
Parney Jean Bassett, daughter of Harry Francis (1912-1975) and 
Barbara Eleanor (Banks) (1912-1992) Bassett, was born 7 September 
1932, Michigan.  She graduated in 1950 from Okemos High School. 

About 1959 Parney 
married Jacques VanKirk.  
"Van" as he was called, 
was an East Lansing 
Resurrection High School 
graduate and had served 
in the US Marines.  In 
1952 he had married a 
Betty Lou Smith but their 
marriage ended in a 1958 
divorce. 

Van, born 27 June 1931, 
worked as a horse trainer 

but in the middle 1960's, and with their 2 young daughters in tow, Van and 
Parney took to the jungles of Guatemala in search of adventures.  For the 

next 22 years the family survived by working 
a number of occupations, living off the land 
and adapting to primitive living conditions.  

Tampa Bay Times, September 5, 1998 

1950 Okemos Tomahawk 



By the middle 1980's the family had returned to the US and quietly settled 
in Florida.  Over the next half dozen years, with daughters grown and living 
out of state, the VanKirk's published several books; Remarkable Remains of 
the Ancient Peoples of Guatemala, A Guide to Maya Sites of the Yucatan, 
Beyond Here Be Dragons.  

https://www.amazon.com/Remarkable-Remains-Ancient-Peoples-Guatemala/dp/0806129018/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=Remarkable+remains+of+the+ancient+peoples&qid=1553106252&s=books&sr=1-1-catcorr
https://www.amazon.com/Remarkable-Remains-Ancient-Peoples-Guatemala/dp/0806129018/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=Remarkable+remains+of+the+ancient+peoples&qid=1553106252&s=books&sr=1-1-catcorr
https://www.amazon.com/Remarkable-Remains-Ancient-Peoples-Guatemala/dp/0806129018/ref=sr_1_1?keywords=Remarkable+remains+of+the+ancient+peoples&qid=1553106252&s=books&sr=1-1-catcorr
https://www.amazon.com/dp/082009918X/ref=nav_timeline_asin?_encoding=UTF8&psc=1


  The Tampa Tribune (Tampa, Florida) Sunday 23 October 1988 

FAMILY TRADES IN JUNGLE LIFE TO RETURN TO U.S.  

Nobleton - In 1966, Jacques and Parney VanKirk left mainstream USA with 
their two daughters and a French poodle named "Pooks" for the jungles of 
Guatemala - about as far from the mainstream as you can get. 

VanKirk, a former Michigan newspaper photographer 
and horse trainer, wanted 
excitement, knowledge and 
peace.  He got all three. 

After almost 20 years living 
in the jungle, running a 
hunting lodge and later a 
film company and gallery, 
the family returned to the 
United States.  The 
VanKirks settled in Nobleton because of its quiet, verdant beauty. 

The VanKirks, both photographers and writers, have published several 
books, including "The World of Tikal" and Maya Ruins of the Yucatan, 
Mexico." They've also written several booklets about Mayan ruins in 
Mexico.  

They were the first to photograph a cave in northern Guatemala called Nan 
Tu Nich, which contained almost 500 ancient wall paintings, they said.  To 
enter the cave, Jacques had to lower Parney with a rope.  The lived in the 
cave for 17 days, studying and photographing, before beginning the eight-
day trip to their home in the Guatemalan jungle. 

National Geographic photographers soon followed Parneys' trail into the 
ancient cave and published photographs of the cave and its paintings. 

New Castle News, August 24, 1966 



They're also planning to write a few more books about the wildlife they 
documented during their years in Guatemala.  A Washington, D.C., author 
is writing a book about the family's life in the jungle. 

But the VanKirks' proudest accomplishment is the New York Public Library's 
recent purchase of a collection of some of the couple's best photographs.  
The couple sorted through about 40,000 negatives of pictures they took 
while living in the tropics before selecting the 20 or 30 for the library. 

When the family moved to Guatemala, Jacques, who prefers to be called 
Van, said he had no idea what life in the tropics would be like.  He couldn't 
even speak the language. 

"I could ask for a Coca-Cola on a good day," he said.  "I did a lot of 
pointing in restaurants." 



Jungle life was better than they had imagined, he said. 

"I had absolutely no inkling what a jungle was life.  But the jungle is the 
most pleasing and pleasant place for me.  There's incredible activity and 
movement and action.  There's beautiful air and no noise pollution," he 
said. 

"We weren't sick when we were there; we were lean and mean." 

The family lived off the land, fishing for food almost every day.  
Occasionally, Jacques craved red meat - "something with blood," he said, 
and he would go out and hunt. 

There was no refrigeration where the family lived so whatever he caught 
had to be eaten within several days.  After the family had gorged 
themselves on their warm-blooded kill, fish again became the normal fare. 

The family ate "ever thing that came along," Van said, including monkey, 
boa constrictor, wild boar, iguana and jaguar. 

Even though the family lived in the jungle, they had a steady stream of 
visitors, including tourists, entomologists (those who study insects), 
herpetologists (those who study amphibians and reptiles) and other 
scientific specialists. 

Jacques said he usually persuaded the traveling scientists to help tutor his 
daughters during their stay, adding to the education Parney was giving the 
girls with hundreds of books borrowed from a library in Antigua, 
Guatemala. 

The Central American country became the VanKirks' home and they only 
returned to the United States, about three years ago, when Guatemala 
became too expensive.  They plan to visit Mexico and Guatemala as 
frequently as they can. 



While running their film shop and gallery, the price of one roll of film rose 
to about $29.  Photo paper and chemicals became equally expensive, Van 
said. 

The family packed their possessions tightly in their 1972 Volkswagen bus 
and headed for home.  When the family hit the freeway in the United 
States, after crossing the Mexican border, they hit traffic unlike anything 
they had ever seen before. 

Van was "white-knuckled" at the steering wheel while trying to learn the 
ways of modern-day driving, Parney remembered. 

Traffic was one reason Parney and Van moved to Nobleton to live near the 
Withlacoochee River.  The couple first moved to New Port Richey, but 
found U.S. 19 too much of a terror to face every day. 

A family that faced the rigors of jungle living is afraid to traffic? 

"You have to remember the things that happened to us in the jungle, like 
being struck at by a snake, became part of everyday life for us," Van said.  
Heavy traffic has become a new and scary experience for them. 

In a 1987 newspaper version (Tampa Bay Times, Thursday 18 June 1987) 
the VanKirk's recalled that an accident put Van in a full-body cast for 
almost two years.  This resulted in them moving out of their jungle habitat 
and into a small Indian village.  With the increasing inflation they were 
unable to continue to afford living in Guatemala, hence, they headed back 
to the United States. 

The VanKirk's continued to live in quietly in Hernando County, Florida.  
Parney reportedly died 19 July 2015, Dona Ana County, New Mexico.  Van 
was said to have passed away 20 April 2016, also in New Mexico.  

 

……….who is Jacques VanKirk?  (turn the page and read on) 

 



 

 

  



"Van" as he was called, was an East Lansing Resurrection High School 
graduate probably class of 1948, born 27 June 1931, Michigan, who served 
in the US Marines from 1949-1952.  Van was sent to California for his 
Marine basic training.  According to service records he at one point was a 
Private First Class but was reduced back to E1 or Private by 1951 and 
spent considerable time, obviously court marshaled, in 1951-1952 in 
military prison (Brig).  Van was dishonorably discharged from the US 
Marines.  He did not serve in the Korean Conflict.  During 1952 he had 
married a Betty Lou Smith but their marriage, with one son named Jim, 
ended in a 1958 divorce.  He married Parney Bassett (OHS 1950) about 
1959.   

After a bad start in military service, 
things continued to nag him.  Van had 

numerous vehicular violations during the 1950's 
according to the Lansing State Journal; speeding, 
unpaid parking tickets (91 !!)…and passing bad 
checks.  He also reported several robberies including 

the theft of 
his Fuller Brush 
sales paraphernalia 
and another, theft 
of a hand gun from 
his vehicle.   

 

Lansing State Journal, January 28, 1957 

LSJ, April 13, 1957 

Lansing State Journal,  
April 13, 1956 



Headed out for a new life with his new bride, 
Jacques and Parney made their way to Michigan’s 
upper peninsula.  There in Manistee, he was 
arrested and pleaded guilty of catching and 
keeping a bald eagle. 

 

Undaunted by his string of “bad luck”, they somehow found their way out 
to Iowa where Van was working as a horse trainer in 1964.  With a new 
resume in hand, by 1966 he was in Pennsylvania, living on the Dr. Amleto 
Acquaviva Arabian Horse Farm, New Castle, PA.  I located nothing about 
Parney during these New Castle years.  Dr. Amleto (1907-1985) and wife 
Rosemary (1924-1985) were very involved in their show horses and they 
had 2-3 children who later took over the expensive hobby.  Young Amleto 
II listed on one of his wedding certificates (he was wed 3x or more) the 
occupation of "horse trainer."  As a professional horse trainer, Jacques 
apparently hit his stride… 

 

 

The Cincinnati Enquirer, May 9, 1966 

New Castle News, May 5, 1966 

Lansing State Journal, October 11, 1960 

Lansing State Journal, March 26, 1959 



 

Jacques “stole the show” and “under (his) capable 
tutelage” was some natural instinct that VanKirk 
possessed.  He literally put Westfield Arabian 
Farms on the map and with it, the New Castle 
physician, Dr. Amleto Acquacviva. 

 

 

The Acquaviva family had a whole lot of problems 
with the law!  Amelto's brother Frank was very 
involved in a huge political scandal during the 
1950's.  Frank (1911-1988) spent time in jail and 
in a workhouse.  He was called a "political 
pamphleteer." 

Amelto had some problems of his own.  The 
Indiana Gazette (Indiana, PA) 27 June 1980 
reported, "The physician, Dr. Amleto Acquaviva of 
New Castle, was arrested and is waiting trial.  He 
has been suspended from the medical assistance 
program for three years.  The department said he 
billed the state for services not provided."  Amleto 
and Rosemary both died in Santa Barbara County, 
CA, just months apart in 1985.  Although 
extensive family is interred in PA, I found no 
internment info on Amleto or Rosemary.  After all 
the years Amleto practiced medicine in the New 
Castle area (decades) I found nothing in the local 
newspaper on their deaths! 

  

New Castle News, May 18, 1966 



 

New Castle News, August 24, 1966 



Suddenly and without explanation, in the mid-1960 Van and Parney, with 
their 2 young daughters in tow, took to the 

jungles of Guatemala in search of 
adventures.  For the next 22 years the 
family survived by working a number of 
occupations, living off the land and 
adapting to primitive living 
conditions…and as a jaguar-hunting 
guide. 

I read numerous write ups on the 
"adventures" including an Orlando 

Sentinel article.  Maybe I'm slightly acidic in saying this but there seemed 
to have been some real hardships and even some gov't problems in their 
years in Central America.  One journalist inserted a paragraph that said 
Van wanted to settle in Mexico, but the Mexican gov't blocked him from 
such a venture.  Why?  And there also was a relic or antiquity sales 
problem while in Guatemala.  I had the impression Van may have been 
part of the problem in their early jungle survival days.  And too they may 
have been selling animals (monkeys, etc) for profit.  All illegal.   In an 
apparent attempt to “set the record straight”, Jacques and Parney wrote a 
wonderfully detailed explanation of their journey and motives into their 
jungle life in the Preface to their wonderful 1996 book, Remarkable 
Remains. Click the book to read the Preface.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

National Post, November 8, 1969 



The following appears on the back cover of their book, Remarkable 
Remains of the Ancient Peoples of Guatemala:  



By the middle 1980's the family had returned to the US.  Problems did not 
stop here.  They moved several times and after a big splash for a couple 
years in local newspapers all went quiet.   

 

 

The Tampa Tribune, October 23, 1988 



Vans photography business went bust, there was a bankruptcy and lien 
notifications.  I located 4 Florida addresses and 2 NM addresses within 
1990-2015. 

Along the way, Parney and Van took 
many pictures of their jungle 
adventure.  From 1987 to 1998, they 
published their photo’s in several 
books.  Their books became 
reference material for archeologists 
to follow their trail to the “lost” 
Mayan Cities of the Yucatan, Belize 
and Guatemala.  

Photo from A Guide to Maya Sites, by Jacques and 
Parney VanKirk, published  September 1987 

The Tampa Tribune, November 2, 1992 



 


