 
back ... "Few people have," 
the stranger replied. 

one morning to find ice in the ruts of the roadway from a freak 
cold snap cast a decisive vote against the Bahamas. 

Joan's pregnancy kept the Moodys in Pittsburgh the 
following year. Tom's first winter job, digging graves in frozen 
ground, doubled his determination to make a life for himself in 
the tropics. Their daughter Marijo was born on May 1, 1964. 

Including a six-month-old infant in their winter travel plans 
altered, but failed to postpone the next year's search for an island 
home. Working for a season at an established resort located in a 
remote location seemed a good compromise. Through a friend, 
Tom got a job at the small island resort of Marina Cay in the 
British Virgin Islands. As soon as the Pittsburg parks closed on 
Labor Day, Tom left for the islands. Joan and Marijo followed 
in November. Room and board and $50 dollars a week seemed 
luxurious compared to camping in the Bahamas. They had their 
first experience managing a tropical resort, but more essential, 
they came to the realization that the prices for waterfront prop- 
erty anywhere near civilization were far out of line with their 
budget. If they hoped to find an affordable island, their search 
would have to take them even farther off the beaten path. 

Shortly after returning home, Tom heard a rumor that 
the government of the small Central American country of 
British Honduras was granting 99-year leases to anyone will- 
ing to develop one of the nation's many offshore islands, which 
paralleled the largest barrier reef in the Caribbean. Out came the 

maps and, within a week, Tom had conceived a plan to drive to 
Belize City-the coastal capital of British Honduras. To appease 
Joan's loathing for life in a tent, Tom spent the winter designing 
and building a camper for the pickup bed. As Labor Day rolled 
around, Tom applied a final coat of pink paint (selected for 
price, not style) before hitching a new 13-foot Boston Whaler to 
the back and crowning his creation with a dozen jerry cans, six 
scuba tanks and two bicycles. 

A three-week journey in any direction from Pittsburgh 
could not have deposited the Moodys in a less likely setting to 
find paradise than Belize City. Weathered storefronts listed 
wistfully in the oppressive heat. Slothful residents shuffled 
between darkened doorways or sat silently in scattered pockets 
of steaming shade. A stench rising from a tar-black mid-town 
river followed the pink camper past the open market and 
out onto the waterfront road where they found tolerable 
accommodations. 

Their early apprehensions about British Honduras 
blossomed into optimism after Tom's return from an offshore 
scouting expedition. As far as he could see north or south, 
uninhabited coral-fringed islands-the very images of his 
dreams -stretched to the horizon. Tom and Joan envisioned 
themselves ferrying boatloads oflumber to their own tropical 
paradise the following year. But after two months working at a 
fishing camp on Cay Bokel, the realities of supplying even the 
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most basic necessities to a resort located 25 miles off the main- 
land prompted second thoughts. And then there was the matter 
of bugs: the Moodys had dealt with sand flies and mosquitoes 
before, but never like the clouds of poison darts that boiled out 
of the mangroves whenever the winds laid down. 

While sitting at the Cay Bokel bar weighing their options, a 
booming American voice interrupted Tom and Joan's conversa- 
tion from three stools away. "If you can't stand bugs, why don't 
you give the San Blas Islands a try?" 

"Never heard of the place," Tom barked back, a bit 
peeved at the unexpected interruption. 

"Few people have," the stranger replied. "It's a remote 
string of little coconut islands located between the 
Canal Zone and Colombia on Panama's Caribbean coast. 
The whole thing, including the narrow coastal plain to 
the mountains, is some sort oflndian reservation. My 
nephew, a ranger training with the Special Forces in 
Panama, wrote me about the place. Me and a couple of 
buddies chartered a fishing boat out of Colon and gave 
it a try just after Christmas." 

Tom nudged Joan and the two resettled next to 
the fisherman who, buoyed by the luck of acquiring a 
lazy afternoon audience, continued enthusiastically. 
"The Indians, known as Cunas, are an independent 
bunch. The Panamanians' attempts to impose 
authority over what the Indians consider their 
personal domain ended with a bloody uprising 
30 or 40 years ago. To calm things down, the 
government granted some sort of autonomy 
allowing the tribes to keep their customs and grow 
their coconuts in peace without interference from outsiders. 
To this day the Cunas don't allow government troops to set foot 
inside their territory without making trouble. Just a couple of 
years back, they fought a gun battle with a patrol boat attempt- 
ing to capture Colombian contraband in their waters. And until 

a few years ago, they wouldn't 
allow foreigners, even yachties, 
to remain inside their boundar- 
ies overnight." 

"But things have loosened 
up lately. Our fishing guide, 
who's made dozens of trips 
there, said that the Cunas 
never give him a bit of trouble. 
Everyone just seems to mind 
their own business. We felt free 
to explore and camp on any of 
the uninhabited islands and 
to visit their villages where we 
bought those colorful, hand- 

The Indians, known as Cunas, 
are an independent bunch. The women 
still dress in traditional clothing. However, it is difficult 
to distinguish the Cuna men from locals living in Panama City by 
their dress, which consists of old T-shirts, shorts, etc. 

sewn mo/a blouses the Cuna women make. In fact, the 
guide told us that things are going so well that the Panamanian 
government is looking for developers to open the area for 
tourism." 

At the last statement, Tom's blue eyes widened, "How's 
the diving?" 

"I don't know anything about diving, but the water's clear, 
there are plenty of reefs and the fishing is good. We brought back 
two coolers full of filets," 

"And what did you mention earlier about no bugs?" 
asked Joan. 
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" ... the two and one half-acre spit of 
land became their last hope." 

"There are plenty of bugs on the mainland. That's the reason 
the Cunas live all clumped together in those offshore island 
villages, to avoid mosquitoes. We spent over a week there and 
didn't get a nip." 

The Moodys weren't back in Pittsburgh a week before Tom 
fired off a carefully composed letter to the Panamanian Tourist 
Board. A prompt reply confirmed the government's interest in 
opening up the Comarca de Cuna Ya/a, as they called the Cuna 
Indian Reserve, for tourism. The Board expressed a willing- 
ness to assist the Moodys in any way they could, but they also 
included a disquieting caveat: By tribal law each island and its 
coconut grove belonged to a single, extended clan, which typi- 
cally numbered in the hundreds. To obtain a lease inside the 
Comarca, the Moodys would have to gather the signatures of 
every clan member- a feat no one had yet accomplished. 

"If it was easy, everybody would do it." Tom countered 
Joan's words of caution. "Besides, we've never been to Panama. 
In fact we haven't seen Guatemala, Honduras, Nicaragua, or 
Costa Rica either. This is our chance." 

At the end of September 1966, the pink camper rolled out 
of Pittsburgh for the last time. Their route through Central 

America, the grand-sounding Pan-American Highway, turned 
out to be nothing more than a thousand miles of teeth-jarring 
road. The seven-week trek carried the Moodys across six interna- 
tional borders, through 37 police checkpoints, past three guerilla 
roadblocks and over 14 flood-swollen rivers before Panamanian 
mud flew from their tires. 

After briefly meeting with the Tourist Board in Panama 
City, and receiving permission to park their camper at the 
La Siesta Motel near the airport, the Moodys drove north 
paralleling the Canal across the isthmus and spent the night on 
a secluded Caribbean beach. At dawn, Tom, with his Whaler 
full of gas cans and camping gear, waved as he vanished into the 
horizon. With Marijo balanced on her shoulders, Joan watched 
until he disappeared, then retraced the lonely route back to the 
La Siesta parking lot to wait. 

Two weeks later, a phone message relayed by a private pilot 
was delivered to the camper door. Joan and the baby were to 
fly out the following day to meet Tom at Porvenir-the island 
headquarters of the Panamanian government located on the 
western fringes of the reserve. At the crack of dawn Joan and 
Marijo squeezed inside an old single-engine Cessna with four 
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Cuna women decked out in traditional molas, headscarves, 
ankle beads and nose rings. Two outboard motors filled the 
remaining space. With no radio, radio tower or runway lights, 
the tiny plane lifted with a sputter and banked north toward 
cloud-covered peaks. While mom's fingers dug into the cushion, 
two-year-old Marijo chirped bits from a favorite rhyme, " ... with 
rings on their fingers and a ring in their nose." Mercifully, the 
flight popped into the clear past the continental divide revealing 
a calm morning sea sprinkled with islands. As the plane pulled 
to a stop by Porvenir's passenger shed, Tom was waiting with his 
biggest grin. Bear hugging and twirling his still shaky wife, he 
whispered into her ear, "Darling, there are no bugs." 

San Blas immediately worked its magic on Tom and Joan. 
What romantics wouldn't fall for a sea of islands backdropped 
by jungle slopes and peopled by the most exotic Indian tribe 
in the hemisphere? Best of all, the entire package was tucked 
away neatly in the far reaches of the Caribbean. Soon, the white 
Whaler with its strange little family of wagas, as outsiders are 
known, became a common sight interweaving the islands near 
Porvenir. 

Finding dreamy little islands suitable for building a small 

palm-thatched resort wasn't a problem. It was when the nego- 
tiations for a lease began that the reason no one had been able 
to secure a foothold in the land of the Cunas became apparent. 
The Indians were cordial, willing to listen and shrewd in the 
art of making money. The clan members caught on quickly to 
the opportunity of doubling profits on an arrangement allow- 
ing then to continue harvesting their coconuts and, at the same 
time, collect a fat monthly rent check. However, as soon as Tom 
attempted to establish the ownership of a particular island, mis- 
understandings would invariably arise-a problem made more 
perplexing by the language barrier. When the ownership was 
confirmed, either the price wasn't right, or there would be hold- 
outs who refused to sign. In many cases clan members lived or 
worked in distant parts of the archipelago and the only means of 
intra-island communication was by cayucos-long, thin dugouts 
powered by a single sail, or small outboard. But, most detrimen- 
tal to the enterprise was a deep mistrust of all wagas, born from 
a century-long struggle to keep government authorities, turtle 
poachers, mining corporations, rubber tappers and landless 
farmers out of the Cunas' world. Many villagers viewed tourism 
as just another ploy to gain control of their territory. 

Facing stiff November gales and getting nowhere in their 
dealings around Porvenir, the Moodys retreated to their pink 
camper in Panama City. They hadn't been back in the capital 
a week before Joan's teenage brother Joe arrived unexpectedly 
from Pittsburgh. Joe's appearance gave Tom an excuse to con- 
tinue his search in San Blas during the unsettled weather. 

Although it would mean transporting resort guests farther 
from the airstrip than planned, Tom and Joe moved their search 
to another district 10 miles east of Porvenir, but negotiations 
there proved just as frustrating. After a month of unproductive 
dealings and within days of their scheduled departure, Tom re- 
ceived a tip from a schoolteacher at the island village of Rio Sidra. 
The young man suggested that Tom should have a talk with Papa 
Tejada, a snake medicine man notorious throughout the archi- 
pelago for his "talents.'As it happened, the old man, who caused 
much trouble in his day, had been banned from the villages and 
now lived as an outcast on his personal cluster of islands. Because 
of the uncustomary arrangement, Papa Tejada and his immediate 
family were the sole owners of several coconut islands includ- 
ing Pidertupo-a small island named for the black bean vines 
that grow in profusion among the coconut palms. Tom knew 
of Pidertupo, but had always considered it to be too small for a 
resort. But now, with time and options running out, the two and 
one half-acre spit ofland became their last hope. 

As if the old Indian had been waiting patiently for decades 
with a For Rent sign posted on his beach, Papa Tejada agreed to 
sign an extended lease within a day of hearing Tom's proposal. 
Just that quickly, after five years of trials and travel, the Moodys 
had found themselves an island home. 
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A couple of Cunas sail a traditional boat with a sail made from old 
billboards. 

Tom and Joe flew back to Panama City with the good news. 
The Tourist Bureau, both amazed and delighted, immediately 
retained a lawyer who set in motion a series of meetings to for- 
malize the unprecedented agreement. Arrangements were made 
for Marijo to fly home with Joe for a stay with her grandparents, 
leaving Joan free to help Tom weather the legal wrangling and to 
return with him to San Blas. Tom traded the pink camper and 
jeep for a 28-foot cabin cruiser berthed in Colon. By the end of 
February, the Moodys' new vessel, renamed Indian Joe, was 
swinging at anchor just off the beach of Pidertupo-their home 
for the next 14 years. 

Back in Pittsburgh that summer, business boomed at their 
parks, but Tom couldn't wait to get back to San Blas. By the first 
of Iuly he was flying south with pockets stuffed full of cash. Good 
luck followed Tom to Colon, where he found Henry Archibald, 
the best bush carpenter on the coast, unemployed. Henry's 
knowledge oflocal customs and building techniques promptly 
won the respect of the Cunas around Pidertupo whose services 
were indispensable for gathering construction materials on the 
coast. The Pidertupo guesthouses were built in the style of native 
huts, known as bohios, with thatched roofs and cane walls. In 
concession to foreign guests, raised-plank floors replaced 
traditional dirt. 

By the time Joan, Joe and Marijo flew to Panama in the fall, 
Tom, Henry and Abelardo, a Cuna caretaker who lived with 
his family at the far end of the island, had completed a kitchen, 
clubhouse and two bohios. With a makeshift windmill topped with 
a wood and fiberglass holding tank and a tangle of plastic piping 
snaking down the trail, the little enclave celebrated Christmas 
1967 with flushing toilets. 

Little by little what was to become known as Moody's 
Pidertupo Village took shape over the next three years. Tom and 

Joan split their time making money in Pittsburgh in the 
summer and spending it all in San Blas during the fall, winter 
and early spring. In the fall of 1970, Tom, low on cash as always, 
but sensing the resort nearly operational, flew to Panama City 
to notify the Tourist Bureau of his intention to open soon. He 
arrived back on Pidertupo two days later with the news that their 
first guests, three couples from the Canal Zone, would arrive the 
following weekend for an extended stay. In answer to Joan's 
glare, he replied, "Well Hon, we have to start sometime; and, 
besides I brought extra vegetables on the plane." 

The Tourist Bureau promptly began sending travel writers 
on complimentary junkets to Pidertupo. By Christmas the un- 
pretentious ten-guest bush resort was completely booked, giving 
the Moodys the confidence to lease their recreational parks and 
make San Blas their permanent home. 

During 11 years of operation, life on Pidertupo never settled 
into a routine. There were always too many repairs, upgrades, 
and new building projects underway. Guests had to be escorted 
on dive trips, to Cuna villages and on jungle-river walks, fed, 
entertained and, within the realm of reason, catered to. Every 
penny the Moodys took in went back into their dream. Soon, a 
much-needed office was attached to the clubhouse and additional 
bohios increased the island's capacity to 14 guests. In the mid- 
70s, each bohio was rebuilt with the addition of a sitting porch 
offering shaded siestas five feet from the sea. 

Even though the Moodys now lived 3,000 miles from 
Pittsburgh, family ties remained strong. Tom's mother Margaret, 
sister Peggy, and Joan's brother Joe, filtered through Pidertupo 
as itinerant workers rolling up their sleeves and pitching in for 
extended stretches. From the first year of operation, the resort 
was closed during May and June, and left in the care of 
Albelardo, while the Moodys returned home for a visit and 
to take care of stateside business. 

Marijo became her father's daughter and son wrapped into 
one charming child. From her first year on Pidertupo, at the 
age of three, she entertained herself playing with the Indian 
children. Within a short time she spoke the Indian language like 
a native, and from the age of six served as translator on village 
tours. Tom built his daughter a small dinghy and taught her to 
handle an outboard and how to navigate the reefs. Marijo was 
given the freedom to visit neighboring islands as long as she was 
back in time for home schooling that continued through the 6th 

grade, when she began boarding school in Panama City. 
In their third year, Tom purchased an alga-encrusted glass 

bottom boat that had washed up from Bonaire. With the addi- 
tion of an outboard and thatched covering, it became the Crusoe, 
Pidertupo's first excursion boat. In 1973 a compressor was 
installed to fill scuba tanks. At 12, Marijo learned scuba from her 
dad, although she always preferred to free dive and could plunge 
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The social dynamics of the sleepy little 
backwater rode on an unstable current of 
history imperceptible to outsiders. 
75 feet on a single breath. She later accompanied guests to the 
reefs and even served as an underwater guide for young John 
Kennedy, Jr. and his cousin while their bodyguards sat above 
baking in the heat. As diving grew in popularity, Tom found it 
easy to push a custom-built diving boat to the top of the resort's 
long list of priorities. His 42-foot dreamboat, christened Island 
Fever, was built to Tom's specifications in Virginia and piloted 
down the eastern seaboard and across the Caribbean by Tom 
and a friend at the beginning of the 1979 summer season. 

Despite it rustic nature Moody's Pidertupo Village flour- 
ished through the 1970s. And although the Tourist Bureau con- 
tributed significantly, the real magic behind the resort was the 
owners themselves. Guests invariably departed as charmed by 
the Moodys' graciousness and lifestyle as by the splendid coral 
reefs, soothing breezes and captivating Cunas. It was no wonder 
that the names of returning visitors dominated Pidertupo's reg- 
ister more and more each year. 

No one is certain when the first signs of trouble began in 
San Blas. The social dynamics of the sleepy little backwater 
rode on an unstable current of history imperceptible to outsid- 
ers. Neither the government nor the tribes wanted trouble, but 
relations on both sides remained raw from years of conflict. 
The Cunas' close ties with Colombia and insistence on territo- 
rial sovereignty deeply offended Panama's nationalistic pride. 
Retaliatory bullying by the Panamanian government had only 
produced a string of bloody clashes unpopular with both sides. 

Out of respect, the Panamanian Guardia (National Guard), 
the country's combined military and police force, treaded lightly 
inside the Comarca. The Intendente, Panama's governmental 
advisor for San Blas stationed on Porvenir, managed an effec- 
tive but tenuous influence over the territory with a small, poorly 
trained arm of the Guardia made up of indigenous policemen 
who operated in a nebulous world of split allegiances. There were 
constant pulls and tugs, but the arrangement maintained a stable 
coexistence for three decades. 

Tom's backdoor acquisition of Pidertupo, which delighted 
governmental officials, deeply troubled Cuna traditionalists. 
The Cuna people are slow to anger, but in the resort's formative 
years, constant grumbling forced the villagers' tempers close 
to a boil each spring just about the time Tom and Joan left for 
home. By their return in the fall, things would have calmed 

to a simmer. When back in San Blas, the Moodys, constantly 
under pressure from self-inflicted deadlines and dwindling cash 
reserves, were far too obsessed with the progress of their shovels, 
saws and hammers to notice the muffled echoes of discontent. 
Soon familiarity eased resentments and the hardworking couple 
became known simply as the Moodys-the harmless, unfailingly 
helpful and forever amusing waga neighbors on Pidertupo. 

After a regular stream of visitors started arriving in 1971, 
the local villagers, encouraged by the steady sale of molas and 
curios, agreed to join forces with Pidertupo to construct an air- 
strip on the nearby mainland. This eliminated the tiresome, and 
occasionally unnerving, 12-mile boat transfer from Porvenir. 
Marijo became a favorite with the Cuna women who never tired 
of dolling her up in traditional garb; and Tom was invited to 
tribal meetings and traditional ceremonies where large quanti- 
ties of chichi were consumed late into the night. Joan adeptly 
trained and supervised Pidertupo's Cuna staff of cooks and 
housekeepers who, by agreement of their lease, were members 
of Papa Tejada's family. Government officials from Panama City 
took pride in their fledgling outpost of tourism in San Blas and 
regularly sent state visitors to Pidertupo as their guests. The 
Moody's modest enterprise was sailing smoothly on a rising tide 
of prosperity as it began its second decade of operation. 

The beginning of the end of Moody's Pidertupo Village can 
be traced to the late 1970s when Colonel Manuel Noriega and 
his entourage of shotgun-toting bodyguards began spending 
increasing amounts of time in San Blas, often stopping over at 
the resort for day visits. In those days the sour-faced Colonel 
commanded Panama's G-2 intelligence service and was, without 
question, the most feared man in the country-a reputation both 
deserved and nurtured. Ten years later, Noriega's long history of 
dealings and double-dealings with the CIA, DEA, Fidel Castro, 
Colombian drug lords and gunrunners, international money 
launderers, the Nicaraguan Marxist-Leninist Sandinista party 
and their nemesis the American-backed Contras, elevated him 
to a position as the de facto ruler of Panama and gained him the 
dubious distinction of being the world's most wanted criminal 
with a million-dollar bounty on his head. 

The Colonel's 1979-80 stopovers at Pidertupo coincided 
with a series of unsettling rumors: a member of the Guardia had 
been shot with a speargun while working near the Colombian 
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border; young Cuna men had been sent in secret to Cuba 
for training; small boats and aircraft operating without 
lights were heard passing in the direction of Colombia 
and returning hours later; and villager men had been 
recruited to rim airstrips with lanterns for night landings 
of unknown origins. At the same time a small faction of 
malcontents from the island group of Carti lobbie¥e 
local politicos, collectively known as the Congresso, 
ban outsiders from living in San Blas. 

Noriega wasn't the only questionable sort 
hanging around Pidertupo at the time. Several 
Americans with ambiguous connections to the 
State Department were increasingly taking 
advantage of the island's scuba diving conces- 
sion. Tom and Joan knew from upbringing 
and by instinct to keep their noses out of 
everyone's affairs-a policy that, to that 
point, had served them well. But by shee, 
bad luck, the Moody's little dream island 
was rapidly becoming the most dangerens 
piece of real estate in the Western Hemisphere. 

The Moody's arrived back in San Blas in 
early May 1981 to prepare for the summer season, 
which was to begin July 1. After 11 years of business, success 
had settled in, increasing the demands of an already heavy 
workload. The resort was fully booked for the next two years and 
the proceeds from anticipated earnings were being pumped back 
into repairs and improvements at a dizzying rate. Predictably, 
everything was running well behind schedule. Much needed 
assistance came from Tom's sister Peggy, an old hand at 
Pidertupo, who arrived the week before opening day with plans 
to remain through the end of the year. Rex, the dive guide, a new 
employ from the season before, volunteered to return early to 
provide additional manpower. Rex's father Bob and his Italian 
friend, Agnesi, flew in for a short working vacation during the 
final days before the first guests were to arrive. Marijo, at school 
in Panama City, wouldn't have an opportunity to visit her 
parents until vacation, still several weeks away. Exhausted from 
a long, hard day the little work party of six went their separate 
ways after a late afternoon swim and early dinner. 

Tom and Joan were last to leave the clubhouse. It was seven 
o'clock when they arrived at their bohio. Tom discovered his 
bed crawling with ants-the result of cookie crumbs from an 
afternoon snack. Joan sprayed, and changed his sheets before 
blowing out the kerosene lamp. Just after midnight, she woke to 
the sound of a pounding rainstorm and found Tom's bed empty 
except for more ants. As was his habit when unsettled, Tom had 
wandered over to the office to sleep. Joan dozed off once again. 

While the island slumbered, 20 heavily armed, masked and 
drug-agitated men beached their motored cayucos at the far end 

of the island, slipped ashore and melted into 
the shadows. The raiding party, made up o 
politically indoctrinated Indian repegades 
and their Nicaraguan handlers carried rifles, 
machetes and several buckets of Molotov 
cocktails. The use of such a heavily armed force 
was intended to drive prying foreign eyes away from 
Colonel Noriega's burgeoning smuggling routes with a 
single act oflong-remembered brutality. 
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Abelardo's dreams were 
• interrupted at four o'clock 

in the morning by a hand 
clamped to his mouth, a 
rifle barrel jammed in his 
ear and a growling com- 
mand to lead the way to 
Moody. Minutes later, 

Joan was roused for a second 
time by a familiar voice call- 

ing through the window, "Mr. Moody, 
wake up." Fumbling, she found her glasses and a 

flashlight. The beam fell on the faces of the resort's 
caretaker and two unfamiliar Cunas framed in the 

window. Joan wasn't distressed. It was common for 
fishermen from Rio Sidra to stop by at odd hours to make 
requests. From her vantage point it was impossible to see 

the gun pressed against the caretaker's ribs. 
"What do you want?" Joan asked. 
"We need gasoline." 

"I'll have to go find my husband." 
"Moody not here, where Moody?" one of the strangers 

retorted. 
Blurry-eye and still unsuspicious, even though both 

of their dogs were barking aggressively, Joan descended 
the stairs and headed toward the office 

without noticing a dozen armed men 
falling in behind. 

Aroused by the dogs, Tom, naked 
except for drooping shorts, was up and 

standing in the office door when Joan arrived 
at the base of the steps. Tom's voice boomed past 

her. "What's this, bandits in the night?" Startled, 
Joan whirled around and froze at the sight of so 

many men and so many guns and every one aimed in 
their direction. Without thinking, she bounded up the 

stairs and past Moody, heading for the corner where the resort's 
only weapon, a rusting shotgun supposedly leaned. But it wasn't 

there. She turned toward the bellow of a masked man. "Moody 
you remember the Congresso, and we say, 'Moody go.' Now 
Moody go." A roar filled the office. Tom flew backwards, blown 
off hls feet by a single close-range 20-gauge blast that ripped his 
calf muscle free of his leg and sent bone and blood splattering 
over his body and onto the wall. 

As if the shot ignited hellfire itself, a thousand rifles 
boomed, a thousand goons shrieked and the sickening smell 
of petrol saturated the night. Instinctively, Joan dived on her 

husband to shield him from a second shot. Hands 
digging into her neck, wrists and legs yanked her 
away and out through the door. Joan remembered 
grabbing a lip, ripping a mask, gouging eyes before 

being knocked to the ground where she was 
pinned by knees as her hands were lashed 

behind her back. 
Joan, bruised 

and breathless, was 
yanked to her feet 
and hurried off past 
blazing bohios that 
silhouetted wild-eyed 
men darting through 

the shadows with flam- 
ing bottles clutched in 

their fists. Along the 
way she joined Peggy, 
being dragged by two 
captors. The women 

,111ere bound and aban- 
cro,ned behind Abelardo's 

cooking shed. 
Two men, dragging Tom by his 

mangled leg, bumped his broken body 
down the steps and dumped him at the 

edge of the white sand trail. A rifle butt crashed 
into his chest; naked feet stomped his groin; a 
machete grazed his head. Gasoline splashed 
into his face and ran down his chest. An 
Indian struggled to strike rain-dampened 
matches; another prepared a hangman's noose 

while others heckled, hooted and danced like 
demons. Fizzling match after match bounced 

harmlessly off Tom's bare chest before he suddenly 
burst into flames. Even as he rolled to extinguish the blaze, kicks 
continued to fall. The noose was slipped around his neck and the 
rope's loose end flung through the crown of a coconut tree. Tom 
managed only a few kicks of protest as a tangle of arms hoisted 
him off the ground. A rifle butt smashed a final blow to the side 
of his head. Hanging unconscious, he was left for dead. 
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From the moment Moody was not found in 
his bed where the intruders had expected to kill 
him, things went wrong for the raiding party. The 

pandemonium that erupted after the first shot only 
intensified as the glass bombs refused to break against 

the soft building materials and the rain-soaked thatch failed 
to ignite. The thugs quickly lost discipline and began to loot. 
The first to break 

for the cayucos with tools and dive gear were followed by the 
others. During their mad flight Joan freed her wrists and 
ankles and made a dash down the beach. Two Indians sprang 

from the cayucos and wrestled her down, but the sound of 
revving outboards sent them racing back through the surf after 

their departing comrades. 
Rex and his family, who had waded out to the blackness 

of the coral reef at the first sounds of gunfire, slipped back 
on shore as the echo of the departing cayucos faded into the 
night. They found Tom tangled in the rope like a bug in a 
web. Somehow, during his feeble struggle, his injured leg 
caught in a loop causing him to flip to the side taking pres- 
sure off his neck. 

Within seconds of being lowered to the ground Joan 
knelt at his side sobbing, cradling and caressing his singed and 
bloodied face. Through swollen lips he whispered, "Joan, I'm 
fading fast and I want to tell you some things." Tom's grim plea 
shocked Joan back into reality. Here she was, about to witness 
her husband's last words and she didn't even know the extent 
of his injuries. Putting her hand on his bloody shorts she asked, 
"Are you injured here?" meaning his stomach. 

"No, it's my leg." 
"Have you been shot anywhere else?" 
"No, just the leg," he groaned. 
Twenty years of scrapping out a living on civilization's 

frontiers with Tom Moody had steeled Joan against defeat. She 
shot to her feet. "Dammit Tom, you're going to live. No one dies 
from a bullet wound in the leg." Leaving her husband in the care 
of Rex, she set off for the two ham radios in the office. Both units 
were scanned simultaneously for voices until contact was finally 
made with an amateur operator in Florida. She hurriedly tuned 
up and broke in with a Mayday. 

In bad luck, one must have a bit of good luck to survive. It 
just so happened that tacked on the wall above the office radios 
was a tiny white card with the restricted contact numbers for 
the Medevac helicopter unit at Howard Air Force Base scribbled 
on its back. Vacationing crewmen had slipped the invaluable 

bit of information to the Moodys, just months before, as they 
left after a week of diving. The confidential numbers, dialed 

directly from Joan's contact in Florida, bypassed the lengthy 
multi-governmental airlift authorization process. Just over an 
hour after the Mayday, Tom and his sister were lifting off the 
Rio Sidra airstrip as the first rays of a new day splashed across 
the sea of islands. 

In the immediate aftermath of the attack the Moodys, in 
all their innocence and optimism, had believed that the "bad 
guys" would be locked away in short order and that Tom would 
recuperate in a matter of weeks. While he lay shivering under 
a blanket on a plywood stretcher angled across the gunnels of 
their Boston Whaler, waiting to be transported to the Rio Sidra 
airstrip, the couple agreed that Joan would remain in San Blas 
and get the resort back into order for the season's first guests 
and that Tom would rejoin his wife as soon as his leg was on the 
mend. Little did they know, as they pulled away from the dock, 
that it would be 18 months before Tom would undergo the last 
of eight lengthy operations required to save his leg; and little did 
they comprehend the web of vice being spun around Pidertupo 
by drug money, radical politics and ruthless men. 

Heading back from the airstrip, Joan was suddenly thunder- 
struck with the thought that the invaders, whoever they were, or 
whatever their motives, might return and finish their bungled 
job. The sudden realization that she had no real idea of what 
she was up against lodged in her heart like a cold arrow. The 
villagers on Rio Sidra, who had seen the early morning flames, 
and viewed Moody's mangled body at the airfield, hurriedly 
called a council. No one will ever know how much or what 
the villagers knew about the trouble spreading across their 
homeland. Certainly they were aware of foreigners recently 
intimidating tribal councils in nearby districts and possibly 
had heard of young men being sent abroad for some sort of 
training. They too must have heard the engines of airplanes 
and launches cutting though the nights without lights, and 
sensed that something foul was afoot. What questions and fears 
must have danced through their minds as they discussed the 
savage attack in their backyard? Would they be the next victims; 
and who exactly was the enemy? Their first inclination was to 
defend their neighbors. Late in the morning, a flotilla of cayucos 
from Rio Sidra descended on Pidertupo. The 30 men, clearly 
wrought-up and wielding machetes, sticks and a few shotguns, 
fanned out across the island. 

Just after the villagers' arrival, Joan patched through a 
radiotelephone call to her brother Joe in Pittsburgh, request- 
ing immediate assistances in San Blas. The conversation was 
cut short by the roar of a helicopter. The large craft settled in a 
storm of sand at the far end of the beach where the invaders had 
come ashore less than eight hours before. To Joan's relief, several 
uniformed Panamanian guardsmen clambered out. The young 
captain explained that they had been sent from Colon to evalu- 
ate the situation and establish security on the island. 

The soldiers were surveying the damaged buildings when 
Joan's eye caught sight of a skiff with two armed Indians coming 
from the direction of Porvenir. As the boat approached the dock, 
the strangers were commanded to halt and identify themselves 
by a young Rio Sidra lookout. Outraged at the challenge, the 
visitors reached for their guns. A volley oflead sprayed their 
boat. Guardsmen rushed out to retrieve the smaJI craft drifting 
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off the end of the dock with two bleeding bodies slumped f 
in the bottom. Although out of uniform, the two wounded 
Indians, one shot through the heart and dead and the I 
other bleeding from the neck, were identified as San Blas 
Guardia by the Captain. The villagers, as evasive as ever, 
only shrugged when asked to explain the trigger-happy l 
incident. The helicopter departed with the victims, leaving 
a single solider behind to protect the island. The guardsman 
selected 14 villagers to remain with him through the night 
and sent the rest home. 

On the following afternoon Rex's father and friend \ 
left on the same flight from Panama City that brought Joe I 
to the islands. Unfortunately, rumblings of revenge against 
Pidertupo and Rio Sidra, making their way up the Cuna 
grapevine from the slain guardsman's village ofNargana, 
overshadowed Joan's relief at her brother's arrival. By the 
time Joan and Joe docked at Pidertupo, word of the same 
rumors had frightened the Rio Sidra sentries back to 
their village. 

At four o'clock in the afternoon Tom, only an hour out 
of surgery and still under sedation, received a call from Joan 
explaining the resort's vulnerable position. In the next hour, 
Tom worked bureaucratic magic over his hospital phone. The 
Panamanian National Guard agreed to supply protection for the 
island, but was without transportation. Tom next phoned the 
U.S. Embassy which contacted the Department of State which 
in turn authorized Howard Air Force Base to supply two heli- 
copters for an immediate airlift to Pidertupo. At one o'clock in 
the morning, the choppers, one after the other, landed within a 
hastily prepared ring of signal fires, lanterns and flashlights and 
disgorged a contingent of armed troops on Pidertupo's beach. 

Unsettling bits of news continued to drift into the island 
during the following days. For some unexplained reason, the 
governmental office of the Intendente on Porvenir was putting a 
squeeze on Rio Sidra by closing the airstrip and shipping lanes 
into the district. Later, Joan received word that the Panamanian 
Minister of Government and Justice would arrive in the islands 
before week's end to conduct a inquiry into the San Blas 
"situation." Such swift action by the government offered a brief 
ray of hope, until they learned that the inquiry would be held 
on the island of Carti where, they had been told by the Rio Sidra 
villagers, the raiding party originated. 

Until the morning Joan traveled to Carti to present her 
grievances before the Minister, she had been oblivious to the 
cloud of intrigue building over Pidertupo. From the moment 
she and Joe and their National Guard escort docked, they were 
met with averted eyes and barred from attending the inquiry. 
The extent of the plot to rid San Blas of the Moodys began to 
unfold when one of several reporters arriving from Panama 
City with the Minister thrust a section of the morning paper 
into her hands. 

Offended Indians 
Attack Cavorters 
PANAMAN CITY (AP)-The Cuna Indians were so scandal- 
ized by resort guests smoking marijuana and cavorting 
naked on their Caribbean island that they attacked the 
hotel. Thomas Moody, 52, of Pittsburgh, said 20 Indians 
attacked his hotel on San Blas Islands and tied him to a 
tree. Panamanian officials said Moody's hotel license would 
be revoked. They said most of the hotel guests-none 
of whom were hurt in the raid-were Americans "who 
smoked marijuana and walked naked on the beaches" and 
this "offended the moral standards of the Indians." 

f,-"-- 

Outraged to tears by the false allegations, Joan threw the 
paper to the ground and wandered off to be alone. The meeting's 
outcome, relayed to Joan and Joe two hours later by a reporter 
who found them sitting in the sun on the dock, was disastrous 
on every count. Pidertupo's business license had just been 
suspended; and Joan was told to leave the islands on the same 
plane carrying the Minister and reporters back. to the capital. 
A young Rio Sidra villager was charged with the shooting at 
Pidertupo's dock; but the darkest disgrace of the entire affair- 
the brutal attack on Pidertupo, wasn't mentioned during the 
hearing. It was as if the incident never happened. 

That night Joan was reunited with her husband, daughter 
and sister-in-law at the Centro Medico Paitillia Clinica. Lying 
pale on his clean white sheet, Tom looked like a ghost of himself. 
Joan coolly detailed the Carti pronouncements, the cruel fiction 
of the Associated Press article and her growing suspicions of a 
possible conspiracy involving the Panamanian government. Later, 
an American friend and frequent guest at Pidertupo, whose line 
of work had never been questioned, visited with the somber little 
gathering. Before leaving, he revealed a dime-sized microphone 
hidden beneath the bed and offered a few pointed words of 
warning. For a long time after he left, Tom, Joan, Marijo and 
Peggy sat in silence. 

Three days later, Joe and Rex called the hospital by radio-tele- 
phone to inform them that the National Guard was 
withdrawing protection from the island. The boys were told 
to· pile everything possible into the two dive boats and head 
for Colon. Tom Moody never saw Pidertupo again. 
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EPILOGUE 
Today, 26 years after the attack, Tom Moody, age 77, walks with 
a noticeable limp and a sparkle in his eye along the warm sand 
paths of Namena, his 110-acre Fijian island resort and home. 

Following the loss of Pidertupo, the Moodys were 
disillusioned, bitter and broke. Although the Panamanian 
government initially promised compensation, the Moodys 
were ignored, soon forgotten and never received a dime for their 
losses. Their only source of revenue came from the sale of the 
two dive boats, which were purchased from the boys in Colon 
by a mysterious stranger who, without bothering to negotiate, 
promptly paid their asking price in cash. The smooth transac- 
tion, believed to have been arranged by those interested in 
getting the Moodys out of Panama, covered their medical bills 
and the flight back to the States where Tom faced three additional 
bone and skin grafts and a harsh regimen of antibiotics that often 
left him too weak to bear his weight on crutches. 

To make ends meet the following spring, Tom and Joan 
took jobs at a dive resort in the Turks and Caicos, but after a few 
frustrating weeks trying to work for someone else, Tom retreated 
stateside and lived with relatives. In the fall, he stuffed a few 
T-shirts and an extra pair of shorts in a duffel and flew to the 
island nation of Fiji in the South Pacific. On the next to last day 
of a fruitless four-week search for a new island home, he met a 
European on the steps of the Business Bureau who said that he 
knew of a possibility. Instinctively, Tom rescheduled his flight to 
the Marshall Islands, and flew with the gentlemen to the large 
island ofVanua Levu where they chartered a fishing boat for the 
four-hour crossing to Namena. 

Approaching from the sea, Narnena's long forested ridge- 
back, ending in the island's highest point, a 400-foot black-rock 
promontory resembles a dragon sleeping within a ring of reef. 
From the moment Tom scrambled up the dragon's back and 
rested in the shade of an ancient hardwood canopy, admired 
world-class sea views from every ridge, walked the island's six 
bone-white turtle beaches and discovered a rookery on the 
dragon's head, he recognized paradise: This was an island he 
and Joan could live on and spend their lives protecting. 

In 1984, the Moodys moved to Fiji, first living on a sailboat, 
then in a boathouse, then in a tarpaulin-covered kitchen. Finally, 
they moved into their house, only to move out within a week 
when it was rented to the island's first paying guests. Narnena's 
wildness and beauty have been left undisturbed by design. Only 
10 percent of the island and a walking trail along the spine have 
been developed, leaving an unspoiled world to explore. The 

Left A view of the beach on Namena Island, Fiji. 
Right Tom Moody on Namena. 

resort's six private guesthouses and clubhouse complex, 
hidden in the forest on the island's eastern end, were hand 
built from stone and rough pine boards shipped from mills 
on Vanua Levu. 

The island is surrounded by one of the Pacific's most 
beautiful coral reefs, which is owned by a Fijian village, the 
nearest neighbors 14 miles away. In a pact, the Moodys and 
the villagers have protected the surrounding reefs from local 
poachers and international fishing conglomerates for two 
decades. In 2004 the water within the vast Namena 
Barrier Reef were declared a marine reserve helping to 
insure a sustainable supply of marine life for the village 
and a lasting wonderland for divers and snorkelers. 

The simplicities of Moody's Narnena, as their resort 
is known, is not for everyone: Guests must be willing to 
trade air conditioning for sea breezes, telephones for solitude, 
television for seascapes, books and conversations. Piped-in- 
music is forfeited for the sounds of wind, surf and birds. 

With every Namena sunset Tom and Joan's heartbreak- 
ing loss of Pidertupo slips a bit further from mind and 
becomes easier to accept as an unfortunate but unavoidable 
step down the long, winding road to paradise. FM 


