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[image: ] Panama is hard to beat. It has incredible natural beauty, a modern infrastructure, good roads, clean water, a booming economy, year-round warm weather, a peaceful atmosphere, a rich history, and excellent health conditions.

Travelers are beginning to discover all the country has to offer. It’s not yet overrun with hordes of tourists, unlike some of its neighbors, but people have come to realize that Panama is more than just a canal.

Democracy and prosperity haven’t squeezed all the intrigue out of this intriguing country, which has been the plaything of empires for half a millennium. To its boosters, Panama is still “the crossroads of the world”; to jaded locals, “a racket with a flag.” To a Panamanian poet, it’s the “heart of the universe”; to a spy novelist, “Casablanca without heroes.” But there’s one thing nobody calls it: boring.

Panama City alone can keep travelers plenty busy. It is by far the most sophisticated and vibrant city in Central America. You can literally see it grow: The skyline changes almost daily, and new roads, bridges, and a metro system are on the way.

The natural wonders of Panama are just as overwhelming. A quarter of the country is protected wilderness, much of which has never seen a road. Even in Panama’s busiest towns, the tropical night air vibrates with the calls of a thousand frogs, and you wake to the songs of hundreds of brilliant birds. Where else can you find a national park so close to the capital that you can pop over to watch wild kinkajous, capybaras, and coatimundis, then be back in time for lunch at a fancy French restaurant?
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There’s always something new to learn about a country with more biodiversity per square meter than the Amazon, not to mention a diverse mix of indigenous people and immigrants. Panama attracts adventurers and misfits, entrepreneurs and schemers, dreamers and full-on nutcases. If you don’t encounter a colorful character during your stay, you aren’t getting out enough.

And then there’s that famous canal, which is in the middle of a multibillion-dollar expansion program that should make it as much an engineering marvel for the 21st century as it was for the 20th.

There’s an old saying that visitors who drink water from the Chagres, the powerful river that feeds the canal, are bound to return. It’s Panama’s largest source of drinking water; you’ll inevitably drink some during your stay. Don’t expect your first trip to Panama to be your last.
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Planning Your Trip



[image: ] WHERE TO GO



Panama City

Panama City is by far the most cosmopolitan city in Central America, yet it is also rich in history. The heart of this burgeoning metropolis of soaring skyscrapers, sophisticated restaurants, and international banks and businesses is Casco Viejo, a charming and well-preserved neighborhood that dates from the 16th century.

The Panama Canal and Central Isthmus

In addition to seeing and transiting the Panama Canal, visitors can explore the historic townsites and tropical forests of the Pacific side of the canal, as well as the Spanish ruins and tranquil waters of the Caribbean side.

Bocas del Toro

The Bocas archipelago is a bohemian playground of white-sand beaches, big surf, pristine coral reefs, and interesting creatures. The humans are pretty fascinating, too, with a rich mix of diverse peoples that includes indigenous and Afro-Caribbean inhabitants who’ve called Bocas home for hundreds of years.

Central Panama

The central provinces contain Panama’s most accessible highlands and popular beaches. From any of the beaches it’s easy to head for the hills and escape the heat in the town of El Valle de Antón, nestled at the bottom of an extinct volcano and known for its waterfalls, square trees, golden frogs, and a popular Sunday crafts market.

Western Highlands and Beaches

The cool highlands of western Panama are home to the country’s highest mountain, Volcán Barú. The dormant volcano’s fertile soil produces gourmet coffee, gorgeous flowers, and delicious oranges and strawberries. But its sprawling protected areas, most notably the gigantic Parque Internacional La Amistad, are what really set the region apart.


IF YOU HAVE …
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Panama City skyline


	
ONE WEEK: Visit Panama City, the Panama Canal, and either Bocas del Toro or Boquete, in the western highlands.

	
TWO WEEKS: This is enough time to visit both Bocas del Toro and the western highlands.

	
THREE WEEKS: Add Guna Yala or a visit to the islands and beaches of Parque Nacional Marino Golfo de Chiriquí or the Golfo de Montijo, the gateway to Parque Nacional Isla Coiba.

	
FOUR WEEKS: Add the Azuero Peninsula and, if possible, Parque Nacional Darién.
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The western Pacific beaches and islands are equally inviting. Here you’ll find two massive offshore national parks, Parque Nacional Marino Golfo de Chiriquí and Parque Nacional Coiba. Their waters teem with 760 species of fish, not to mention aquatic giants such as humpback whales and whale sharks. The equally lovely islands and beaches of the Golfo de Montijo are gradually becoming more accessible to travelers, especially Playa Santa Catalina, home to the most famous surf break in Latin America.

The Azuero Peninsula

The Azuero Peninsula, Panama’s heartland, is the most culturally rich region of the country, with Spanish colonial towns that time has forgotten. The Azuero, known for its festivals, hosts the country’s most important Carnaval celebration. The peninsula also has beaches that offer good surfing, snorkeling, and fishing.

Guna Yala

Only about 40 of the nearly 400 islands in Guna Yala, commonly known as the San Blas Archipelago, are inhabited. On these live the Guna, the most fascinating and intact indigenous culture in the Americas. The uninhabited islands are palm-covered paradises of white sand and clear blue water.

The Darién

The legendary Darién jungle has long attracted adventurers. Parque Nacional Darién is one of the largest and most vital tropical forests in the western hemisphere. The forested coast offers a completely different experience, including astonishingly abundant sealife just offshore. The Darién is also home to three nations of indigenous people who cling to the rugged ways of life they’ve sustained for centuries.
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Playa Venao, on the Azuero Peninsula, is a favorite with surfers.


[image: ] WHEN TO GO



Panama has two seasons, rainy and dry. The dry season lasts mid-December–mid-April and is Panama’s “summer.” This is the high season for tourism. The weather can be especially lovely at the beginning of the dry season.

The rainy season lasts mid-April–mid-December. During most of the rainy season, storms pass through quickly, leaving much of the day and evening clear. Storms tend to start earlier and last longer in the final months of the rainy season; this is not a great time to go on long hikes or drive on rough roads, as the countryside turns to mud and routes can be impassable.

The rain never stops completely in some parts of the country. Be prepared for some precipitation year-round along the Caribbean coast, in the western highlands, and on the islands of Bocas del Toro. September–October and February–March are the driest times in Bocas. Late February–March is considered the best time to visit the islands of Guna Yala.

Temperatures in Panama don’t change much during the year. In the lowlands, expect a high of about 32°C (90°F) in the day, down to 21°C (70°F) in the evening. It never gets cold in the lowlands, and the dry-season breezes in the evening are pleasant. It gets considerably cooler in the highlands. Panama can be quite humid year-round, but especially so in the rainy season.

Panama’s biggest holiday is Carnaval, held each year in the four days leading up to Ash Wednesday. The country comes to a complete halt during those days. November is filled with fiestas patrias (national-independence holidays).
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Carnaval reveler
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Passports, Tourist Cards, and Visas

Citizens of the United States, Canada, most of western Europe, much of Latin America, and a few other countries do not need a visa to enter Panama, but their passport must be valid for at least six months beyond their date of entry. Tourists from these countries are normally allowed to stay in Panama for up to 90 days. Nationals of other countries must apply for a stamped visa or authorized visa, which is available through a Panamanian consulate or embassy.

Vaccinations

All visitors should make sure their routine immunizations are up to date. The CDC recommends that travelers to Central America be vaccinated against hepatitis A and, in some cases, hepatitis B. A typhoid fever vaccination is also recommended, though the chance of contracting the disease in Panama is slim. A rabies vaccination is only recommended for those who come into direct contact with carnivores, bats, or other mammals.

Those planning to travel to rural parts of Panama should probably be vaccinated against yellow fever and may want to consider antimalarial medication. Yellow-fever vaccinations are recommended, but no longer required, for those arriving in Panama from a country where yellow fever is endemic. This includes much of South America.


Explore Panama


The suggested itineraries in this chapter include specific mentions of restaurants, accommodations, and other businesses to convey a sampling of what’s available to you in Panama. There are many other good options for each destination, indicated in each chapter by [image: ].
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Day 1: Panama City

Arrive at Tocumen International Airport in the morning and take a cab to Casco Viejo, dropping your bags off at Canal House or Magnolia Inn. Fuel up at René Café, just a short walk away.

Tour the Panama Canal, particularly the Miraflores Locks, then enjoy lunch on the balcony of the visitors center, where you can watch ships transit while you dine. Cross the canal at the Puente Centenario (Centennial Bridge) for views of Gaillard Cut, where canal builders cleaved the mountains of the Continental Divide in two.

Visit the former Canal Zone townsites of Balboa and Balboa Heights. In Balboa, find the Goethals Monument, which pays tribute to the chief engineer of the canal. From there, head to Amador Causeway (Calzada de Amador) and admire the sweeping views of Panama Bay and the parade of ships coming through the canal.

Work up an appetite for dinner by browsing for handicrafts at Balboa’s Centro de Artesanías Internacional. Return to Casco Viejo for dinner at one of its many atmospheric restaurants, such as Restaurant Las Bóvedas, which was originally a dungeon.

[image: ]

colorful bus in Panama City
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Red Frog Beach in Bocas del Toro

Day 2

Today, make visits to Panamá La Vieja and Casco Viejo to get a sense of Panama City’s rich, colorful history. Meander around Casco Viejo’s Plaza de la Independencia and admire the architectural variety of the buildings nearby. Pop in to the Museo de la Historia de Panamá to get a sense of Panamanian history beyond the canal.

Stay on for dinner in Casco Viejo at Manolo Caracol, where you can experience Panama’s seasonal best in 10 courses. Make it an early night and head back to your hotel, as you’ve got a long trek ahead of you tomorrow.

Day 3: Boquete

Make the seven-hour trip to Boquete, starting out as early as you can. In the evening, head to the bar at Panamonte Inn and Spa to enjoy a quiet drink in a sleek, yet cozy atmosphere. Check in to the pleasant and affordable Pensión Marilós.

Day 4

In the morning, get breakfast and a cup of famous Boquete coffee at Café Ruiz. Spend the day on a guided hike with Coffee Adventures, a tour outfit that will take you along Sendero Los Quetzales. The truly fit can plan a night ascent of Volcán Barú, arriving in time to catch the dawn and a view of both oceans.

Travelers looking for lower-impact activities can enjoy the gardens and the changing face of Volcán Barú throughout the day, or get their thrills with a zipline ride from Boquete Tree Trek.

Head to Big Daddy’s Grill for dinner, being sure to get seated in the garden terrace. Order the fish tacos, and stay for the excellent margaritas. Head back to Pensión Marilós for the night.

Day 5: Bocas del Toro

Take the hour-long flight to Bocas del Toro. Stop at Lili’s Café for a sample of Lili’s delicious French toast. Take a boat tour around Isla Colón with outfitter Transparente Tours. You’ll return to shore in the evening, so get your land legs back by strolling the souvenir kiosks in town, or taking an evening yoga class at Bocas Yoga.

For dinner, head back to Bocas town to Restaurante Guari-Guari, where you’re guaranteed the best food in the area. Enjoy the nightlife by starting out at low-key La Iguana Bar, then party into the wee hours at El Barco Hundido. Tuck in for the night at Isla Colón’s Hotel Bocas del Toro.

Day 6: Isla Bastimentos

In the morning, prepare for another adventure-packed day by heading to Isla Bastimentos. The island’s north shore beaches, such as Red Frog Beach, are a fantastic way to idle away a day. If you look hard enough, you should be able to spot the beach’s namesake.

Those looking to spend their time under water should make for Cayo Crawl, on the southern end of Bastimentos. Order lunch at one of the restaurants on stilts, then go snorkeling until your food is ready.

Once you’ve sunned, frogged, and snorkeled yourself out, check in at Eclypse de Mar, where you can rent your own bungalow over the water, and enjoy the sea breeze and the beautiful views. The bungalows even feature glass panels in the floor, so you can see the fish swimming below you.

Day 7: Panama City

Head back to Panama City after you’ve enjoyed a morning walking the beaches of Isla Bastimentos. It’s time to do some last-minute shopping, so make your way to Imagen, Panama’s best art gallery. There, enjoy the offerings from the local art scene. Next, visit one of the two Reprosa stores for a unique jewelry piece.

Once you’ve stocked up on gifts and keepsakes, take a cab to Tocumen International Airport, but not before saying goodbye to Panama.
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Those determined to touch on every part of Panama during a three-week trip can do it, but just barely. It means covering a lot of ground and, most likely, spending quite a bit of cash. Those with limited money can take it more slowly and rely more on buses and their own planning and less on planes and tour operators, but in that case, travelers should build about a week more into the itinerary. The Darién section of the itinerary assumes officials have lifted travel restrictions to the national park.

Day 1

Arrive at Tocumen International Airport and check in to Canal House in Panama City. Once you’re settled in, go up to the roof and check out the fascinating view of the surrounding city. Those up for a drink at a funky club should head to Relic Bar in the basement of the Luna’s Castle hostel.

Day 2

Get an early start and visit the ruins of Panamá La Vieja, then go for a walking tour of Casco Viejo. Grab lunch at René Café, where you’ll be stuffed to the gills for not much money.

After lunch, make a visit to the Church of the Golden Altar and the nearby Flat Arch at Iglesia de Santo Domingo. Have dinner at La Mar in the El Cangrejo neighborhood, where you can dine on ceviche made from the freshest of seafood.

Day 3

Visit the Panama Canal, first touring the Miraflores Locks, then the impressive Gaillard Cut. Make at least a brief stop to see the wildlife at Gamboa and Parque Nacional Soberanía, a true tropical rainforest just a short drive from downtown Panama City. End the day with a ramble along the Amador Causeway, a good place to stop for a drink as the Panama City skyline lights up across the bay. Have dinner at Mi Ranchito, then head back to your room at Canal House for the night.



EXPLORING THE PANAMA CANAL
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the Panama Canal

Some save for years to afford a Panama Canal cruise. But those already in Panama can make a day transit of the canal for a tiny fraction of what the luxury liners charge. Two companies on the Pacific-side of the isthmus offer passenger service. (The adventurous, especially those short of cash, can sometimes get a free transit by working as a line-handler on a yacht.)

From January to March, day transits are offered only on Thursday, Friday, and Saturday. They’re offered only on Saturday the rest of the year. Most are partial transits, although even these take nearly a full day. Plan accordingly. The partial transit takes 4–5 hours and costs US$115 for adults, US$60–65 for children, including transfers. Full transits are offered one Saturday a month (US$165 for adults, US$75 for children).

One of the companies also offers a partial Friday-night transit, which gives a very different perspective on the canal. The locks are brightly lit by high-mast lighting, turning night into day.

Nearly as storied as the Panama Canal is the Panama Railroad, which ferried 49ers across the isthmus during the California gold rush. Its descendant is the Panama Railway, which offers passengers an incredibly scenic early-morning ride from the Pacific to the Atlantic along the banks of the canal. The coast-to-coast ride lasts only an hour, but creates memories that will last a lifetime.

You can hire a taxi to meet you on the Caribbean side and explore the Spanish ruins. Portobelo and Fuerte San Lorenzo transport visitors back to the days of pirates and conquistadors, and the mile-long Gatún Locks bring them back to the high-tech present. If time allows, squeeze in a wildlife-viewing tour, by boat or kayak, down the lower reaches of the Río Chagres, a storied river where one can spot the occasional caiman or crocodile. Finish up in time to catch the train back to Panama City, or take one of the frequent buses.
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the banks of the Panama Canal

Day 4

Take an early morning ride across the isthmus on the Panama Railway and explore the Caribbean entrance to the canal. The Spanish ruins of Castillo San Gerónimo in Portobelo and Fuerte San Lorenzo transport visitors back to the days of pirates and conquistadors, and the mile-long Gatún Locks bring them forward again to the high-tech present. If time allows, squeeze in a wildlife-viewing tour, by boat or kayak, down the lower reaches of the Río Chagres. Finish up in time to take the train back to Panama City, and enjoy traditional Panamanian food and folkloric dance at Restaurante y Cafetería El Trapiche.

Day 5

Take a charter flight to Santa Cruz de Cana, the remotest and most spectacular wildlife destination in enormous Parque Nacional Darién. Hike the Machinery Garden Trail, a species-rich jungle trail that passes by the overgrown, rusted remains of gold-mining equipment. Spend the night in Cana’s rustic lodge.

Day 6

Hike up the The Pirre Mountain Trail to Cana’s cloud-forest camp, a journey of four to five hours, where you’re likely to encounter all sorts of wildlife. At the camp, temperatures cool off, and the night is alive with the sounds of forest animals.

Day 7

Hike back down the mountain and take a return flight to Panama City. Spend a few hours shopping for souvenirs or meandering through the ritzy Metro Mall.

Take in some classical music at Teatro Nacional, or hit the clubs along Calle Uruguay, then dine on French-inspired dishes in a former dungeon at Restaurante Las Bóvedas.

Days 8–11

Reward yourself for all that exercise by flying off for a few days of Caribbean sun and sea. Choose between one of two stunning tropical archipelagos: the booming bohemia of Bocas del Toro or the more rustic but culturally fascinating attractions of Guna Yala. Travelers with a few extra days can visit both locales. The best way to explore Guna Yala is from the deck of a hired yacht; travelers on a limited budget can stay in simple Guna hotels and get around by motorboat. This is a place for snorkeling off remote cays, walks through traditional island villages, and forest hikes to powerful waterfalls and sacred cemeteries on the mainland.

A visit to Panama’s other great Caribbean archipelago, Bocas del Toro, can be split between funky Bocas town and the unspoiled beaches and coral reefs around Isla Bastimentos and its neighbors.

Days 12–14

Head for the highlands of western Panama. Fly to David (travelers coming from Guna Yala must go through Panama City) and take a bus or car to Boquete. Spend an afternoon exploring the town, famous throughout Panama for its flowers, oranges, and rainbows, and its views of Volcán Barú, Panama’s tallest mountain. Take a tour of Café Kotowa, a charming boutique coffee producer. Choose the full three-hour tour, or the shorter 45-minute one.

More active types can summit Volcán Barú in hopes of seeing both oceans at once, hike through Parque Nacional Volcán Barú on the famous Sendero Los Quetzales, or book a half-day kayaking tour with Mirador Adventures. Afterward, grab a drink at Zanzibar, before a quick dinner at Machu Picchu.
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In Portobelo, you can visit ancient Spanish fortresses like Castillo San Gerónimo.



HISTORIC SITES
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The historic Casco Viejo neighborhood is a must-see in Panama City.

If you’re fascinated by Panama’s role as a crossroads of the world, you can cover 500 years of history in less than a week. A visit that concentrates on the human efforts to conquer the isthmus by trail, railway, and canal is an especially economical and speedy introduction to the country, since most sights are within 100 kilometers of the capital.


	
Colonial Panama City: Panamá La Vieja, Casco Viejo, Avenida Central, and Plaza Santa Ana.

	
Conquistadors, Pirates, and 49ers: Portobelo, Fuerte San Lorenzo, Río Chagres, and the Camino de Cruces.

	
The Path Between the Seas: Miraflores Locks, Gaillard Cut, Panama Railway, Ancón, and Balboa.





Days 15–17

To see how the Pacific side of the isthmus compares with the Caribbean, head back down the mountain to the Parque Nacional Marino Golfo de Chiriquí. Another option is to go surfing at Playa Santa Catalina and the Golfo de Montijo, the best surfing spot in the country.

Next, visit the most impressive island off Panama’s Pacific coast, the enormous Isla Coiba. It’s a former Devil’s-Island-style prison colony whose isolation has kept it among the most unspoiled spots in the country. Here, you can take snorkeling or diving trips, and submerge yourself in the fish-filled waters.

Days 18–19

Return to the mainland at David, Santiago, or Panama City and arrange transportation to the Azuero Peninsula. Learn about Panama’s history, crafts, and folkloric traditions in Chitré, La Arena, Parita, La Villa de Los Santos, Guararé, and Las Tablas, and enjoy the sparsely inhabited coastline between Pedasí and Playa Cambutal. Alternatively, be among the first pioneering travelers discovering the Western Azuero Peninsula, which provides surprisingly easy access to the mountainous, magnificent Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya, the most unexplored of Panama’s national parks.
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Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya has some of the most unspoiled wilderness in Panama.

Day 20

Head back to Panama City by land or air for last-minute shopping, sightseeing, and a 10-course farewell dinner at Manolo Caracol.

Day 21

Transfer to Tocumen International Airport for the flight home.
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Learn About Wildlife

EL CENTRO DE EXHIBICIONES MARINAS

This marine exhibition center, located toward the end of the Amador Causeway, is run by the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute. Kids will enjoy the outdoor aquarium, and the whole family can visit the dry forest nearby, where a plethora of wildlife can be spotted.

PARQUE MUNICIPAL SUMMIT

Explore the grounds of the Parque Municipal Summit, also known as the Summit Botanical Gardens and Zoo. Created in 1923 to study tropical plants, the gardens now feature more than 350 species of plants. There’s a small zoo here, and a harpy eagle compound, where kids can get an up-close view of this powerful bird of prey.



FOR THE BIRDS
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the toucan sanctuary at Casa Mariposa Boutique Hotel, Santa Fé

Panama doesn’t just attract bird-watchers: It creates them.

It’s smaller than South Carolina, but has more bird species than the United States and Canada put together. That means beautiful birds are everywhere all the time and impossible to ignore. There’s always something singing, crying, croaking, flitting, flapping, or soaring overhead. More than likely it’s something you’ve never seen before, flashing colors you thought only existed in a box of crayons.

Birders have counted 972 species in Panama so far. Migrants visit from North and South America, and more than 100 species are endemic. Twelve are found nowhere else on earth. Hundreds of species are easy to find without much effort.

Important areas for endemics are the Caribbean and Pacific lowlands and islands, the Darién, and especially the western highlands, the last of which also happen to be among the most accessible, lovely, and comfortable areas for visitors.

Panama offers good birding year-round, though the isthmus is hopping September–April, as that’s when North American migrants (avian and human) arrive to escape the cold. A special event during this time is the spectacular raptor migration of millions of broad-winged hawks, Swainson’s hawks, and turkey vultures, which takes place October–mid-November and March–early April. They pass overhead in flocks that can number in the many thousands. The former Canal Zone is the best place to witness this extraordinary phenomenon. June and July are the toughest times to spot birds.

Long-established lodges and inns are dotted around the top birding areas, with knowledgeable owners who can supply expert naturalist guides and detailed birding information. Some of these are world famous, ranging from the upscale Canopy Tower (in the former Canal Zone, close to Panama City) to the rustic lodge at Cana (on the remote Cerro Pirre, in the Darién), which has been called one of the world’s top-10 birding destinations.

Many lodges are simply great places to stay, even for those with no interest in anything with wings. They are listed throughout this guidebook, as are recommended naturalist guides and birding areas. For detailed birding itineraries and tips, the up-to-date A Bird-Finding Guide to Panama, by George R. Angehr, Dodge Engleman, and Lorna Engleman, is an indispensable resource. The classic A Guide to the Birds of Panama, by Robert S. Ridgely and John A. Gwynne, is an encyclopedic, beautifully illustrated list of species found in Panama.




CENTRO DE VISITANTES DE MIRAFLORES

Take a tour of Miraflores Locks and visit its four-story museum, housed in the Centro de Visitantes de Miraflores. Kids will likely enjoy the 2nd floor, with its flora and fauna displays, and the 3rd floor, with its full-scale pilot-training simulator, the most.

Explore the Rainforest

GAMBOA RAINFOREST RESORT

Enjoy bird-watching walks and night safaris on the lake, even if your family isn’t staying here. The resort’s aerial tram takes you up and away through a forest canopy, then you can climb up an observation tower for views of the landscape surrounding you.

LAGO GATÚN

Take a boat trip to Lago Gatún in order to visit the surrounding islands’ primate sanctuary, where you’ll be sure to spot several species of monkeys, most of which have been rescued from illegal captivity.

CANOPY ADVENTURE

For older kids (10 and up), a zipline tour may be the most exciting part of your trip to Panama. The Canopy Adventure in El Valle starts with a nature hike, then a zipline ride through the forest, past a roaring waterfall.

Take to the Water

AQUABUS

See the major sights of Panama City, including Casco Viejo and the Amador Causeway, and keep kids interested by taking a tour via Aquabus, which makes its way into the water three times throughout the length of the tour.

PACIFIC BEACHES

Relax at one of the resorts or smaller hotels at Coronado, Farallón, or Santa Clara, all of which are within a two-hour drive of Panama City. Spend a couple of days playing in the surf and splashing in the pool, or arrange for a banana-boat ride on the ocean.

[image: ] HIKING OCEAN TO OCEAN



The ultimate Panama destination for hardcore outdoor adventurers is the Darién, and the ultimate Darién adventure is a trek through the jungle between the Atlantic and Pacific oceans. But trans-Darién expeditions are grueling, expensive, and not always available, depending on the security situation near the Colombian border.

Still, there is a safer, easier, and far cheaper way to hike from (close to) the Pacific Ocean to the Atlantic. This suggested itinerary crosses the isthmus on the west side of the Darién. Note that this itinerary is intended only for the highly energetic and fit.

For those who truly want to immerse themselves in the Darién, Ancon Expeditions offers an intense two-week trek that takes in the rivers, rainforests, and highlands of the region. Custom-designed trips are also possible.

Day 1

Arrive at Tocumen International Airport and transfer to a hotel in Panama City.

Day 2

Head east in the early morning to the Bayano area, about 90 kilometers from Panama City. If time allows, take a boat across Lago Bayano, a large artificial lake, to explore the Bayano Caves on the far side. This will probably only be possible if the tour includes transportation up to Burbayar. Otherwise, begin hiking up to the Continental Divide from El Llano, on the El Llano–Cartí Road. Spend the night in Burbayar Lodge, in a lush tropical forest about 15 kilometers north of the Interamerican Highway.



GO GREEN
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The pristine Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya has only recently become accessible by land.

Although all tourism affects the environment, it’s getting easier to travel around Panama in reasonable comfort and with a moderately clear conscience. Here are some tips for those who want to stray from the beaten path without beating down a new one.

VISIT THE AZUERO PENINSULA

The Azuero Peninsula sees relatively few foreign visitors and was deforested generations ago. It’s unlikely a trip here will do much harm, and it’s a way to get to know what Panamanians consider the “real” Panama.

VOLUNTEER

It’s increasingly easy for foreigners to volunteer with community and environmental projects in Panama. Hostels and language schools can often arrange volunteer work, sometimes offering discounts as incentives. Local nonprofits and ecolodges also sometimes accept volunteers. All these are listed throughout the book.

THINK SMALL

Every day seems to bring a new luxury hotel tower or beach mega-resort to the isthmus. But it’s the little places that add more to their natural surroundings and local community than they take. For the first time, it’s possible to go from one end of Panama to the other and stay only at these charming little places, with hosts that go out of their way to make you feel at home. Here are some of the best:


	
Azuero Peninsula: Casa de Campo Pedasí

	
Bocas del Toro: Al Natural Resort, Bluff Beach Retreat, Eclypse de Mar, La Loma Jungle Lodge, Soposo Rainforest Adventures, Tesoro Escondido, Dolphin Island Lodge

	
Boquete: La Montaña y El Valle, The Coffee Estate Inn, Tinamou Cottage

	
Cerro Punta and Vicinity: Hostal Cielito Sur Bed and Breakfast

	
El Valle: Golden Frog Inn, Park Eden

	
Former Canal Zone: Dos Palmitos

	
Fortuna Road: Lost and Found Eco-Resort

	
Pacific Beaches: Tógo B&B

	
Playa Santa Catalina: La Buena Vida

	
Santa Fé: Hostal La Qhia, Casa Mariposa Boutique Hotel
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Panama City

Day 3

Explore the forest around Burbayar Lodge, then head over the Continental Divide, through Guna territory, toward the coastal town of Cartí on the Caribbean coast, 22 kilometers from Burbayar. Camp in the forest along the way.

Days 4–5

Arrive in Cartí early in the morning and hire a boat to one of the nearby inhabited islands. Snorkel around the crystal-clear waters of Achutupu, an uninhabited islet with its own little shipwreck. Spend a night or two in Hotel Kuna Niskua, a rustic Guna hotel.

Day 6

Fly back to Panama City. Spend the day sightseeing and resting.

Day 7

Transfer to Tocumen International Airport for the flight home; your feet will be glad for the rest.



INDIGENOUS ART
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Emberá-Wounaan baskets

The Emberá-Wounaan of the Darién are renowned for their artistic abilities. This is especially true of the Wounaan, who are generally thought to produce the finest works. Three crafts are popular with travelers and are a major source of income for the Emberá-Wounaan. These can be bought directly from their makers in the Darién or one of the villages up the Río Chagres close to the canal. But some of the best examples can be found at the handicrafts market near the YMCA in the townsite of Balboa.

DECORATIVE BASKETS

A variety of baskets are painstakingly crafted from the fine leaf fibers of the chunga (black palm). Traditional baskets are plain or contain black-and-white geometrical patterns. But brightly colored ones depicting detailed scenes of butterflies, macaws, and forest animals have become popular, and the artisans are always experimenting with new ideas. The most sought-after baskets use natural dyes for the vivid colors.

The finest baskets are so tightly woven it’s been said they can hold water, although there’s no indication the baskets were ever actually used for that purpose. You won’t want to spoil yours by testing the theory.

CARVED TAGUA NUTS

The tagua nut, also known as the “ivory nut” or “vegetable ivory,” is the seed of a variety of palm tree that grows throughout the tropics. The Emberá-Wounaan learned to carve beautiful and delicate miniature sculptures of forest animals out of the nut, depicting everything from ants to jaguars. These can be remarkably detailed and lifelike. They are made by the men, who primarily use the particularly hard nut of Phytelephas seemannii, often leaving the bottom half of the nut intact as a base. Because a good crop of tagua nuts requires healthy tagua trees, this is a particularly sustainable, environmentally friendly source of income for the Emberá-Wounaan.

COCOBOLO STATUES

Cocobolo (Dalbergia retusa) is a kind of rosewood that Emberá-Wounaan men carve into sculptures. As with the tagua nuts, these usually depict forest animals. When polished, the wood is a deep, lustrous red.
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Panama City surprises newcomers. It is by far the most cosmopolitan city in Central America, which becomes obvious as soon as one sees its densely packed towers. But its vibrant modernity really shouldn’t be surprising, given the capital’s status as an international banking center and its location next to the Pacific entrance of the Panama Canal, the crossroads of the world. Panama City has been important to world commerce since its founding nearly 500 years ago.

It’s also an international city. The shops of Indian and Chinese merchants have been city institutions for generations. Any given day might find Colombian émigrés having a drink in a British pub, Japanese businesspeople making a deal in an Argentine steak house, and North American retirees looking for their place in the tropical sun.

The city’s rich diversity can be seen in its houses of worship: Along with its Roman Catholic churches are synagogues, mosques, one of the world’s seven Baha’i Houses of Worship, the Greek Orthodox Metropolitanate of Central America, a prominent Hindu temple, and gathering houses for every conceivable Protestant congregation.

The one faith that draws all these people together is business. Deals are being made everywhere at all times, from kids hawking cell-phone accessories at congested intersections to developers determined to build on every square centimeter of open space. Life is fast-paced compared with the rest of Panama, and the city’s residents are comparatively assertive, street-savvy, and no-nonsense. Panama City is to, say, the Azuero Peninsula as New York City is to rural Nebraska. Everyone on the road is in a great hurry, and skyscrapers pop up overnight.
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HIGHLIGHTS
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LOOK FOR [image: ] TO FIND RECOMMENDED SIGHTS, ACTIVITIES, DINING, AND LODGING.

[image: ] Panamá La Vieja: Founded nearly 500 years ago, this original Panama City was the first Spanish city on the Pacific coast of the Americas. Its stone ruins transport you back to the time of gold-hungry conquistadors and pillaging buccaneers (see here).

[image: ] Casco Viejo: This charming colonial neighborhood is the cornerstone of modern Panama City. An ambitious renovation project has brought restaurants, theaters, and clubs to its historic buildings, sidewalk cafés to its quaint plazas, and new life to its crumbling churches (see here).

[image: ] Avenida Central: The walking street that extends from Plaza Cinco de Mayo to Parque Santa Ana is one of the most vibrant parts of town, a bustling commercial center that draws a cross section of Panamanian society (see here).

[image: ] Parque Natural Metropolitano: More than a city park, this 265-hectare tropical forest within the city limits offers a glimpse of Panama’s flora and fauna (see here).

[image: ] Bella Vista and Marbella: Panama City’s most dynamic nightlife lies along Calle Uruguay, where trendy new restaurants and clubs open and close constantly (see here).



Still, by the standards of many other countries’ capitals, Panama City is a mellow, fun-loving place. Any excuse for a party will do, and big celebrations, especially Carnaval, shut down the whole city.

Those who come to Panama solely for its natural treasures will be tempted to blast right through the capital on their way to the country’s forests, mountains, islands, and beaches. But it’d be a shame not to spend some time in Panama City. Hundreds of years of history live on in its streets, and its more modern attractions are especially appealing after roughing it in the wilderness for a while. Besides, it has its very own tropical forest. Even city streets aren’t far removed from nature; an entire book has been written on the birds of Panama City.
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PLANNING YOUR TIME


Those in a big hurry can see Panama City’s main tourist attractions, from Casco Viejo to Panamá La Vieja, in a single day, traffic permitting. But try to spend at least a couple of days in the capital. That’s the only way to get a sense of its rhythms and to experience its less-showy charms: feeling a tropical evening breeze at a sidewalk café, splurging on dinner at an elegant restaurant, bargaining for molas (handcrafted blouses) with a Guna, dancing at an all-night club, or just people-watching on the streets.

The ruins of Panamá La Vieja can be explored in about two hours. Plan on a half day for a walking tour of the historic quarter of Casco Viejo that includes visits to its major museums and churches.

Those compelled to see and do it all should count on about four full days in Panama City. Most, however, will be content to hit the highlights over the course of two or three days. Try not to be in too great a rush, as traffic in Panama City is bad and is expected to get worse until at least 2014. Streets and entire blocks are being dug up to make way for the city’s new metro, and the Bridge of the Americas spanning the canal is undergoing major repairs. Allow extra time to get around, and try to travel outside commuting hours.

Consider spending a day wandering around the city’s more colorful shopping districts. If time and budget allow, plan on at least one evening out on the town. Good areas to combine dinner and nightlife include the Calle Uruguay area, Casco Viejo, and Calle 53 in Marbella.

Parque Natural Metropolitano offers a chance for those who can’t make it to the national parks to enjoy a true tropical nature walk within the city limits. It’s a short drive from downtown, and the longest trail takes two hours to walk.

Because downtown Panama City is so close to the Panama Canal, many visitors prefer to extend their stay in the city and make day trips to explore the canal area rather than shift their home base to lodging in the former Canal Zone. In that case, plan on an extra day or two to see the major sights on the Pacific side of the canal, and at least another day or two to explore the Caribbean side.

The climate in Panama City is hot and humid in the dry season (approximately mid-December to mid-April) and hot, very humid, and wet in the rainy season. But for most of the rainy season, storms don’t sweep in until mid-afternoon and generally come down in short, powerful bursts that race on as quickly as they arrive. Because of the high ratio of concrete to trees, midday can be wiltingly hot. Explore in the early mornings and reserve the afternoons for relaxing. Sunday is by far the quietest time in the city, with the fewest cars on the road. Keep in mind, however, that many places are closed on Sunday.


Sights


ORIENTATION

Panama City is a growing metropolis of 813,000 people, or more than 1.2 million if you include the greater metropolitan area. Streets and public transportation have not kept pace with the city’s growth, and the roads are usually busy and during morning and evening rush hours can become absolutely jammed. In recent years the city has grown east toward Tocumen International Airport, and with its absorption of the former U.S. Canal Zone, urban sprawl has been creeping north and west as well.

Panamanians typically drop the “city” when referring to the capital and just call it “Panama.” As with the country, the accent is on the last syllable—Panamá (pah-nah-MA)—when speaking Spanish. Formally, it’s La Ciudad de Panamá.

The city is bounded by the Bahía de Panamá (Panama Bay) and the Pacific Ocean to the south and the Panama Canal to the west. The terrain is fairly flat—the United States dug the canal nearby because the Continental Divide is particularly low-lying here—though a few isolated hills, most notably Cerro Ancón, jut up near the canal’s Pacific entrance.

The section of the city of most interest to visitors runs along the coast from Casco Viejo, the cornerstone of modern Panama City, east to the ruins of Panamá La Vieja, eight kilometers away. Most of the cosmopolitan parts of the capital lie between these two landmarks.

An exception to this rule is Costa del Este, a new city within (or, more accurately, on the outskirts of) Panama City. It’s a rapidly growing mini-metropolis of upscale homes and condos whose skyline is beginning to rival downtown’s in its concentration of skyscrapers. It’s a new frontier for privileged Panamanians escaping the city’s congestion and noise and for international jet-setters adding to their portfolio of vacation homes. But it doesn’t yet hold enough interest to the average visitor to justify making the long trip from the city center.

Getting one’s bearings can be tricky in Panama City, given its confusing mass of winding streets and its topsy-turvy geography (some never get used to seeing the Pacific Ocean lying to the south, for instance).

The city is organized into a series of loosely defined neighborhoods. The only ones most travelers will be concerned with are Punta Pacífica, Punta Paitilla, Marbella, Bella Vista, El Cangrejo, Calidonia/La Exposición, Santa Ana, and San Felipe/Casco Viejo. There are also a few places of note a bit farther east, in Obarrio and San Francisco.

Vía España, a busy commercial street, has long been the heart of modern Panama City. In recent years, though, the action has spread just north to El Cangrejo and south to Bella Vista and Marbella. Most of Panama’s upscale hotels, restaurants, and shops are in these areas.

An area of about three square blocks between Bella Vista and Marbella, centered on Calle Uruguay, is a booming nightlife destination of restaurants and clubs, as is, to a lesser degree, the main strip through Marbella, Calle 53. The Calle Uruguay nightlife area is being eroded by the building boom, with clubs and restaurants being knocked down to put up yet another skyscraper, but there’s still enough going on here to justify a visit.

An older commercial center is found along Avenida Central in the Calidonia and Santa Ana districts. Bordering it is the district of San Felipe, which contains the historic neighborhood of Casco Viejo, tucked away on a small peninsula.

Avenida de los Mártires, formerly known as Fourth of July Avenue, used to mark the boundary between Panama City and the former Canal Zone.

A major artery is the Cinta Costera (Coastal Belt), a multilane highway built on landfill at the edge of Panama Bay. It runs roughly parallel to Avenida Balboa, which extends from Casco Viejo to the posh condo towers of Punta Paitilla and Punta Pacífica. The bustling commercial street of Calle 50 runs between and parallel to Vía España and Avenida Balboa.
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the cathedral tower of the original Panama City, sacked by Henry Morgan in 1671

North of all of these is the Transístmica (Avenida Simón Bolívar), which cuts across the city and then heads north across the isthmus. However, those planning to drive toward the Caribbean are much better off taking the toll road, Corredor Norte, which extends across the isthmus and ends close to the city of Colón. Another toll road, Corredor Sur, leads from Tocumen International Airport to Panama City, where it meets Avenida Balboa. A project to extend the Corredor Norte to meet the Corredor Sur, near the international airport, may finally be completed by the time you read this.

[image: ] PANAMÁ LA VIEJA

Known in English as Old Panama, these extensive ruins (8:30 A.M.–6:30 P.M. Tues.–Sun., US$4 adults, US$2 students) are all that’s left of the original Panama City. The ruins are on the eastern outskirts of the modern-day city, an easy drive east along Vía Cincuentenario. The Corredor Sur arcs right by it, making for an especially impressive sight at night, when the ruins are illuminated. The site is commonly known as Panamá Viejo, though that’s not its proper name.

The city was founded on August 15, 1519, by the notorious conquistador Pedro Arias de Ávila, better known as Pedrarias, and burned down during a battle with the equally notorious Welsh pirate Henry Morgan in 1671. After that disaster, the Spanish moved Panama City to a more defensible site a few kilometers southwest, in the area now known as Casco Viejo.

Since most of Panamá La Vieja was made of wood, only the partial remains of a relatively few stone buildings were left standing. Two of the best-preserved structures are near the main entrance. The first is the cathedral tower, which is largely intact. It’s one of Panama’s national symbols and was built between 1619 and 1626. The cathedral was known officially as La Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Asunción, a name that was later transferred to its replacement in Casco Viejo. The other well-preserved structure, a bit farther in, is the Casa Alarcón, also known as the Casa del Obispo (Bishop’s House). Built in the 1640s, it was a three-story building with a wooden top floor. It’s the largest and most intact house on the site, but it’s still just fragments of walls. There are other ruins worth exploring, but try not to wander too far—the more distant structures border a neighborhood plagued by crime and gangs.

For that same reason, visitors should come only during regular opening hours, even though parts of the site can be explored anytime. It’s also the only time visitors can climb to the top of the cathedral tower.

A restoration project is buttressing the crumbling, rough-hewn stone walls with red bricks completely out of keeping with the original architecture. There are signs in English and Spanish that explain the history of some of the ruins.

There are lots of souvenir kiosks in the buildings next to the ruins that sell devil masks, molas (handcrafted blouses), Ngöbe-Buglé necklaces, and various other trinkets. There’s a cafeteria inside as well. An ATP information booth is on the premises, but you’ll have a better chance turning up lost pieces of eight than finding anyone actually working there.

Museo de Sitio de Panamá La Vieja

During the restoration archaeologists found Spanish pots, plates, and utensils dating from the 16th and 17th centuries, as well as a much older cemetery with bones dating from 50 B.C. These and other relics are kept in the Museo de Sitio de Panamá La Vieja (tel. 226-9815 or 224-6031, www.panamaviejo.org, 9 A.M.–5 P.M. Tues.–Sun., US$3 adults, US$0.50 students), about a kilometer before the ruins themselves. It’s one of Panama’s best museums, a modern, two-story place with attractively presented displays. If you stop here first, be sure to buy a ticket that includes entry to the ruins; it’s cheaper than buying them separately.

Start on the top floor and work your way down. Displays include indigenous artifacts from the hundreds of years before the Spanish conquest, when the site was a fishing village. One of the more haunting exhibits is the skeleton of a woman believed to have died at about age 40; she was apparently an important figure, whose grave also included the skulls of nine males. Other displays include items from the early Spanish colonial days, such as shards of cooking pots, coins, lead musket balls, trinkets, and so on. There’s also a model of the city as it looked before Morgan’s incendiary visit. The ground floor has details on the restoration of the site. There is limited information in English; there are no English-speaking guides.

[image: ] CASCO VIEJO

Casco Viejo has always had a romantic look, but for decades the romance has been of the tropical-decadence, paint-peeling-from-the-walls variety. Since the 1990s, though, it’s been undergoing a tasteful and large-scale restoration that’s giving the old buildings new luster and has turned the area into one of the city’s most fashionable destinations for a night out. Elegant bars, restaurants, and sidewalk cafés have opened. Hotels and hostels are arriving. Little tourist shops are popping up. Amazingly, this is being done with careful attention to keeping the old charm of the place alive. Unfortunately, the renovation is squeezing out the poorer residents who’ve lived here for ages.

The “Old Part,” also known as Casco Antiguo or the San Felipe district, was the second site of Panama City, and it continued to be the heart of the city during the first decades of the 20th century. UNESCO declared it a World Heritage Site in 1997. It’s a city within the city—940 buildings, 747 of which are houses—and one from a different age. It’s a great place for a walking tour. You can wander down narrow brick streets, sip an espresso at an outdoor café, visit old churches, and gaze up at wrought-iron balconies spilling over with bright tropical plants. Its buildings feature an unusual blend of architectural styles, most notably rows of ornate Spanish and French colonial houses but also a smattering of art deco and neoclassical buildings.

In some respects Sunday is a good day for exploring Casco Viejo. For one thing, it’s the likeliest time to find the churches open and in use. However, though more bars and restaurants are now staying open on Sunday, most aren’t, and even some of the museums are closed. Several places are also closed on Monday. Getting a look inside historic buildings and museums is easiest during the week, especially since some are in government offices open only during normal business hours. Churches open and close rather erratically.
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Safety Considerations

Even with the makeover, Casco Viejo is not the safest part of Panama City. Ironically, the area’s renaissance seems to be driving crime: With more tourists and affluent residents in Casco Viejo, there’s more appeal for criminals.

There’s no reason to be overly concerned, but use common sense and try not to stand out. If you’re pale and gringo, try to look as though you’re a resident foreigner. Don’t wander around at night, and be cautious when venturing beyond the major hubs of activity (Plaza Bolívar, Plaza de la Independencia, and Plaza de Francia). Look at the map of Casco Viejo and mentally draw a line from Luna’s Castle to Parque Herrera: At night, do not venture west of this area on foot. Also avoid the block of Calle 4 between Avenida Central and Avenida B at night. Parque Herrera is still on the edge of a sketchy area.
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Panama City’s cathedral, on Plaza de la Independencia, is a good place to start touring Casco Viejo.

The neighborhood is well patrolled by the policía de turismo (tourism police), who cruise around on bicycles and are easy to spot in their short-pants uniforms. They’ve been trained specifically to serve tourists, and they’re doing an impressive job. It’s not unusual for them to greet foreign tourists with a handshake and a smile and offer them an insider’s tour of the area or help with whatever they need. Don’t hesitate to ask them for help or directions. Their station is next to Manolo Caracol and across the street from the Ministerio de Gobierno y Justicia (Avenida Central between Calle 2 Oeste and Calle 3 Este, tel. 211-2410 or 211-1929). It’s open 24 hours, and the officers will safely guide you to your destination night or day.

There’s a heavy police presence around the presidential palace, but those police are stern and no-nonsense. Their job is to protect the president, not help tourists.

Plaza de la Independencia

In the center of Casco Viejo is the Plaza de la Independencia, where Panama declared its independence from Colombia in 1903. This area was the center of Panama City until the early 20th century. The buildings represent a real riot of architectural styles, from neo-Renaissance to art deco. Construction began on the cathedral, the Catedral de Nuestra Señora de la Asunción, in 1688, but it took more than 100 years to complete. Some of the stones used come from the ruins of Panamá La Vieja. It has an attractive marble altar and a few well-crafted stained-glass windows, though otherwise the interior is rather plain. The towers are inlaid with mother-of-pearl from the Perlas Islands. The bones of a saint, Santo Aurelio, are contained in a reliquary hidden behind a painting of Jesus near the front of the church, on the left as one faces the altar.

Museo del Canal Interoceánico

The Museo del Canal Interoceánico (Avenida Central between Calle 5 Oeste and Calle 6 Oeste, tel. 211-1995 or 211-1649, www.museodelcanal.com, 9 A.M.–5 P.M. Tues.–Sun, US$2 adults, US$0.75 students) is dedicated to the history of the Panama Canal. The museum is housed in what started life as the Grand Hotel in 1874, then became the headquarters of the French canal-building effort, and later spent the early part of the 20th century as the capital’s central post office. It’s worth a visit, but be prepared for some frustration if you don’t speak Spanish. Everything is Spanish only, which is significant since the exhibits often consist more of text than anything else. However, an audio guide in English, Spanish, and French is available. The displays tell the story of both the French and American efforts to build the canal, and throw in a little bit of pre-Columbian and Spanish colonial history at the beginning. There’s some anti-American propaganda, and most of what’s written about the canal from the 1960s on should be taken with a big chunk of salt. There’s a good coin collection upstairs, as well as a few Panamanian and Canal Zone stamps. There’s also a copy of the 1977 Torrijos-Carter Treaties that turned the canal over to Panama. You can tour the whole place in about an hour.

Museo de la Historia de Panamá

The Museo de la Historia de Panamá (Avenida Central between Calle 7 Oeste and Calle 8 Oeste, tel. 228-6231, 8 A.M.–4 P.M. Mon.–Fri., US$1 general admission, US$0.25 children) is a small museum containing artifacts from Panama’s history from the colonial period to the modern era. It’s in the Palacio Municipal, a neoclassical building from 1910 that is now home to government offices. At first glance it seems like just another one of Panama’s woefully underfunded museums housing a few obscure bits of bric-a-brac. But anyone with some knowledge of Panama’s history—which is essential, since the Spanish-only displays are poorly explained—will find some of the displays fascinating.

Among these are a crudely stitched Panama flag, said to have been made by María Ossa de Amador in 1903. She was the wife of Manuel Amador Guerrero, a leader of the revolutionaries who conspired with the Americans to wrest independence from Colombia. The flag was hastily designed by the Amadors’ son, and the women in the family sewed several of them for the rebels; the sewing machine they used is included in the display. If the revolution had failed, this quaint sewing circle might have meant death by hanging for all of them. Instead, Manuel Amador became the first president of Panama.

On a desk by the far wall is the handwritten draft of a telegram the revolutionaries sent to the superintendent of the Panama Railroad in Colón, pleading with him not to allow Colombian troops from the steamship Cartagena to cross the isthmus and put down the revolution. This was one of the tensest moments in the birth of Panama. In the end, they didn’t cross over, and the revolution was nearly bloodless. The telegram is dated November 3, 1903, the day Panama became independent, and those who sent it are now considered Panama’s founding fathers.

Other displays include a stirrup found on the storied Camino de Cruces, a plan for the fortifications built at Portobelo in 1597, 17th-century maps of the “new” Panama City at Casco Viejo (note the walls that originally ringed the city, now all but gone), and the sword of Victoriano Lorenzo, a revered hero of the War of a Thousand Days.

Western Fringes of Casco Viejo

The church with the crumbling brown facade and whitewashed sides near the corner of Avenida Central and Calle 9 Oeste is Iglesia de la Merced, which was built in the 17th century from rubble salvaged from the ruins of Panamá La Vieja. It’s worth a quick stop for a look at its wooden altars and pretty tile floor. The neoclassical building next to it, the Casa de la Municipalidad, is a former mansion now used by the city government.

The little park, Parque Herrera, was dedicated in 1976. The statue of the man on horseback is General Tomás Herrera, an early hero of Panama’s complex independence movements. Some of the historic buildings ringing the park are undergoing major renovation, with at least three hotels planned for the area.

Church of the Golden Altar

The massive golden altar (altar de oro) is a prime tourist attraction at Iglesia de San José (Avenida A between Calle 8 and Calle 9, 7 A.M.–noon and 2–8 P.M. Mon.–Sat., 5 A.M.–noon and 5–8 P.M. Sun.). Legend has it that the altar was saved from the rapacious Welsh pirate Henry Morgan during the sacking of the original Panama City when a quick-thinking priest ordered it painted black, hiding its true value.
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Church of the Golden Altar, Panama City

The Flat Arch

The original Iglesia de Santo Domingo (Avenida A and Calle 3 Oeste) was built in the 17th century, but it burned twice and was not rebuilt after the fire of 1756. It remains famous for one thing that survived, seemingly miraculously: the nearly flat arch (Arco Chato). Since it was built without a keystone and had almost no curve to it, it should have been a very precarious structure, yet it remained intact even as everything around it fell into ruins. One of the reasons a transoceanic canal was built in Panama was that engineers concluded from the intact arch that Panama was not subject to the kinds of devastating earthquakes that afflict its Central American neighbors.

On the evening of November 7, 2003, just four days after Panama celebrated its first centennial as a country, the arch finally collapsed into rubble. It has since been rebuilt, but its main appeal, its gravity-defying properties through the centuries, can never be restored. The church itself is undergoing a slow restoration.

Plaza de Francia

The Plaza de Francia (French Plaza) has seen a great deal of history and was among the first parts of Casco Viejo to be renovated, back in 1982.

The obelisk and the marble plaques along the wall commemorate the failed French effort to build a sea-level canal in Panama. The area housed a fort until the beginning of the 20th century, and the bóvedas (vaults) in the seawall were used through the years as storehouses, barracks, offices, and jails. You’ll still hear gruesome stories about dungeons in the seawall, where prisoners were left at low tide to drown when the tide rose. Whether this actually happened is still a subject of lively debate among amateur historians. True or not, what you will find there now is one of Panama’s more colorful restaurants, Restaurante Las Bóvedas. Also in the plaza are the French Embassy, the headquarters of the Instituto Nacional de Cultura (INAC, the National Institute of Culture) in what had been Panama’s supreme court building, and a small theater, Teatro Anita Villalaz. Tourists are not allowed into the grand old building that houses INAC, but it’s worth peeking into from the top of the steps or the lobby, if you can get that far. Note the colorful, if not particularly accomplished, mural depicting idealized versions of Panama’s history. (The building was used as a set for the 2008 James Bond film Quantum of Solace, as were the ruins of the old Union Club.) Next to the restaurant is an art gallery (tel. 211-4034, 9:30 A.M.–5:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat.) run by INAC that displays works by Panamanian and other Latin American artists.

Walk up the staircase that leads to the top of the vaults. This is part of the old seawall that protected the city from the Pacific Ocean’s dramatic tides. There’s a good view of the Panama City skyline, the Bridge of the Americas, and the Bay of Panama, and the breeze is great on a hot day. The walkway, Paseo General Esteban Huertas, is shaded in part by a bougainvillea-covered trellis and is a popular spot with smooching lovers. Along the walkway leading down to Avenida Central, notice the building on the waterfront to the right. For years this has been a ruin, though there have long been plans to turn it into a hotel. This was once the officers’ club of the Panamanian Defense Forces; it was largely destroyed during the 1989 U.S. invasion. Before that, it was the home of the Union Club, a hangout for Panama’s oligarchy that’s now on Punta Paitilla.

Casa Góngora

Built in 1756, the stone house of Casa Góngora (corner of Avenida Central and Calle 4, tel. 212-0338, 8 A.M.–4 P.M. Mon.–Fri., free) is the oldest house in Casco Viejo and one of the oldest in Panama. It was originally the home of a Spanish pearl merchant. It then became a church and has now been turned into a small, bare-bones museum. It’s had a rough history—it has been through three fires and the current wooden roof is new. A 20th-century restoration attempt was botched, causing more damage. There isn’t much here, but the staff can give free tours (in Spanish) and there have been noises about making it more of a real museum in the future. There’s an interesting, comprehensive book on the history of the house and neighborhood (again, in Spanish) that visitors are welcome to thumb through, containing rare maps, photos, and illustrations. Ask for it at the office. The museum hosts jazz and folkloric concerts and other cultural events in the tiny main hall on some Friday and Saturday nights, and occasionally hosts art shows.

Iglesia San Felipe de Neri (corner of Avenida B and Calle 4) dates from 1688 and, though it has also been damaged by fires, is one of the oldest standing structures from the Spanish colonial days. It was renovated in 2003, but is seemingly never open to the public.

The National Theater

The intimate Teatro Nacional (National Theater, between Calle 2 and Calle 3 on Avenida B, 9:30 A.M.–5:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri.) holds classical concerts and other posh events. It was built in 1908 on the site of an 18th-century monastery. It’s housed in the same building as the Ministerio de Gobierno y Justicia (Ministry of Government and Justice), which has its entrance on Avenida Central.

Inaugurated on October 1, 1908, the neo-baroque theater is worth a brief visit between concerts to get a glimpse of its old-world elegance. The public can explore it during the week but not on weekends. The first performance here was a production of the opera Aida, and for about 20 years the theater was a glamorous destination for the city’s elite. Note the bust of the ballerina Margot Fonteyn in the lobby; she married a Panamanian politician in 1955 and lived out the last part of her life in Panama.

The ceiling is covered with faded but still colorful frescoes of cavorting naked ladies, painted by Roberto Lewis, a well-known Panamanian artist. Leaks in the roof destroyed about a quarter of these frescoes, and the roof partially collapsed. The roof was restored and the theater reopened in 2004. Be sure to walk upstairs to take a look at the opulent reception rooms.

Plaza Bolívar

Plaza Bolívar (on Avenida B between Calle 3 and Calle 4) has been undergoing a charming restoration. It’s especially pleasant to hang out on the plaza in the evening, when tables are set up under the stars. It’s a good rest stop for a drink or a bite. A good café to check out is Restaurante Casablanca.

The plaza was named for Simón Bolívar, a legendary figure who is considered the father of Latin America’s independence from Spain. In 1826 Bolívar called a congress here to discuss forming a union of Latin American states. Bolívar himself did not attend and the congress didn’t succeed, but the park and the statue of Bolívar commemorate the effort.

The congress itself was held in a small, two-story building that has been preserved as a museum, now known as the Salón Bolívar (Plaza Bolívar, tel. 228-9594, 9 A.M.–4 P.M. Tues.–Sat., 1–5 P.M. Sun., US$1 adults, US$0.25 students).

While the museum is designed attractively, there’s not much in it. The room upstairs contains the text of the protocols of different congresses called during the independence movement. There’s also a replica of Bolívar’s jewel-encrusted sword, a gift from Venezuela (the original is now back in Venezuela). The actual room where the congress took place is on the ground floor.

The little museum is entirely enclosed by glass to protect it and is actually in the courtyard of another building, the massive Palacio Bolívar, which was built on the site of a Franciscan convent that dates from the 18th century. The building that houses the Salón Bolívar was originally the sala capitula (chapter house) of that convent, and is the only part of it that is still intact. The palacio dates from the 1920s and was a school for many years. Now it’s home to the Ministerio de Relaciones Exteriores (Foreign Ministry). During regular business hours (about 8 A.M.–3 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–1 P.M. Sat.), it’s possible, and well worthwhile, to explore the huge inner courtyard, which has been outfitted with a clear roof that’s out of keeping with the architecture, but protects it from the elements. The courtyard is open to the surf in the back, where part of the original foundation can be seen. Be sure to notice the beautiful tilework and the posh chandelier at the entrance.

Next door but still on the plaza is a church and former monastery, Iglesia y Convento de San Francisco de Asís. The church dates from the early days of Casco Viejo, but was burned during two 18th-century fires, then restored in 1761 and again in 1998. It’s an attractive confection on the outside, particularly its soaring tower, which is partly open-sided. It resembles a gothic wedding cake. It is not currently open to the public.

The Presidential Palace

The presidential palace, El Palacio de las Garzas (Palace of the Herons), is on the left at Calle 5 Este, overlooking Panama Bay. It’s an attractive place that houses the presidential office and residence. Visitors are not permitted, and the palace and the neighboring streets are surrounded by guards. Everyone walking past the front of the palace must now go through a metal detector; they’re set up at either end of the street. Guards may ask for your passport, but more likely they will just wave you through after the cursory search. Be polite and deferential—they should let you walk by the palace. As you pass, sneak a peek at the courtyard through the palace’s front door, visible from the street, and try to spot the herons around the fountain.
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The presidential palace, El Palacio de las Garzas, is named for the herons wandering its courtyard.

Vicinity of Casco Viejo

A pedestrian path with great views links Casco Viejo to the city markets, running through the dockyard area known as known as the Terraplén. This is one of the more colorful and lively parts of the city. The path is part of the Cinta Costera along the Bay of Panama. Pedestrians, cyclists, and runners can enjoy great views of the bay, skyline, and fishing fleet while exploring the waterfront area. Four wide, busy lanes of the Cinta Costera separate the path from the densely packed and rather squalid streets of the Santa Ana and Santa Fé districts, making the path appealing even to the more safety-conscious.

For hundreds of years, small fishing boats have off-loaded their cargo around the Terraplén. These days fish is sold through the relatively clean, modern fish market, the two-story Mercado de Mariscos (5 A.M.–5 P.M. daily), on the waterfront just off the Cinta Costera on the way to Casco Viejo, right before the Mercado Público. This is an eternally popular place to sample ceviche made from an amazing array of seafood, sold at stalls around the market. There’s usually a line at Ceviches #2 (4:30 A.M.–5 P.M. daily), though whether it’s because the ceviche is truly better or because it’s simply closer to the entrance and open later than the other stalls is something I’ll leave to true ceviche connoisseurs. The large jars of pickled fish don’t make for an appetizing scene, but rest assured that ceviche is “cooked” in a pretty intense bath of onions, limes, and chili peppers. Prices for a Styrofoam cup of fishy goodness range from US$1.25 for corvina up to US$3.50 for langostinos. You shouldn’t leave Panama without at least trying some ceviche, whether here or somewhere a bit fancier.

Other stands, some with seating areas, are next to the main market building closer to the dock, but they tend to be smellier than the market. Those with sensitive noses will want to visit the area early in the morning, before the sun ripens the atmosphere.

Meat and produce are sold at the nearby Mercado Público (public market) on Avenida B, just off Avenida Eloy Alfaro near the Chinese gate of the Barrio Chino. The market is plenty colorful and worth a visit. It’s gated and has a guard at the entrance.

The meat section, though cleaner, is still not fully air-conditioned, and the humid, cloying stench of blood in the Panama heat may convert some to vegetarianism. The abarrotería (grocer’s section) is less overwhelming and more interesting. Shelves are stacked with all kinds of homemade chichas (fruit juices), hot sauce, and honey, as well as spices, freshly ground coconut, duck eggs, and so on. The produce section is surprisingly small.

[image: ]

Panama City’s Mercado de Mariscos (fish market) is just outside Casco Viejo.

There’s a food hall (4 A.M.–3 or 4 P.M. daily) in the middle of the market. The perimeter is ringed with fondas (basic restaurants) each marked with the proprietor’s name. A heaping plateful costs a buck or two.

Lottery vendors set up their boards along the walls by the entrance, and across the gated parking lot is a line of shops selling goods similar to and no doubt intended to replace those on the Terraplén. These include hammocks, army-surplus and Wellington boots, machetes, camping gear, and souvenirs such as Ecuadorian-style Panama hats. Each store keeps different hours, but most are open 8 A.M.–4 P.M. Monday–Saturday, and some are open Sunday mornings.

The market is staffed with friendly, uniformed attendants who can explain what’s going on, especially if you speak a bit of Spanish. There’s a Banco Nacional de Panamá ATM near the entrance.

Up Calle 13 is the crowded shopping area of Salsipuedes (a contraction of “get out if you can”). The area is crammed with little stalls selling clothes, lottery tickets, and bric-a-brac. Just north of this street is a small Chinatown, called Barrio Chino in Spanish. Most of the Chinese character of the place has been lost through the years; the ornate archway over the street is one of the few remaining points of interest.

Practicalities

There is one ATM in Casco Viejo, next to the tourism police station on Avenida Central near Calle 2. It’s best to come to Casco Viejo with sufficient cash.

Farmacia El Boticario (Avenida A and Calle 4 Oeste, tel. 202-6981, 8:30 A.M.–7 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 9 A.M.–6 P.M. Sat.) is Casco Viejo’s only pharmacy.

Getting Around

A good way to explore the area is to come with a knowledgeable guide or taxi driver who can drop you in different areas to explore on foot. You’ll probably save time this way, as the streets are confusing and it’s easy to get lost. Do major exploring only during the daytime; those who come at night should taxi in and out to specific destinations. Restaurant and bar owners can call a cab for the trip back.

Even locals get lost here. Watch out for narrow one-way streets and blind intersections. Street parking is hard to find in the day and on weekend nights. There’s a paid lot with an attendant on the side of the Teatro Nacional that faces Panama Bay. It’s open 24 hours a day.

[image: ] AVENIDA CENTRAL

The west end of Avenida Central, from Plaza Cinco de Mayo to Parque Santa Ana, is a busy walking street lined with shops. Except for the handicraft stalls on Plaza Cinco de Mayo, the shops won’t interest foreign visitors much, as they deal mainly in cheap clothes and jewelry, electronics, and photo-development services. But the people-watching on the street is fun. The area provides a real sense of daily life in an older, humbler section of Panama City. The walk along Avenida Central goes through the heart of the Santa Ana district to the outskirts of San Felipe/Casco Viejo.
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People-watching on Avenida Central is always fun.

To take a walking tour, start at the highly congested Plaza Cinco de Mayo. Note the massive building. It was inaugurated in 1912 as the terminus of the Panama Railroad and had an on-again, off-again life as Panama’s anthropology museum until the museum was finally moved to the Curundu area. To the east is the rather unattractive Palacio Legislativo, which houses the Asamblea Legislativa (Panama’s national legislature). A new home for the Asamblea is being built next to the current one.

Now head down Central. The area is a photographer’s dream. On a typical stroll one can spot Guna women going about their business in traditional clothing, juice vendors squeezing tropical fruit or crushing sugarcane in hand-cranked presses (try some!), and hawkers luring customers into stores by clapping their hands. The crumbling old buildings reflect a real mishmash of architectural styles, including neoclassical, neo-baroque, and art deco. Some are quite striking. When you come to the major intersection, note the art deco building on the corner, the one housing the Banco Nacional de Panamá. Also check out the facade of the old building right next to it on the walking street. Its tiles are covered with pretty murals depicting the history of Panama from the conquest to the building of the Panama Canal.

Be sure to walk all the way to Parque Santa Ana. The twice weekly lottery drawings were held here for many years, and it’s like a place from another, very Spanish era. It’s very pleasant to get here before 8 A.M., when it’s still cool under the ancient shade trees, and eavesdrop on the old men sitting around reading newspapers or arguing politics while getting a spectacularly vigorous shoeshine.

Slip into the maze of side streets if you want to do some more exploring. A good spot is the major intersection with Calle I; head uphill to Calle Estudiante, where you’ll find Pizzeria Napoli and the Instituto Nacional. The latter was built in 1911 and has a rather heroic, neoclassical yellow facade. Students here are known for frequent participation in demonstrations, most notably the Flag Riots of 1964, which had as its main battleground the nearby Avenida de los Mártires (Martyrs’ Avenue, which until the riots was called Fourth of July Avenue).

MUSEUMS

You’d never get a sense of the rich history of Panama if all you had to go on were the museums of its capital city. They are neglected and underfunded, and what few exhibits they contain are generally poorly presented and contain almost no explanation of their significance.

Panama has paid more attention to its cultural treasures in recent years. The city’s anthropology museum, Museo Antropológico Reina Torres de Araúz, has a new home. The modern art museum, Museo de Arte Contemporáneo, once an art gallery more than anything else, has emerged as a respectable repository of Panama’s better-known and emerging contemporary artists. And one day the ambitious new Museum of Biodiversity, designed by Frank O. Gehry, may actually be completed. The latest estimate is that it will finally open in the first half of 2013.

El Museo Antropológico Reina Torres de Araúz

Panama’s anthropology museum (Avenida Juan Pablo II and Calle Curundu, tel. 501-4731, 9 A.M.–4 P.M. Tues.–Sun., US$2,50 adults, US$1 students) has a troubled history, including a dramatic robbery in 2003 and funding shortages that forced it into a moribund existence for years. As of 2006, the Museo Antropológico Reina Torres de Araúz (sometimes known by the acronym MARTA) is a cement monolith from the exposed-duct school of modern design. The museum’s permanent collection is comprised of 15,000 pieces.

Most intriguing are the pieces from the Barriles culture, believed to be Panama’s earliest major civilization. The figures on display came from a ceremonial center that dates from around 60 B.C. and consist of about a dozen and a half carvings of stone figures and fragments.

The museum’s gold collection includes figures of animals, armor plates, ceramics, jewelry, breastplates, a crown, and other items made by ancient indigenous peoples and recovered from archaeological sites around the country. Most of these items are huacas, ceremonial treasures buried with prominent indigenous people. The oldest item, a copper and gold nose ring found on Cerro Juan Díaz on the Azuero Peninsula, dates from 180 B.C.

El Museo de Arte Contemporáneo

The Contemporary Art Museum (Avenida San Blas, in Ancón, next to the old Ancón Elementary School, tel. 262-3380 or 262-8012, www.macpanama.org, 9 A.M.–5 P.M. Tues.–Sun., US$5 adult, US$3 students, US$2 children) is one of Panama’s best and best-maintained museums. It more resembles an art gallery than a museum (many of the pieces are for sale). But it does present a reasonable cross section of Panama’s best-known and emerging modern artists as well as some work from other parts of Latin America. It sometimes presents film series.

El Museo de Ciencias Naturales

Panama City’s Natural Sciences Museum (Avenida Cuba and Calle 29 Este, tel. 225-0645, 9 A.M.–3:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat., US$1 adults, US$0.25 students) is a modest place consisting of four rooms mainly containing some stuffed and mounted animals and geological specimens. It’s worth a quick visit, at least if you’re in the neighborhood, to get a close-up look at some of Panama’s more interesting animals, including a jaguar, harpy eagle, howler and spider monkeys, and a huge iguana. It’s also fun to get a close look at the amazing hanging nest of an oropendola (a common bird in Panama). But the most interesting display is probably a handful of fossilized bones of a 50,000-year-old sloth (Eremotherium rusconi), estimated to have been four meters long. The remains were found on the Azuero Peninsula in 1991. Only the geology and paleontology room is air-conditioned, ensuring that the rocks stay nice and cool while the snake exhibit, for instance, is hot and humid.
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Museo Afroantillano

The Afro-Antillean Museum (Calle 24 Este off Avenida Justo Arosemena/Avenida 3 Sur, tel. 262-5348, 262-1668, or 501-4130, 8:30 A.M.–3:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat., US$1 adults, US$0.25 children) preserves the memory of the thousands of West Indian workers, mostly from Barbados, who supplied the bulk of the labor for the building of the Panama Canal. These workers, who had the most dangerous and grueling jobs during canal construction, are often little more than a footnote in accounts of the building of the canal. Their descendants today make up a significant part of the population of the country.

The museum is tiny and worth a quick visit. However, be aware that its location is on a dicey street. If you do come, take a taxi and have the driver wait outside the entrance for you; you can see everything the museum has to offer in about a half hour.

The museum is installed in an old wooden house stocked with canal construction-era furnishings and photos meant to give a sense of what life might have been like for these workers, though it is certainly much more comfortable than the shacks many of the workers had to make do with in those days.

Casa Museo Banco Nacional

This elegant little house (Calle 34 Este and Avenida Cuba, tel. 225-0640, 8 A.M.–12:30 P.M. and 1:30–4:30 P.M. Mon.–Fri., free), the former residence of a doctor, dates from 1925 and is now owned by the Banco Nacional de Panamá. It has rotating exhibits of arts and crafts for sale, though those I’ve seen have been quite poor. It does have a tiny but interesting collection of Panamanian commemorative coins, including a silver 20 balboa piece about the size of a fist, a small gold 100 balboa piece, and a tiny 2.5 centavo piece. Other coins date from 1904, some of the earliest days of the republic. It’s worth visiting just to see how the well-heeled lived in early-20th-century Panama City. The house is lovely, with marble staircases, ornate wrought-iron fixtures, and several types of tile floors.

Mi Pueblito

Also known as Los Pueblitos, Mi Pueblito (off the westbound side of Avenida de los Mártires near the base of Cerro Ancón, 9 A.M.–9 P.M. Tues.–Sun., US$1), literally, “my little town,” is a charming, if idealized, re-creation of a typical Panamanian town on the Azuero Peninsula, Panama’s heartland. The architecture is Spanish colonial, which is especially notable in the red-tile roofs and whitewashed walls, the mission-style church, and the central plaza and fountain. The builders have included lots of small, loving touches, from the lesson plan on the blackboard of the schoolhouse to the telegraph office that looks as though the operator has just left for a siesta. There’s even a rustic outhouse behind the buildings. Nearby is a small pollera (traditional embroidered dress) museum.

The Mi Pueblito complex has been expanded to recognize the traditional dwellings of some of the other peoples of Panama. These are directly across the street from the Spanish colonial village. The first site honors the West Indian immigrants who provided most of the labor force for the building of the Panama Canal. The brightly painted two-story wooden buildings are an extremely fanciful take on what the laborers’ accommodations were really like. A walk through a little forest takes you to more accurate re-creations of the way three indigenous peoples—the Guna, Emberá-Wounaan, and Ngöbe-Buglé—lived, and in many cases still do.

CHURCHES AND SHRINES

Panama City’s cathedral and most of its historically significant Catholic churches are in Casco Viejo. A couple of other prominent churches are scattered around modern Panama City.

Despite being an overwhelmingly Catholic country, Panama has a live-and-let-live attitude toward the many minority faiths brought by immigrants from around the world or still practiced by its indigenous peoples. The Baha’i House of Worship and Hindu Temple are especially prominent and draw curious visitors.

Santuario Nacional del Corazón de María

The National Sanctuary (on Calle Manuel María Icaza near Calle 53 Este, tel. 263-9833) was dedicated on August 22, 1949. It’s a relatively simple church with pretty stained-glass windows and a modern interior, but atmosphere is provided by a riot of peacocks. Other domesticated birds wander around a fountain near the crypts. The crypts themselves are a bit creepy but worth a look; they’re out the side entrance to the right as one faces the altar. Masses are held several times daily. The church’s facade is attractive at night, when it’s illuminated and provides a striking contrast to the glittery modern buildings that surround it. It’s not worth making a special trip for, but given its central location it might be convenient to pop in briefly.

Iglesia del Carmen

The Iglesia del Carmen (at Vía España and Avenida Federico Boyd, across the street from the Hotel El Panamá, tel. 223-0360) is the most conspicuous church in modern Panama City. A cream-colored, neogothic confection with tall twin towers, built in 1947, it’s a Panamanian landmark and worth a quick peek for those in the neighborhood.

Baha’i House of Worship

Panama’s Baha’i House of Worship (tel. 231-1191, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. daily, free), the only one in Latin America and one of only seven in the world, is an impressive structure that resembles an egg, with huge, open arched entrances that let the breezes blow through but keep the rain out. The temple interior is entirely unadorned. It has an unusual panoramic view of the city, the Pacific Ocean, and the surrounding countryside.

The temple is northeast of Panama City, near Las Cumbres. To get there, head east and then north on the Transístmica (Avenida Simón Bolívar) from downtown Panama City. After about 15 kilometers there’s a big intersection with Tumba Muerto (Avenida Ricardo J. Alfaro). Continue north on the Transístmica. About four kilometers past the intersection there should be a Bacardi rum factory on the left. Turn left here and head uphill for 1.5 kilometers to the temple.

Hindu Temple

The Hindu Temple (7:30 A.M.–noon and 4–8 P.M. daily, free) is less impressive than the Baha’i House of Worship, but easier to get to. It’s a rather modern, spartan place that looks more imposing from a distance than it does close up. The most interesting thing about it, at least when worshippers are around, is the sense it gives you of how extensive and well-established Panama’s South Asian community is.

The temple is off Tumba Muerto (Avenida Ricardo J. Alfaro). Head east a couple of kilometers past Calle de la Amistad (Friendship Highway) and make a left turn. Visitors must sign in at the gate. The temple is a short drive uphill.

PARKS

Other than Parque Natural Metropolitano, Panama City isn’t blessed with much in the way of impressive or well-tended open spaces. Even little plazas are hard to find outside of Casco Viejo and the walking section of Avenida Central—they’re one bit of the city’s Spanish heritage that, sadly, is slipping away.

The Cinta Costera and Avenida Balboa

Panama City’s newest and grandest avenue also offers some of its most dramatic views. Built on landfill, the Cinta Costera (coastal belt) sweeps along the edge of Panama Bay from Casco Viejo to ritzy Punta Paitilla and Punta Pacífica. It offers good views of the modern skyline of Panama City, Panama Bay, and the old seawall, churches, and historic buildings of Casco Viejo. The original concept for the promenade called for huge expanses of parkland and lovely facilities to attract families and tourists down to the sea edge.

The reality is far more pedestrian and far less pedestrian-friendly. While there are some playing fields and such, most of the common spaces are simply large fields of grass that turn brown in the dry season. Getting to these spaces isn’t that easy, either. The few pedestrian overpasses are spaced widely apart.

These caveats aside, it’s still a pleasant place for a morning or evening stroll or jog. Try to time your visit to coincide with high tide, when the view is nicer and the smell less potent. (Panama City has always dumped its untreated sewage into the bay, though an extensive and massively expensive new sewage treatment system is finally in the works after years of delay.) The Cinta Costera has recently been extended from the seafood market to the outskirts of Casco Viejo, a particularly scenic and colorful stretch of waterfront. The pedestrian path is wide and pleasant here.

The Cinta Costera runs parallel to Avenida Balboa, which for decades was the city’s bayside promenade, lined with high-rises that hugged the edge of the sea. But with the advent of the Cinta Costera, Avenida Balboa is no longer on the waterfront, to the consternation, no doubt, of those who own property along it. About midway along Avenida Balboa is a little park that contains an enormous statue of Balboa “discovering” the Pacific, though these days he’s so far from the water he looks like he’s trying to hail a cab.

Parque Belisario Porras

Though it’s not worth a special trip, those staying in Calidonia who need a little open space can visit Parque Belisario Porras, between Calle 33 Este and Calle 34 Este and Avenida Perú and Avenida Cuba. It’s an austere, formal plaza with a monument to Porras, thrice president of Panama and one of its founding fathers, looking rather dapper and jaunty. The plaza is surrounded by attractive old buildings, housing various government offices and the Spanish embassy. A line of kiosks serves greasy fast food to office workers on Avenida Perú near Calle 35, next to the Ministerio de Economía y Finanzas.

Parque Urracá

This is just a small city park off Avenida Balboa and Avenida Federico Boyd, but it’s often filled with people, and it’s fun to wander from here north and west through the hilly backstreets of Bella Vista. This is the edge of the area bancaria (banking area), so-called because of its many banks, often built into old houses. They’re fast disappearing thanks to the construction boom, but it’s still possible to walk down tree-lined streets and see beautiful Spanish colonial mansions with red-tiled roofs and stone walls.


[image: ] Parque Natural Metropolitano

Amazingly enough, you don’t even have to leave the limits of Panama City to find a tropical forest. This 232-hectare park (entrance on Avenida Juan Pablo II in the Curundu district, www.parquemetropolitano.org, tel. 232-6713 or 232-5516, trails open 5 A.M.–6 P.M. daily, free, donations encouraged) is just minutes from downtown, and it’s a lovely little place with a surprising amount of wildlife given its location and size.

Most of the park is dry lowland Pacific forest, now rare in Central America because of deforestation, and it’s home to about 45 species of mammals, 36 of reptiles, and 14 of amphibians. These include such colorful creatures as two- and three-toed sloths, monos tití (Geoffroy’s tamarin), and boa constrictors. As usual, however, don’t be surprised if you see only birds during a hike. The park has recorded 227 bird species.

Having an urban center this close to a nature park has its drawbacks: A highway, Corredor Norte, cuts right through the park’s eastern edge, and other busy streets run by its borders. You’re never far from the roar of the road. Sadly, there have also been reports of occasional muggings. Don’t wander on a trail alone.

There are about four kilometers of trails spread among three main loops. Not surprisingly, the most strenuous one, La Cienaguita, also offers the best chance of seeing animals. It takes about two hours to walk. It’s an interpretive trail; the visitors center sells an informative booklet about it for US$2. The Mono Tití Road is a wide trail which ascends 150 meters to Cerro Cedro (Cedar’s Hill), which offers views of Panama City. The easiest trail is Los Momótides, across an extremely busy road—be careful crossing the street. It’s short and level, designed for people in a hurry or who have difficulty walking, and it is a nice little walk.

The visitors center (8 A.M.–4 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 8 A.M.–1 P.M. Sat.) offers a free brochure, but ask for the glossy color trail guide, which has a much-needed map. Guided tours in English and Spanish are sometimes available, but you have to arrange this at least a day or two in advance.

Cerro Azul

This hilly area about an hour east of Panama City has long been popular with more affluent city dwellers looking to escape the hot lowlands—the elevation reaches 950 meters, high enough to cool things off significantly. Attempts have been made to attract tourists to the area, but only serious birders are likely to find it of great interest. They come for the foothill species, including some that are otherwise found only in the Darién. There are some stretches of elfin forest, but getting to the less-developed areas requires four-wheel drive with high clearance, and some places can only be approached on foot. Birders should go with a knowledgeable naturalist guide. Other than that, this is mostly an area of suburban homes and little else.

To get to Cerro Azul, take the Corredor Sur toll road toward the international airport. When the road ends at the Riande Aeropuerto Hotel and Resort, turn left onto the Interamerican Highway. Make another left at the Super Xtra supermarket and follow the Cerro Azul signs. Casa de Campo is about a 20-minute drive up the hill. Turn left at Urbanización Las Nubes and follow the signs. To get to Cerro Azul by public transportation, take any bus going to 24 de Diciembre. Get off at the Super Xtra supermarket and transfer to a Cerro Azul bus.

There is one nice place to stay on Cerro Azul. Hostal Casa de Campo Country Inn and Spa (39 Avenida Los Cumulos, Panama City tel. 226-0274, Cerro Azul tel. 297-0067, cell 6677-8993, infor@panamacasadecampo.com, www.panamacasadecampo.com, starts at US$77 s/d) is a large, upscale country home that’s been turned into a pleasant, well-maintained inn with lots of character and extensive grounds. All rooms are different, and some are considerably nicer than others. Despite the name, this is not a hostel. There’s a small swimming pool, a full-service spa, and good views of the surrounding forested hills and Lago Alajuela. The inn offers a variety of spa, tour, and outdoor adventure packages, including bird-watching trips. Meals are available for an extra charge. The inn can arrange round-trip transportation from Panama City, about an hour away. The staff speak English, Spanish, and Italian.


STRIP CLUBS, BROTHELS, AND BATHHOUSES

Prostitution is legal and regulated by the Panamanian government, but it’s hardly free from exploitation. And AIDS and other sexually transmitted diseases are serious risks for those who engage in casual or commercial sex.

Consider the following: An estimated 20,000 people in Panama are living with HIV, and epidemiologists believe the true number could be twice that. Given the country’s small population, that gives Panama one of the highest rates in Central America. More people die of AIDS in Panama than in any other Central American country; it is the country’s seventh leading cause of death. And the rate of HIV infection is on the rise.

The prevalence of HIV/AIDS is especially high in Panama City and other metropolitan areas, but the United Nations’ AIDS agency reports a high concentration of cases among poor indigenous peoples as well, especially the Guna.

While Panama has made some progress with its HIV/AIDS programs, much more needs to be done. The UN estimates that fewer than half the prostitutes in Panama have been reached by an AIDS-prevention program. It also has found that more than 10 percent of men who have sex with men are now HIV-positive. Many of these men also have sex with women. And there are plenty of other sexually transmitted diseases out there.

Panama has several “gentlemen’s clubs” or “nightclubs” with strip shows and the like. These usually have fancy names with words such as “elite” or “palace” in them. Those interested will have no trouble finding advertisements in tourist-oriented publications.

Panama City has had gay bathhouses in the past, including one that was quite upscale. However, that one recently closed down and I’m not aware of any that have taken its place. Again, those who are determined will likely find any new ones, most likely through contacts at gay bars or the Internet.

The area around the public market in San Felipe and the backstreets near Avenida Central have lots of rough and seedy bars, including some bars catering to a gay clientele and places that are more or less brothels. This area can be quite dangerous, though, and one of the toughest Panamanians I know thinks it’s a dumb move for a gringo to barhop around here—there’s an excellent chance of getting mugged on the way home. You’ve been warned.



Entertainment and Events

NIGHTLIFE

Panama City has experienced a nightlife boom in recent years, concentrated in a handful of streets and neighborhoods around the city.

The most popular area is a densely packed grid of restaurants, clubs, cafés, and bars bounded by the Bella Vista district to the west and Marbella to the east. The center of this area is Calle Uruguay. Businesses come and go overnight, but there’s always someplace worth visiting. If the long-awaited Buddha Bar franchise ever opens an outlet in Panama, it will instantly be the hottest nightspot in the city. It’s allegedly going up on Vía Brasil, but the estimate of when or if it might actually arrive keeps getting pushed back.

Calle 53 Este, the main street through the upscale business district of Marbella, draws young singles and couples to its music clubs. The renovation of Casco Viejo has made it an ideal place for clubs, sidewalk cafés, and bars, at least on the weekends. The most popular entertainment area in Panama City is not actually in the city proper, but along the Calzada de Amador (Amador Causeway) in the old Canal Zone.

Clubs have traditionally opened very late in Panama City. Typically they didn’t really get going until midnight or later, and the partying often lasted all night. However, in late 2011 a new law, commonly known as the ley zanahoria (carrot law), came into effect that prohibits the sale of alcohol between 3 A.M. and 9 A.M. Thursday–Saturday and between 2 A.M. and 9 A.M. Sunday–Wednesday. Enforcement of the controversial law has been uneven, and it remains to be seen whether it will stick.

Cover charges at prominent clubs on a big night can be US$10–20, though there are all kinds of promotions to offset this. Many clubs don’t charge a cover during the week or early in the evening, usually before 11 P.M. Women can get in free and/or get free drinks at least once a week, and some clubs have all-you-can-drink open bar specials before 11 P.M. Less-trendy spots typically have cover charges of US$5 or less.

Oddly, in a country where kids learn to dance to salsa and merengue as soon as they can walk, and where partying is virtually a civil right, it’s not unusual to see little or no dancing at a Panama City club these days. Even if the place is packed and the music deafening, most people may just be talking, flirting, and drinking.

Don’t ask a taxi driver to take you to a good nightclub unless what you’re looking for is a strip club or brothel. What gringos call “nightclubs” or “clubs” are usually still known as “discos” or discotecas in Panama.

Clubs and bars come and go fast in Panama City, and what’s popular one week can be dead or out of business the next, so it’s best to aim for a neighborhood rather than a specific bar or club. If you want a nice quiet bar, upscale hotels are a good option. The Sparkles Bar, on the fifth floor of the InterContinental Miramar, has a terrific view of the skyline and Panama Bay.

Internet entertainment listings in Panama are getting a bit better, but including addresses, hours, and phone numbers is still an alien concept, and entertainment-listings websites are constantly abandoned without warning. Try cocoas.net, www.dealante.com, or www.elcuara.com.

Casco Viejo

Something of a bohemian, international art scene has begun to bubble up from the underground, fueled by the arrival of young backpackers and, especially, European and South American expats. Most of the more mainstream action is concentrated around Plaza Bolívar, though nightspots pop up from time to time on the streets leading up to Plaza de Francia. The Parque Herrera area looks poised to take off in the next couple of years. Be careful in this area at night, particularly around Parque Herrera. It’s best to come and go by taxi; ask the bar or club to call one for you.

Relic Bar (at Luna’s Castle: Calle 9 Este and Avenida Eloy Alfaro, tel. 262-1540, www.relicbar.com, Mon.–Sat. nights) is a funky bar with an underground vibe. It’s on the lowest level of the Luna’s Castle hostel, so patrons must be buzzed in through the security gate. The bar opens onto a huge patio that looks up into the homes of residents of Casco Viejo, who no doubt find the shenanigans of the tourists below at least as interesting as the tourists do the Rear Window peek into locals’ lives. The bar itself is cave-like and contains part of the old wall that used to ring Casco Viejo.

The bar’s most prominent neighbor has stopped by at least once: Panama’s president, Ricardo Martinelli, and assorted ministers showed up unexpectedly to an event at the bar a couple of years ago.

La Casona (end of Calle 5, off Avenida A, cell 6706-0528, http://cascoviejo.com, hours vary Wed.–Sat.) is a combination bar/cultural center/DJ club. It has inspired more affection and excitement since it opened in 2005 than any new place I can remember, having filled a major gap in the nightlife scene. People love its informal vibe—it’s one of the few hot spots in Panama that doesn’t have a dress code—as well as the mixture of people it attracts, from backpackers to the hipster art crowd to overdressed yuppies. There’s an art gallery, and La Casona occasionally hosts films, artists’ talks, live concerts, and traveling exhibitions. This place keeps moving from one derelict building to another in Casco Viejo, keeping one step ahead of the wave of gentrification. Double-check its current location before venturing out.



GAY AND LESBIAN BARS AND CLUBS

Panama City is still a place where gay bars have to keep a low profile, but you don’t hear horror stories of police raids, gay bashings outside of clubs, and so on—not, at least, among the relatively affluent. It’s more a matter of people wanting to be cautious and discreet. Gay bars and clubs are either in remote locations or hidden in plain sight—it’s possible to walk right past one and not know anything’s there at all.

Like other clubs, they come and go quickly. A mega-club on the outskirts of Panama City, known variously over the years as Boy Bar, Box, Glam, etc., has closed down. That leaves BLG as the longest-established of the prominent gay clubs, though a newer one, Lips Club, has the busiest events calendar. The Internet is the best source for current information, though websites are underfunded, often out of date, and go bust constantly. Start with www.farraurbana.com and www.gaypty.com. Facebook searches can often turn up current information (in Spanish), though usually written for those already familiar with the clubs and lacking in detail.

The three clubs listed here are the most prominent and popular spots that are most likely to still be around when you read this. They draw mostly a gay male clientele (the one lesbian bar closed many years ago), but lesbians and straight singles or couples are welcome. Lesbians seem particularly well-represented at Lips Club. Regardless of one’s sexual orientation, visitors will likely find the vibe at these places friendlier, more low-key, more inclusive, and less macho than at many of the city’s straight bars and clubs.

There are also so-called “camouflage” bars—ostensibly straight bars that draw closeted gays—and rough dives. Neither kind is included here, for reasons of privacy and safety.

BLG (Transístmica and Avenida Brasil, tel. 393-6298, 10 P.M.–late Wed.–Sun.), also known as Balagan’s, is the most upscale gay bar in Panama. It moved a couple of years back from the Calle Uruguay area to a spot that’s much less convenient for visitors, along the Transístmica near the Colpan Ford dealership. Even though it’s relatively new, it’s already had a renovation and a grand reopening in March 2012. Look for the “BLG” out front. The club draws men, women, and some straight couples. The music is mostly electronica. It has transformista (drag) shows, comedians, and other special events on some nights.

La Gota Fría/Lips Club (Avenida Manuel Espinosa Batista near the intersection of Avenida Simón Bolívar/Transístmica and Avenida Ricardo J. Alfaro/Tumba Muerto, no phone, 10 P.M.–late Wed. and Fri.–Sun., US$5–10 cover) has the most organized club schedule. It has a stage and frequently hosts transformista (drag) shows and other events. Foam parties are a popular shtick these days, which fit nicely with the car-wash motif. It hosts special shows throughout Carnaval. The club manages the neat trick of being in one of the most visible spots in the city but staying well hidden. It’s on the 2nd floor of a building behind the Splash car wash, which is next to the large roundabout at the intersection of the Transístmica and Tumba Muerto. Everyone in the city knows this area, even if they don’t know the club.

Icon Club (Tumba Muerto and Avenida Juan Pablo II, cell 6230-0378, www.iconclubpanama.com, 9 P.M.–3 A.M. Thurs.–Sun.), formerly called Oxen, is the massive warehouse club of choice these days. Like its predecessors, it can be bloody hard to find the first time. To get there from Tumba Muerto, first look for Plaza Edison, the distinctive cone-shaped office building. The cross street is Avenida Juan Pablo II; turn west onto it. The club is in the commercial complex on the right side of the road. The club hosts especially elaborate transformista (drag) shows from time to time. These can be entertaining even (or especially) when they’re not particularly skilled.



Platea (near the intersection of Avenida Central and Avenida A, tel. 228-4011, www.scenayplatea.com, 8 P.M.–3 A.M. Wed.–Sat.) is a cozy cave of a bar on the ground floor of the same building that houses S’Cena, a Mediterranean restaurant, across from the ruins of the old Union Club. There’s music every night, from live jazz, salsa, or world music to karaoke.

The bar at Restaurante Las Bóvedas (Plaza de Francia, tel. 228-8058 or 228-8068, 5:30 P.M.–late Mon.–Sat.) hosts live jazz Friday and Saturday after about 9:30 P.M.

The fairly new Habana Panama (Calle Eloy Alfaro and Calle 12 Este, tel. 212-0152, cell 6628-4189 or 5780-2183, www.habanapanama.com, usually Thurs.–Sat. nights) is an attempt to bring actual dancing back to Panama City clubs and to play something other than the same old típico and reggaeton. It’s a Cuban music hall that quite accurately bills itself as el bunker de la música cubana. Bunker indeed: It’s just down from the entrance to Casco Viejo, in an area that can be dangerous to wander around at night. Huge spotlights beam down onto the street from the entrance to the surprisingly upscale club. The proprietors are going for old Havana romance and old Havana sounds. The club manages to attract surprisingly big-name international acts, from salsa great Willie Colón to Los Van Van, one of the most venerable Cuban bands still playing.
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Most of the popular clubs and bars in this area are on or near Calle Uruguay, Panama City’s major nightlife destination. Places fold and new ones pop up at lightning speed, so it’s impossible to say what will be there when you visit. The best bet is just to stroll around late on a Thursday, Friday, or Saturday night and follow the crowds, particularly on Avenida 5B, Avenida 5 Sur/Calle 48, and Calle Uruguay itself, and see what looks appealing. Big venues tend to surface across the street from Crepes and Waffles (Avenida 5B between Calle Uruguay and Calle Aquilino de la Guardia) and next to the Panama City Hooters (Calle 49 and Calle Uruguay).

Street names are confusing around here. Calle Uruguay is also sometimes known as Calle 48 Este, and the cross streets have all kinds of names and are often called simply Calle 45, 46, 47, and so on, even though they are officially low-numbered avenues.

S6is (Calle Uruguay between Avenida 4A and 5A, tel. 264-5237, Tues.–Sun. nights until late), pronounced seis (the number six), is a DJ bar/cocktail lounge in an old house that projects the air of a party in a pleasant, minimalist apartment. It attracts a mid-twenty-something and older crowd.

T.G.I. Friday’s (Avenida 4A Sur near Calle Aquilino de la Guardia/49 Este, tel. 269-4199) is a perennially popular destination for young singles on the prowl or just hanging with their friends. There’s another one attached to the Country Inns and Suites on the Calzada de Amador (Amador Causeway).

As a Panama kid who now lives in London, there was no way I’d skip a Panama pub called The Londoner (Calle Uruguay between Avenida 5A Sur and Avenida 5B Sur, tel. 214-4883, 5 P.M.–late daily). Its owner is South African, it doesn’t have beer on tap, and the Panamanian bartenders were puzzled by the concept of a gin and tonic, in any language. On the other hand, they were gracious and eager to learn. That’s service you rarely find in Panama. Bottled imports include Guinness, Newcastle Brown Ale, and Strongbow cider. The Londoner is a homey place with a pool table and a less gringo-heavy crowd than other expat magnets: It’s a good place to encounter Brits and Commonwealth types. It’s where to head to watch a soccer game on a big screen, rather than resort to a sports bar. The English pub grub (US$5–11.50) includes shepherd’s pie, bangers and mash, and fish and chips.

El Cangrejo and Vicinity

Nightlife in El Cangrejo centers on the big hotels and casinos and a handful of venerable restaurants. It’s popular with some Panamanians and resident expats, but many of its nightspots are overrated and/or overpriced.

A good place in the area is the Istmo Brew Pub (Avenida Eusebio A. Morales, tel. 265-5077, 4 P.M.–3 A.M. Mon.–Sat., 4 P.M.–12:30 A.M. Sun.). It’s an open-air venue, right across the street from Wine Bar and Las Vegas Hotel Suites, with a friendly atmosphere, a pool table, and a big-screen TV showing whatever game happens to be on. This is the only place in Panama I know of that makes its own beer. It only makes three kinds, and on any given day only one may be in stock. The beer definitely tastes homemade rather than artisanal, and at nearly $5 a pint is steep for Panama, where a local bottle is easy to find for a tenth of that price. Still, the home brew is light and refreshing, and this is a comfortable spot to hang out and people-watch. They serve no domestic beers, only mass-market imported beers along the lines of Amstel Light, Corona, and Budweiser. As these cost nearly $4 a bottle, the pints are a far better value. There’s a daily happy hour until 8 P.M. The pub also serves bar food.

CASINOS

Gambling is legal in Panama, and casinos are scattered throughout the city, primarily in the better hotels around Vía España. Centrally located ones include the Royal Casino, next to the Marriott (Calle 52 at Calle Ricardo Arias, tel. 210-9100); the Majestic Casino (tel. 215-5151) in the Multicentro Mall on Avenida Balboa; and the Fiesta Casino (tel. 208-7250) behind the Hotel El Panamá. The Veneto Hotel and Casino is the glitziest (Vía Veneto between Avenida 2 Norte/Eusebio A. Morales and Calle D, tel. 340-8888). The hotel itself is a 17-story, 300-room Vegas knockoff with decor that’s an odd mix of the garish and the generic—more Atlantic City than Panama City.

CINEMAS

There are plenty of movie theaters in Panama City. Mostly these are multiplexes showing recent Hollywood spectacles and are generally in English with Spanish subtitles rather than dubbed. This is indicated in the listings: looks for “SUB” for subtitled films and “DOB” for dubbed films. The standard ticket prices are US$4–4.50 for adults, US$3.50 for students, US$3 for kids. Tickets are generally about half price on Tuesday or Wednesday.

The daily newspapers carry a list of current movies, locations, and show times. A good online list is at www.cine.com.pa/, or try the La Prensa newspaper’s online listings: www.prensa.com.

The fancy Mexican-owned cinema chain Cinépolis (Multiplaza Pacific Mall, tel. 302-2463) has arrived in Panama, with its first beachheads in the upscale Multiplaza Pacific Mall and the newish Metro Mall (though the latter doesn’t have VIP seats). It offers two kinds of movie experiences: the usual multiplex theater at usual multiplex prices, or Cinépolis VIP, which allows patrons to choose their (overstuffed, reclining) seat in advance. Moviegoers can order food and drink to be delivered to their seats. It’s pretty posh. Tickets for this cost US$12.50, which strikes the average Panamanian as extortionate.

The Diablo Rosso café/art gallery (#11, Avenida A and Calle 7, tel. 228-4833 or 228-4837, www.diablorosso.com) in Casco Viejo hosts an indie film night on Wednesday, a welcome addition to the movie scene for culture-starved residents.

CONCERTS AND THEATER

Panama City has an active theater scene, with regular productions featuring offerings by Panamanian playwrights as well as classic and contemporary plays from other countries. The easiest music performance to find on any given night is a típico combo, though salsa, Latin pop/rock, reggaeton, and other high-energy music forms are also popular. Most of these are local acts that perform in clubs, but with the opening of more modern, high-capacity venues such as the Figali Convention Center at the Panama Canal Village, the city is beginning to attract more big-name international pop acts.

Big concerts are sometimes held in the baseball stadium, Estadio Nacional Rod Carew, as well. Classical music and dance groups come through less often. Tickets for major concerts and other events are usually available through Blockbuster outlets or online at www.blockbusterpanama.com or through Ticket Plus outlets or online at hwww.ticketplus.com.pa. Official ticket outlets are constantly in flux in Panama and may change by the time you arrive. Make sure you’re buying from a legitimate source. Also, official online outlets restrict sales by region, so you probably won’t be able to buy tickets for a hot show until you’re actually in Panama.
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There are nearly 10,000 lottery vendors in Panama.

Panama’s elegant old Teatro Nacional (Avenida B between Calle 3 and Calle 4 in Casco Viejo, tel. 262-3525 or 262-3582) hosts visiting classical music ensembles and other arts events.

Teatro en Círculo (Avenida 6C Norte near Vía Brasil, tel. 261-5375), near Scubapanama, in a quiet residential area east of downtown, presents many of the city’s highest-profile plays, from Spanish-language renditions of Shakespeare to well-received original productions by Panamanian playwrights. The small Teatro Anita Villalaz (Plaza de Francia in Casco Viejo, tel. 211-4017 or 211-2040) is another prominent playhouse. Performance groups often rent out the Teatro ABA (Avenida Simón Bolívar/Transístmica near Avenida de los Periodistas, tel. 260-6316) for their productions. It’s near the Chinese restaurant Palacio Lung Fung and not far from Teatro en Círculo.

LOTTERY

The Lotería Nacional de Beneficencia, or national lottery, is a tenacious carryover from a time when Panamanians had fewer entertainment options. The first lottery was held in 1882, and the current system dates from 1919. It’s still hugely popular.

Every Sunday and Wednesday at 1 P.M., a crowd gathers for the drawing, broadcast live throughout the country on TV and radio. Drawings are held in Plaza Víctor Julio Gutiérrez, which is covered by an open-sided shed that takes up an entire block between Avenida Perú and Avenida Cuba and Calle 31 and Calle 32. Anyone can drop by to watch.

The ritual is solemn and unwavering. First, the lottery balls are turned incessantly back and forth in a shiny steel cage by a designated official. This seems to last for hours. At last, the cage is stopped and a ball is extracted by a child dressed in his or her very best. The ball is twisted apart to reveal a number printed inside, which is held up for all to see, read aloud by the emcee, and then carefully recorded on a board behind the stage. Three sets of four numbers are chosen, corresponding to the first, second, and third prize. A ticket holder must have all four numbers in the correct order to win one of the three prizes, though there are small prizes (US$1–50) for getting some of the numbers right.

Going through this process 12 times turns the drawing into an event long enough to allow for all kinds of sideshows: beauty queens in polleras, folkloric dances, musical performances, visiting dignitaries, and so on.

All this for a first prize of US$2,000. Second prize is US$600 and third US$300. That’s still a lot of money for the average hardworking Panamanian. And people often buy multiple tickets with the same numbers; theoretically, the maximum prize is US$570,000—if one bought 285 winning tickets.

There are also special drawings that pay more. Gorditos del Zodíaco (little fat ones of the Zodiac) are held on the last Friday of each month. First prize is US$4,000 (for a maximum of US$900,000 if one bought many, many winning tickets). A newer gimmick, the sorteo de oro (gold drawing), increases the payout if a winning ticket has certain letters printed on it. To purists, though, adding this alphabet soup to the mix ruins the charm of those three rows of numbers, which are posted diligently around the country on bus station chalkboards and other public spots twice a week, year in and year out.

Four-number tickets cost US$1. If that’s too expensive, a two-number chance (CHON-seh) goes for US$0.25. These pay out if the numbers correspond to the last two numbers of any of the winning combinations. First prize for these is US$14, second prize is US$3, and third prize is US$2. The maximum for multiple tickets is US$280.

Tickets are sold by freelance vendors around the country. You can find vendors on any street with lots of foot traffic. A whole battalion has stalls set up on the Avenida Perú side of the lottery plaza, between Calle 31 and Calle 32. There are nearly 10,000 vendors in Panama.

Shopping

Panama has no shortage of shopping malls and commercial centers—at last count there were more than two dozen of various sizes. Many of these, however, look better stocked than they are, and the city is not the best place to look for the latest fashions. However, those in the market for cosmetics and perfumes can find better deals than they would in the United States at the nicer department stores, such as the Stevens, Collins, Felix B. Maduro, and Dante chains. There are branches of these on Vía España, on Tumba Muerto (Avenida Ricardo J. Alfaro) in El Dorado, and in some of the malls.

One of the newer and glitzier malls is the upscale Multiplaza Pacific, in Punta Pacífica. The youth-oriented Multicentro is on the west end of Avenida Balboa near Punta Paitilla. There’s a food court on the top floor that has a great view of the city and the bay. A particularly massive and constantly growing complex is the Albrook Mall, sometimes also called Los Pueblos II, next to the Gran Terminal de Transportes, the main bus terminal, which is near the domestic airport in Albrook. It’s the favorite of many locals.



BOUTIQUE BREEBAART: A DASH OF PARIS IN PANAMA
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Helèné Breebaart with one of her creations

The small fashion house Boutique Breebaart (Calle Abel Bravo, Casa #5, Obarrio, tel. 264-5937, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Fri., open weekends by appointment) is housed in the home of its owner and designer, the warm and utterly charming Helèné Breebaart, an artist who first came to Panama as the local representative for Christian Dior perfumes. Try to chat with her, in any of her several languages, if she’s around: She is a relentlessly creative and upbeat person, and she has some great stories of her years in Panama, ranging from life as a clothing designer during the military dictatorship to dressing Rosalynn Carter for a gala evening of former and current U.S. first ladies. This may not be easy, though, as Helèné is a human dynamo and very busy; she’s never still for long.

The boutique offers unusual dresses, bathing suits, cushions, place settings, tablecloths, handbags, napkins, and other items. Recurring motifs include butterflies, hibiscuses, hummingbirds, pineapples, coral, and other tropical-Panama flora and fauna, usually appliquéd onto the dresses and other items. But most of all, her signature work is inspired by the colorful molas of the Gunas, who are the ones who actually stitch the clothing and other pieces she designs. Those staying in high-end hotels may recognize her work (or in some cases poorer-quality rip-offs) from the pillows and other furnishings in their rooms. Her collections appear from time to time in upscale department stores in the United States.

Much of the work is quite lovely and elegant; some is rather kitschy and works best on the beach. Each piece is handmade and can cost anywhere from US$10 to thousands of dollars. Tablecloths alone start at around US$300, or US$1,000 and up for custom-made ones.

Women of considerable means who’d like a one-of-a-kind dress or jacket can meet with Helèné and brainstorm a colorful creation. Simple shifts start at about US$400. Producing the final article can take weeks and the boutique would like to do at least one fitting, but these can be created with extra material and shipped to the purchaser for final adjustments back home if time is short. Those on a more modest budget can pick up one of her butterfly, hibiscus, or hummingbird patches, starting at around US$10, and later pin or sew them onto an article of clothing, or even use them as drink coasters. The patches come in attractive wrapping and make nice little gifts.

A few items are on display, as are some jewelry, hats, and other accessories made by other designers. If you visit, peek in the back to see the dozen Guna sewers at work.



A newer ritzy shopping center is Metro Mall, about halfway between downtown and the international airport on Vía Tocumen, the old road (not the highway) to the airport. However, it’s too far from town to be of much interest to visitors. Other upscale shopping destinations include the Bal Harbour mini-mall (mainly for food, especially kosher food) in the Punta Paitilla area, the designer-name shops along Calle 53 in Marbella (especially in the World Trade Center), and the tony jewelry stores and galleries on Avenida 2 Sur/Samuel Lewis in Obarrio. More bargain-oriented stores are on Vía España and in the malls and strip malls of the El Dorado neighborhood, though both places have higher-end shops as well.


ART GALLERIES


Panama’s best high-end art gallery is Imagen (Calle 50 and Calle 77, tel. 226-8989, 9 A.M.–1 P.M. and 2–6 P.M. Mon.–Sat.). It’s in a lovely old building, and the staff are gracious. It’s small, but it’s a good place to go just to get a sense of what’s happening in the local art scene. Habitante (Calle Uruguay, tel. 264-6470, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Sat.), in the Calle Uruguay nightlife area, is also small, but less interesting, though it’s certainly more central. Mateo Sariel (Vía Porras and Calle 66 Este, tel. 270-2404, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Fri.), though also well known, often feels more like a framing shop than an art gallery, though those willing to rummage around the piles of paintings sometimes unearth a find.

The hippest of the new art galleries sprouting up in Casco Viejo is the Diablo Rosso café/art gallery (#11, Avenida A and Calle 7, tel. 228-4833 or 228-4837, www.diablorosso.com, 11 A.M.–8:30 P.M., Tues.–Sat.). It frequently hosts after-hours art shows and events.

BOOKSTORES

Panama City is not a great town for readers, but the bookstore selections have gotten somewhat better in recent years. Don’t expect bargains, though—shipping heavy books to Panama is expensive, and that’s reflected in the prices. Both the Gran Morrison department store and the Farmacia Arrocha drugstore chains carry books and magazines. Offerings are hit-or-miss, though occasionally a rare find surfaces. The Gran Morrison on Vía España is particularly promising.

Librería Argosy (Vía Argentina near Vía España, tel. 223-5344, 10 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Sat.), run by a friendly Greek émigré named Gerasimos (Gerry) Kanelopulos, has been a Panama City institution for more than three decades. It’s a small, crowded place. Be sure to dig below the piles—a lot of books are buried under each other. The shop carries a substantial collection of works about Panama or written by Panamanian authors. Note Gerry’s extensive collection of autographed photos: Pride of place belongs to Dame Margot Fonteyn, who spent her twilight years in Panama.

There are several outlets of El Hombre de la Mancha (www.hombredelamancha.com), a local bookstore/café chain, mostly in shopping malls. They typically have a small English-language book selection with a few best sellers and a lot of bulk discount books, as well as a reasonable selection of Spanish-language books by Panamanian authors. The branch near the Country Inns and Suites in El Dorado (Central Comercial Camino de Cruces, tel. 360-2063, 10 A.M.–10 P.M. Mon.–Sat., 11 A.M.–8 P.M. Sun.) has the best selection, at least in Spanish, but it’s also the least conveniently located for most tourists. There are branches in the Multiplaza Pacific, Multicentro, Metro, Albrook shopping malls, and the domestic airport at Albrook.

Exedra Books (Vía España and Vía Brasil, tel. 264-4252, www.exedrabooks.com, noon–7 P.M. Mon.–Sat.) is modeled after U.S. chains such as Borders, minus the books. For such a large, attractive store, most of its offerings are odd and very limited. The English-language books in particular seem to consist of by-the-pound leftovers. It does have a decent selection of Spanish-language fiction, though, and it seems to be making a genuine effort to become a real bookstore. It also carries some used books at better prices. Upstairs there’s an Internet café that actually has a café. It’s also a ticket outlet for local concerts and other events. Literary talks, in Spanish, are given on Monday night at 7 P.M.

CRAFT SHOPS AND BOUTIQUES

The jewelry store Reprosa (Avenida 2 Sur/Samuel Lewis and Calle 54 Este, tel. 271-0033, www.reprosa.com, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. daily) is a Panama institution. It’s a great place to go for unique presents or souvenirs. There’s a second Reprosa store (9 A.M.–5 P.M. daily) in Casco Viejo. Reprosa is most famous for its reproductions of gold and silver huacas, figures recovered from pre-Columbian graves. The figures are created by using molds made through the so-called “lost wax” process, which creates exact replicas, including the imperfections in the original. This process is virtually the same as that used to produce the ancient original pieces.

Prices at Reprosa are very reasonable—some pieces start at less than US$10, though the cost goes straight up from there depending on the purity of the gold or silver. Pieces include replicas of some of the finest and oldest huacas in the collection of Panama’s anthropology museum. The store carries other jewelry as well, including replicas of pieces of eight and the pearl-encrusted brooches known as mosquetas, the latter traditionally worn with the pollera. Reprosa offers tours of its factory near Panamá La Vieja; email tours@reprosa.com for details.

Casa de los Manteles (Avenida de los Mártires near Calle J, tel. 262-0822, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Sat.), is known for its lovely embroidered tablecloths, napkins, and other linens. It also carries good-quality guayabera (the semiformal traditional Latin American shirt). The store has a parking lot behind the building.

There is a handicrafts market in Plaza Cinco de Mayo, behind the anthropology museum, that offers hats, mola blouses, hammocks, sandals, and the like. Hats are especially well represented. Most stalls open by 9 A.M. daily and stay open until sundown. If you have trouble finding this market, ask for the artesanía near Plaza Cinco de Mayo. Better handicrafts markets are in Balboa, in the old Canal Zone.

ELECTRONICS AND PHOTO SUPPLIES

Panafoto (Calle 50 and Calle 49A Este, tel. 263-3000, www.panafoto.com,9 A.M.–7:30 P.M. Mon.–Sat., noon–6 P.M. Sun.) is a modern, glass-enclosed consumer electronics store and the first stop for camera buffs. There’s an espresso bar upstairs.

TAILORED SUITS

La Fortuna (Vía España at Calle 55 Este near Vía Argentina, tel. 302-7890 or 263-6434, 9 A.M.–6 P.M. Mon.–Sat.) is Panama’s best-known destination for tailored men’s suits. It’s been around since 1925 and has dressed ambassadors and presidents. A custom-made suit or tuxedo in high-quality imported fabric can be had for around US$500; knock US$100–200 off that estimate for less-expensive material. One of the nifty things about having a suit made here is that the tailors sew a panel inside the suit with the buyer’s name and the statement that it was made exclusivo for him. If you don’t care for any of their styles, you can bring in a photo of what you’d like and they’ll create it for you. They carry a range of fabric from famous European and North American designers.

This is the tailor of choice for many high-ranking politicians, and it’s said owner José Abadí was one of the inspirations for Le Carré’s book The Tailor of Panama, about a tailor to powerful Panamanian officials who is forced by a British agent to spy on his customers.

Visitors should place an order at the start of their travels, as the process requires two fittings, and the shop normally needs at least 10 days to make a suit (more during peak seasons, such as before the independence holidays in November). Those pressed for time can sometimes have a suit made in 24 hours, but don’t expect a perfect fit.

Sports and Recreation

Panama City is really not the best spot for either spectator or participant sports. Generally only the most expensive hotels have tennis courts, pools big enough to swim laps in, or decent gyms. Most sports clubs are upscale places open to members and their guests.

The best options for those interested in golf are Summit Golf, Hotel and Spa in the former Canal Zone or, for those going to the Pacific beaches, the course at the Coronado Hotel and Resort or the newer El Mantaraya Golf Club at the Royal Decameron Resort. They are well-maintained, championship courses with good facilities.

BASEBALL

Panama produces a disproportionate number of U.S. Major League baseball players for its size. Fútbol (soccer) is beginning to nudge beisbol from its pedestal as the country’s favorite team sport, but it is still Panama’s national pastime, has a passionate following, and produces some of the best players in the world.

The national baseball stadium Estadio Nacional Rod Carew (Corredor Norte, Camino de la Amistad, and Transístmica in Cerro Patacón on the northwest outskirts of the city, tel. 230-4255, www.estadionacional.com.pa or www.fedebeis.com, US$4), named after native son and Hall of Famer Rod Carew, is easy to get to. The stadium seats 26,000, but during a routine game between provincial teams, it may be nearly empty, making it easy to get close to the action and possibly see a major-leaguer in the making. Baseball is played only during Panama’s summer (the dry season), though in season the stadium may host several games a week. The baseball season ends in May. Big concerts featuring international stars are sometimes held at the stadium.

HORSE-RACING

Panama has a well-established horse-racing industry. The national racetrack, Hipódromo Presidente Remón (tel. 217-6060, www.hipodromo.com, races Thurs., Sat., Sun., and holidays) is on the outskirts of the city about eight kilometers east of Punta Paitilla in the Juan Díaz area, on the way to the international airport. The quickest way to get there is via the Corredor Sur. It’s also accessible from Vía España, which becomes Vía José Agustín Arango east of the city. The racecourse is just past the 45,000-seat national fútbol stadium, Estadio Rommel Fernández.

SNORKELING AND DIVING

Scubapanama (Avenida 6C Norte, tel. 261-3841 or 261-4064, www.scubapanama.com), Panama’s largest dive operator, also rents and sells snorkeling and diving gear. Those who plan to do a fair amount of snorkeling should know that most of the equipment available on Panama’s beaches and islands is mediocre at best. This is a decent place to buy some if you didn’t bring your own.


Accommodations


Panama City offers good lodging options for most budgets. Finding an available room has gotten harder and harder in the last several years, but the city’s hotel supply has finally caught up with the boom in tourism and business.

Advance reservations are a good idea, especially for midrange and luxury hotels. Try to book as far ahead of time as possible if visiting during holidays and the dry season. Panama City hotels tend to be terrible about answering email and responding to reservation-request forms on their websites. This is especially true of the lower-end lodgings. If you don’t hear back in a few days, your best bet is to call.

WHAT TO EXPECT

Hotels often charge the same for one or two guests. Those traveling solo can sometimes save money by buddying up with fellow travelers, though often hotels charge more for two beds in a room. A third or fourth guest in a room is typically just a nominal additional charge, so small groups can often find deals even at the higher end of the scale. The midrange and high-end hotels often offer corporate rates and promotional deals that can be significantly cheaper than their standard rates. It never hurts to ask for the discount, which you can often get without so much as a business card. All prices listed include Panama’s 10-percent room tax.

Hostels

Panama City is seeing a surge in hostels, and these tend to be the safest of the bare-bones accommodations. The best can be surprisingly pleasant, but dispel any notion of European- or even American-style youth hostels: Panama City hostels tend to be grungy, makeshift affairs installed in converted apartments. Many hostels are now serving as de facto travel agencies, helping guests with area tours and travel throughout Panama and to Colombia and Costa Rica. Wireless access and use of Internet-enabled computers, luggage storage, and a modest, do-it-yourself breakfast are standard free extras at the city’s hostels. Some hostels have air-conditioning, at least at night. They also increasingly have private rooms that can be pretty decent, especially for the price; these are popular and tend to fill up fast.

Panama City hostels are often on the move. Real estate is so expensive in the city that hostels often take up residence in an old apartment building that’s waiting to be bought up, torn down, and replaced with a skyscraper. When that happens, the hostel owner packs up and moves on to the next building. Make sure you know where your hostel really is before you show up!

US$10–25

At the low end of the scale, every US$10 extra can mean dramatically better digs. For US$13, don’t expect much more than a bare hostel room with a fan, though often even these places offer air-conditioning for a couple of bucks more.

US$25–50

Air-conditioning is universally available once the price gets up to around US$40–50 s/d per night; hot water kicks in at less than that. It’s getting harder to find clean, safe, and comfortable rooms at this price, but it’s still possible.

US$50–100

For US$60 s/d, it’s possible to find some pleasant, clean hotels with reliable air-conditioning, hot-water bathrooms, and sometimes wireless Internet and satellite TV. Three-star hotel territory starts at around US$100 s/d. At that price, it’s possible to find attractive rooms with good beds and amenities such as satellite TV, in-room telephones, free wireless Internet, in-room safes, a decent restaurant/bar, a small swimming pool (often on the rooftop), and so on. Some of these places are in high demand and should be booked several days or even weeks in advance if possible.

US$100–150

Many of the options for US$100–150 a night are so-called aparthotels, which offer furnished, usually large studio and one-bedroom apartments with a full kitchen and utensils, telephone, and washer and dryer either in the apartment or in a laundry facility on the premises. These also sometimes have a business center and small pool. They typically offer price breaks for long stays. These have proved popular and prices have climbed accordingly, but they still get booked solid with long-term visitors doing business in or moving to Panama.

Over US$150

Rack rates for luxury hotels are US$200–300 a night per couple. Guests may find these rates a good-value splurge at the very best places and excessive at others. Prices can vary wildly from day to day, and deals are often available. Booking far enough in advance—a good idea since these places are in great demand—can knock about US$100 off the rack rate. Luxury hotels universally offer high-speed wired or wireless Internet, but expect to pay at least US$15 a day for the privilege.

Panama City has begun to introduce a couple of closely related kinds of hotels: high-end apartment-style suites and condo hotels. The first are basically aparthotels for the luxury market. The second are time-share–style condos that can be rented out as hotel rooms when the owner is out of town.

CASCO VIEJO

A couple of hostels, a few lovely boutique hotels, and luxury apartments call Casco Viejo home. Apartments in Casco Viejo can often be rented for short periods, including by the night. The websites www.loscuatrotulipanes.com and www.arcoproperties.com are good places to start looking.

US$10–25

[image: ] Luna’s Castle (Calle 9 Este and Avenida Eloy Alfaro, tel. 262-1540, www.lunascastlehostel.com, US$13 pp in dorms, US$15 pp in a/c dorms, US$30 s/d in private rooms, breakfast included) opened in 2008 and has quickly become the Hilton of Panama’s hostels. It’s owned by the same guys who made Mondo Taitu (now under new ownership) and Hostel Heike in Bocas popular. Luna’s Castle is in a lovely three-story colonial house with high ceilings and ornate balconies. French doors on the 2nd and 3rd floor open onto million-dollar views of Casco Viejo, Panama Bay, and the downtown skyline. Original fixtures include tile floors and a handsome wooden staircase.

On the ground floor is Relic Bar, a Casco Viejo hot spot that is open to all. For security in the evening, only hostel guests with wristbands are allowed upstairs into the hostel itself. The wristbands also entitle guests to discounts at some area restaurants.

The hostel has both dorms and private rooms. One dorm has four beds. The rest have 6–12 beds. All are mixed sex. Dorm rooms 7, 10, and 12 have ocean views. Number 10 is the most spacious. There are seven private rooms. A movie theater downstairs shows current releases to hostel guests, who can recline on three tiers of mattresses that serve as stadium-style seats. There’s a lounge area, table tennis, and computers with free Internet access, as well as free wireless access for those with their own electronics. The included breakfast consists of (make-your-own) pancakes, bananas, coffee, and tea. The hostel also occasionally hosts art exhibitions and other cultural events.

Luna’s Castle has a binder that contains up-to-date information for budget travelers on where to go and how to get around in Panama City and other backpacker destinations. The hostel also has maps of Casco Viejo and the rest of Panama City. They can help make arrangements for stays in other parts of Panama, including land transits to Guna Yala. Guests have access to lockers, free luggage storage, a book exchange, guitars, games, a communal kitchen, local and international calling, taxi shuttles to the international airport, a bar, parking, tour bookings, etc.

This is a top choice for budget travelers who want to spend time exploring Casco Viejo, meet other travelers, and get help with onward travel. On the other hand, it’s a big, self-contained backpacker enclave, and it’s not terribly convenient to other parts of the city. Travelers who want to meet locals and see other parts of the city on the cheap may find it easier to stay in more centrally located places such as Mamallena, La Jungla, or Pensión Las Torres.

This place is popular, so try to make reservations early. Luna’s Castle only takes reservations two weeks in advance, but you can reserve through www.hostelworld.com earlier than that. The hostel does not take reservations for private rooms, the air-conditioned dorms, or for those arriving after 8 P.M.

Opened in 2005, Hospedaje Casco Viejo (Calle 8 and Avenida A, tel. 211-2027, www.hospedajecascoviejo.com, dorm beds US$11 pp, US$22 s/d with shared bath, US$25 s/d with private bath) offers 16 rooms in an old three-story house behind the Iglesia de San José (Church of the Golden Altar). All the rooms have ceiling fans only. None of the bathrooms has hot water. Some of the bedrooms have balconies. There’s a tiny interior patio and a TV room for hanging out, a shared kitchen, a gated entrance with 24-hour reception, free wireless Internet, and lockers. This place could be great, but it tends toward the grungy side. In any case, the location can’t be beat.

US$50–100

[image: ] Magnolia Inn (Calle 8 and Calle Boquete, tel. 202-0872, cell 6073-2773 or 6711-7108, U.S. tel. 786/375-9633, www.magnoliapanama.com, dorm beds US$16.50, private rooms start at US$88 s/d/t) opened in January 2012 offering “luxury” dorm beds and the most economical upscale rooms in Casco Viejo. It’s a terrific addition to the neighborhood. The inn is the creation of a friendly gringo couple, Cherie and Reggie, and their teenage kids. They clearly love this place, which is housed in a gorgeous, listed house built circa 1900 and surprisingly intact, with marble floors, high ceilings, and period features such as an art deco staircase. The dorms are “luxurious” in that they have soft but thick mattresses, bedside plugs to charge one’s electronics, air-conditioning, steps leading to the top bunks, lockers, and no more than 4–6 beds per room. They are certainly among the more civilized hostel accommodations in the country. The dorm rooms share clean toilets and hot-water showers. There’s also a pleasant shared kitchen and lounge. There’s a ballroom upstairs with a view of the cathedral towers. The inn sometimes offers ballroom dance classes there.

The inn has six private rooms with air-conditioning, TV, and private baths. These start at US$88 for rooms that sleep up to three people. The three nicest and biggest rooms are on the top floor and go for US$148.50 each. Room 3C has views of the cathedral, the rooftops of Casco Viejo, and the ocean.

Over US$150

A truly boutique hotel, [image: ] Canal House (Avenida A and Calle 5 Oeste, tel. 228-1907 or 228-8683, toll-free U.S./Canada tel. 888/593-5023, www.canalhousepanama.com, starts at US$210 s/d including breakfast) offers some of the handsomest accommodations in the country. It is owned by the same company behind Las Clementinas. A four-story, 4,000-square-foot house built in 1893 and beautifully restored in 2005, it has just two suites and one guest room. The opulent furnishings manage to be both contemporary and in keeping with the colonial feel of the building. As its name suggests, the Canal House pays homage to the Panama Canal, down to the books in the library and the photos on the walls.

The master suite is the Miraflores (US$340), which features a huge bedroom with a king-size bed and walk-in closet, a sitting/dining area, a wraparound balcony, and a spiral staircase that leads to a loft study with a daybed, desk, and library. The Gatun Suite (US$270), on the top floor, has a king-size bed and a separate sitting room. The Pedro Miguel Room (US$210) is dramatically smaller, little bigger than its queen-size bed, but guests have access to the same common areas and services as other guests.

All three accommodations feature high-gloss hardwood floors, plasma-screen TVs with satellite TV, free wireless Internet, use of an iPad, and French doors that open onto wrought-iron balconies with fascinating views of the surrounding neighborhood. (Be sure to check out the view from the roof.) Management prides itself on personalized, attentive service, and it offers many extras for an additional fee, ranging from airport transfers and tours to secretarial services. This place books up well in advance, especially the least-expensive room (Pedro Miguel).

Casa de Horno (Avenida B and Calle 8, tel. 212-0052, cell 6561-3078, www.casadelhorno.net, starts at US$275 s/d, including breakfast) offers eight modern, spacious rooms in a historic, compact building. The designers have done an admirable job of striking a balance between preserving the old character of the place and fitting it with contemporary comforts. The original stone walls are exposed throughout, but the rooms have luxury features such as a modern kitchen with minibar and wine cooler, a sitting area, and 40-inch flat-screen TVs. All the rooms have balconies, and some look out of the cathedral. However, the rooms are not high enough up to have much of a view. The rooms and common areas are filled with the rather romantic Portobelo portraits of Sandra Eleta, one of Panama’s best-known photographers.

[image: ] Las Clementinas (Calle 11 and Avenida B, tel. 228-7613, http://lasclementinas.com, US$308–341 s/d) is another beautiful boutique hotel, though this one is on the very edge of what is normally considered Casco Viejo. It borders the considerably less charming part of the Santa Ana district. It is owned by the same company behind the Canal House. Housed in a 1930s-era apartment building, it features six large suites decorated in elegantly simple good taste. Each suite has somewhat different furnishings and art, but all have handsome hardwood floors and fully equipped kitchens. Like the Canal House, Las Clementinas offers many services for an extra fee.

This place is extremely popular and much-loved, so make bookings as far in advance as possible. Attached to the hotel is an attractive café (tel. 228-7617, 7 A.M.–11 P.M. Tues.–Sat., 7 A.M.–3 P.M. Sun.) that offers a two-course lunch for US$8.50.

CALIDONIA, LA EXPOSICIÓN, AND SANTA ANA

Most of the budget hotels are in and around the Calidonia/La Exposición district. This is a busy, older neighborhood near Panama Bay, with a high concentration of cheaper hotels, most of them in a 10-block area between Avenida Perú and Avenida Cuba.

Though a somewhat poor neighborhood, Calidonia is a bustling area and travelers generally feel safe enough here. Adventurous types can try one of the rock-bottom pensions along the pedestrian section of Avenida Central, but these are known hangouts for prostitutes and their customers and are not recommended. That area is busy day and night, which can add a sense of safety but makes for a noisy night’s sleep. It’s unquestionably a colorful place to stay, though.

In 2012, roadwork and the building of the first phase of the new metro system were turning a significant chunk of Calidonia into a construction zone. Local businesses and residents were working around the chaos, but some of the places listed below may be affected by noise during your stay.

Some of the cheaper options in this neighborhood, especially those with the word “pension” or “residencial” in their names, are often used by local couples needing, shall we say, a little quality alone time. This isn’t necessarily as tawdry as it sounds. While some twosomes are engaging in a financial transaction or adulterous liaison, others simply live in small houses with large families and never get any privacy at home.

US$10–25

The well-established [image: ] Mamallena (Casa 7-62, Calle 38 Oeste just off Avenida Central, cell 6676-6163, mamallenapa@yahoo.com, www.mamallena.com, starts at US$13 pp, a/c 9 P.M.–8 A.M.) has moved to a cool old, two-story house with a terrace. It’s in a relatively quiet residential area of Calidonia and has good security. The hostel, which is partnered with the newer, instantly popular hostel of the same name in Boquete, is better-looking than most: The ceilings are high, the tile floors are lovely, and there’s art on the walls. Movies are shown on a big-screen TV in the front living area. Facilities include two 8-bed dorms and one 12-bed dorm (the 12-bedder is actually less crowded). Stays include the ubiquitous pancake breakfast. There are also a dozen small private rooms with shared bathrooms (US$33 s/d) that are dark and a bit cell-like but basically okay, with semi-orthopedic mattresses, in a separate building set in a “rock garden” (i.e., gravel backyard), which also has attractive, custom-made wooden picnic tables and hammocks and serves as a common area for the hostel. The private rooms are popular and fill up fast. The hostel also offers good-value tours through its own travel agency, Panama Travel Unlimited (tel. 395-5014, info@panamatravelunlimited, www.panamatravelunlimited.com). These include Panama City tours (US$25/pp) and day trips to Caribbean-side attractions (US$40/pp for either Portobelo and Isla Grande or Gatún Locks and Fuerte San Lorenzo). The agency also can arrange chartered sailboat cruises around Guna Yala for US$125–150 per person. There’s a book exchange and shared kitchen. Airport transfers are available for US$30 per person for up to four people; the return trip to the airport is US$5 less.

It’s a miracle the neighborhood institution that is Pensión Las Torres (Calle 36 and Calle Perú, tel. 225-0172, starts at US$15 s/d) still exists. How much longer can it possible endure? It consists of 24 rooms in a converted house, built in 1931, that retains its original Spanish tile and other old touches that give the place character and an almost Moroccan air. Prices have not gone up here in several years. A tiny fan-cooled room with shared bathroom goes for US$15 s/d. Large rooms with air-conditioning, satellite TV, and private hot-water bathroom are also available starting at US$18 s/d. Rooms are spartan but funky, and the beds are decent. If you think of it as a hostel that has only private rooms, you’ll probably be pleasantly surprised. The staff are very friendly. This is a good budget place away from the normal tourist haunts. However, the rooms with private baths don’t have bathroom doors, which can be awkward if you’re sharing a room. The entrance to Pensión Las Torres is a bit hard to find, as it’s hidden behind bushes.

The five-story Hotel Ideal (Calle 17 near Calle I, tel. 262-2400, $22–24 s/d) is one of the last remnants of a certain strain of wackiness that used to flourish in Panama City. The hotel remains a popular, if ramshackle, budget-lodging option. The ceiling and walls of the lobby are covered with mirrored discs. The rooms are old and a bit shabby (ask to see several), but they have good air-conditioning, private bathrooms with hot water, and TVs. Lockers in the lobby are US$0.25. There’s a basic cafeteria and, next door, a self-service launderette (US$0.50–US$1 wash, US$1–1.50 dry, 7:30 A.M.–7:30 P.M. daily). The hotel is right across the street from a large public clinic, Policlínica President Remón, which contains a pharmacy (7 A.M.–7 P.M. Mon.–Fri.).

Hotel Andino (Calle 35 Este between Avenida Perú and Vía España, tel. 225-1162 or 225-0702, info@hotelandino.net, www.hotelandino.net, US$54 s, US$60.50 d) has 43 large, spartan air-conditioned rooms with satellite TV and wireless Internet access. The hotel was recently renovated and is now much more cheerful but twice as expensive as it was a couple of years ago. It’s tucked away on a quiet street close to the bustle around Parque Belisario Porras. There’s a bar/restaurant on the premises.

US$25–50

The three-story Residencial Los Arcos (Avenida 3 Sur and Calle 44 Este, tel. 225-0569, 225-0570, or 225-0571, US$44 s/d, a/c) offers simple but clean and tasteful modern rooms in a quiet neighborhood close to the action. Rooms can also be rented by the hour, but the place does not have a tawdry atmosphere.

The six-story Hotel San Remo (Calle 31 Este near Avenida Perú, tel. 227-0958 or 227-2840, www.hotelsanremopanama.com, US$36 s/d, a/c), across the street from Plaza Víctor Julio Gutiérrez (the national lottery plaza), opened in early 2003 and offers 60 simple but clean, modern rooms with decent beds and free wireless Internet access. The hotel also has a restaurant/bar, secure parking, and Internet and laundry service. This place is a good value, even if some of the rooms are quite small and look out on brick walls.

Hotel Centroamericano (Avenida Ecuador between Avenida Cuba and Avenida Perú, tel. 227-4555, www.hotelcentroamericano.com, US$55 s/d, a/c) was renovated in 2011. Its 61 rooms are much spruced up, if still quite simple. All rooms have satellite TV, wireless Internet, and in-room safes. They’re proud here, for some reason, of having ice machines on every floor.

The only real problem with the Hotel Arenteiro (Calle 30 Este between Avenida Cuba and Avenida Perú, tel. 227-5883 or 225-3175, www.hotelarenteiropanama.com, US$30 s/d, a/c) is that it’s five stories high but has no elevator. If you have a lot of luggage, ask for a lower floor. It offers 58 small, minimalist rooms with thin mattresses. It may remind you of a European pension. All rooms have satellite TV and phones. There’s a restaurant/bar and a protected parking lot. Prices here have actually dropped dramatically recently, which may have something to do with the metro station being dug just a block away.

The Hotel Acapulco (Calle 30 Este between Avenida Cuba and Avenida Perú, tel. 225-3832, US$38.50 s/d, including breakfast and a/c) is an older but well-maintained six-story place with 55 clean, pleasant rooms, efficiently run by a proud, friendly staff. The beds are on the soft side but acceptable. All rooms have satellite TV and some have little balconies. There’s a 24-hour restaurant. This is a decent option in its price range.

Euro Hotel (Vía España next to Hotel Bella Vista, tel. 263-0802 or 263-0927, info@eurohotelpanama.com, http://eurohotelpanama.com, US$55 s/d), the successor to the old Hotel Europa, opened at the end of 2004. It was spruced up by a renovation but is not terribly different-looking from its older self. It offers 103 rooms, a small pool, a bar, and a roomy cafeteria. Rooms are simple, plain, and dark but otherwise perfectly okay. The furnishings are older but in good shape, and the beds are firm. Don’t waste money on the suites, which are just connecting rooms featuring bedrooms barely big enough to contain the bed.

The 60-room, five-story [image: ] Hotel California (Vía España and Calle 43, tel. 263-7736, hotelcalifornia@cwpanama.net, www.hotelcaliforniapanama.net, starts at US$44 s, US$49.50 d, a/c) has been known for many years as a place to get a decent room at a great price. Beds are somewhat hard, but rooms are nicely maintained, clean, and cheerful and have hot-water bathrooms, free wireless Internet access, safes, telephones, and satellite TV. Some have a bay view partly obstructed by high-rises. Rooms are somewhat small. The hotel is on loud, crowded Vía España and is not conveniently close to much, at least for pedestrians. Try to get a room at the back of the building, away from the road. There’s a small gym and whirlpool tub on the roof. There’s also laundry service and a bar/restaurant.

US$50–100

Hotel Roma Plaza (Calle 33 Este and Avenida 3 Sur, tel. 227-3844, reservas@hotelromaplaza.net, www.hotelromaplaza.net, US$71.50 s/d including breakfast) would be considered a decent two- or (on a good day) three-star hotel, if Panama used such ratings. Its rooms are light and airy and have dressing tables, satellite TV, and minibars. Some of the rooms smell of smoke, and a few are windowless; try to arrive early enough so you can switch rooms if you don’t like the one you’re shown. There’s a pleasant 24-hour cafeteria, restaurant, bar, safe-deposit boxes, an attractive rooftop pool with a good view, a small gym, and free wireless Internet access. This place fills up. The hotel offers airport transfers for US$25 for two people, which is a few dollars less than the average taxi fare.

Hotel Costa Inn (Avenida Perú and Calle 39 Este, tel. 227-1522, costainn@cwpanama.net, www.hotelcostainn.com, US$66 s, US$77 d, including airport pickup and breakfast, a/c) is a seven-story hotel offering 87 rooms, a 24-hour bar/restaurant, a parking lot, room service, and a small rooftop pool with a good view of the city and the Bay of Panama. It was remodeled a few years back, and the rooms are now cheerful, with good beds and modern furnishings, satellite TV, and free wireless Internet. This place often has promotional deals, and the standard rates have not gone up in two years. It’s popular with Latin American businesspeople. Free airport pickup at either the international or domestic airport is included. The hotel also runs a free shuttle that drops guests off at the airport (though only a couple of times a day, which may or may not coincide with your flight times). Both are unusual pluses for a hotel in this category. More recently the hotel has added a free shuttle service between the hotel and both the Albrook Mall and Multiplaza Pacific Mall.

The Stanford Hotel (off Plaza Cinco de Mayo, tel. 262-4933 or 262-4948, www.hotelstanfordpanama.com, US$47 s, US$62 d, including breakfast) now occupies what for many, many years had been the Hotel Internacional. It’s been renovated and, though still a rather spartan place, it’s spruced up and more comfortable than it’s been in years. The beds are cheap but firm, and the rooms are fairly clean except for the smudged walls, which could use a lick of paint. Service is a bit disorganized, but friendly. The hotel’s main appeal is its location right by Plaza Cinco de Mayo, at the entrance to the pedestrian section of Avenida Central, a plus for guests who want to be in the thick of an older, commerce-driven section of Panama City and away from the more touristy areas. There’s a restaurant, a rooftop terrace, Internet-enabled computers in the lobby, and a neighboring casino.

US$100–150

Eco Inn Avila (Avenida Perú between Calle 36 Este and Calle 37 Este, tel. 394-1155 or 394-1160, www.ecoinnhotels.com, US$110 s/d, including buffet breakfast) was a good deal when it opened a couple of years back, but it has since been acquired by a small Latin American chain and prices have climbed steeply. It’s now overpriced, especially given its scruffy neighborhood on the edge of Calidonia, close to Bella Vista, and a couple of blocks down from Hospital Nacional. Still, it’s a clean, friendly, modern place in a newish six-story building. It’s worth considering if special deals are being offered. Rooms are simple but attractive, with flat-screen TVs, in-room safes, and free wireless Internet access. There’s basement parking and a restaurant (7:30 A.M.–10 P.M. daily).

[image: ]

A massive bust of Albert Einstein is a handy landmark in El Cangrejo.

EL CANGREJO AND VICINITY

Most of the midrange hotels, including nearly all the aparthotels, are in or around El Cangrejo, in the center of Panama City. They are mainly clustered together on busy Avenida Eusebio A. Morales/2 Norte or the rather quieter Calle D. Higher-end hotels are also beginning to appear.

US$10–25

La Jungla Hostel (Calle 49 Oeste between Vía Argentina and Vía Veneto, tel. 214-8069 www.hostallajungla.com, starts at $13 pp) is one of the city’s more appealing hostels, not to mention one of the cleanest. Run by the same folks who have Hostal Nomba in Boquete, it occupies the top two floors of a six-story apartment building in a relatively quiet residential section of El Cangrejo, three buildings up from Hotel Las Huacas (which is more familiar to taxi drivers). It sleeps up to 56 people in 6–10 person mixed-sex dorms with thin mattresses and four private rooms. Beds are US$13 in a fan-cooled room, US$3 more for air-conditioning. Women who’d like a single-sex dorm pay US$14. Private rooms start at US$32 s and US$43 d for a decent bedroom with shared bath; they cost a bit more with air-conditioning. Room 10, a curved room with lots of windows, is particularly popular. The nicest dorms and private rooms are downstairs, in the more chic part of the hostel. Baggage storage and towel rental are available for a buck a day. There’s free wireless Internet access. The hostel also has snorkel equipment to rent and an in-house washer/dryer. There’s a 10 percent discount for those who do local volunteer work (which the hostel can arrange). This is a laid-back, friendly place. There’s a security gate, closed-circuit video cameras, 24-hour staffing, a shared kitchen, and a large terrace to hang out on. La Jungla may not be well-marked. If there’s no sign, check the labels on the door buzzer.

US$50–100

Hotel Marbella (Calle D near Avenida Eusebio A. Morales, tel. 263-2220, www.hmarbella.com, US$88 s/d), near the Hotel Granada, is generally considered one of the better economy hotels. It’s a clean, modern, five-story place on a pleasant residential street but close to a lot of urban action. The rooms are dark and austere, and most look out on blank walls. There’s a restaurant on-site.

Hotel Las Huacas (Calle 49 Oeste, about halfway between Vía Veneto and Vía Argentina, tel. 213-2222, www.lashuacashotel.com, starts at US$80 s/d) is a pleasant, reasonably priced surprise tucked away on the backstreets of El Cangrejo. A renovation in mid-2010 replaced most of its rather kitschy safari trappings, and its 33 rooms now have a sleek, modern look. The rooms vary in size but all feature a minibar, free wireless Internet access, and a safe. Most have a small balcony.

The 53-room, seven-story Hotel Milan (Avenida Eusebio A. Morales, tel. 263-6130, hotelmilan@cwpanama.net, US$77 s/d) has the same ownership as the Euro Hotel. Built in 2004, it’s nothing fancy and the mattresses are cheap, but it’s clean, well maintained, and in a central and reasonably quiet location (at least as of this writing). Standard rooms are fairly large and have in-room safes. Small “economical” rooms are $11 cheaper but cannot be reserved in advance. It has a restaurant/bar.

US$100–150

Aparthotel Torres de Alba (Avenida Eusebio A. Morales, tel. 300-7130, www.torresdealba.com.pa, starts at US$99 s/d) offers what are essentially small modern apartments, each of which has a bedroom, sitting room, full kitchen, safe, and washer and dryer. The place consists of twin 13-story towers and is mainly aimed at short-term residents. But even tourists who don’t need all that stuff might consider staying here; it’s simple but quite nice. There’s a small gym, a pool that’s borderline big enough for lap swimmers, and a parking garage in the building.

Rooms at Sevilla Suites Apart-Hotel (Avenida Eusebio A. Morales, tel. 213-0016 or 213-1312, fax 223-6344, www.sevillasuites.com, starts at US$110 s/d, including breakfast), built in 2000, are smaller and darker than those at the Torres de Alba, but the furnishings are quite nice. Accommodations lie closer to the hotel end of the apartment-hotel spectrum, but all the suites have mini-kitchens and wireless Internet access, and some have terraces. There’s a small gym and pool. Two of Panama’s best restaurants, Restaurante 1985 and Rincón Suizo, are right across the street, and several others are very close.

Coral Suites Apart-Hotel (Calle D, tel. 269-2727, fax 269-0083, coralsuites@coralsuites.net, www.coralsuites.net, US$132 s, US$154 d including continental breakfast) is a modern, nicely maintained place built in 2001. It features 63 rooms with very firm beds, full kitchenettes, satellite TV, in-room safe, ironing board, and a sitting area with table. There’s room service, but no restaurant. There’s a decent-size rooftop pool without much of a view and a small but reasonably equipped gym. Service is rather disorganized, but this is otherwise a good place.

A more recent addition to the row of business hotels on Calle D is the six-story [image: ] Toscana Inn (Calle D, tel. 265-0018 or 265-0019, www.toscanainnhotel.com, US$121 s/d, including breakfast). The rooms are decorated simply with a rather old-fashioned aesthetic, but the furnishings are new (the hotel opened in late 2009) and each room is equipped with a flat-screen TV, a minifridge, a safe, and firm beds. The corporate rate is about 10 percent cheaper; be sure to ask. Service is friendly and attentive. There’s a small restaurant and bar, but no pool.

The three-story Metro Hotel (Calle D, tel. 202-5050, ventas@metrohotelpanama.com, www.metrohotelpanama.com, US$75 s/d, including continental breakfast) opened in November 2010 offering simple but clean and cheerful rooms. This place has a modern, colorful decor but is deliberately simple: it’s for people who want a decent room in the center of town without paying a fortune. Entry-level rooms are little wider than the full-size bed, but the mattresses are good and the rooms feature a minifridge, safe, free wireless Internet access (guests are also welcome to use computers in the lobby), and tidy bathrooms. Another US$24 buys a room nearly twice as big, with two full beds. The hotel also offers parking and a laundry service.

The 166-room Hotel Riande Granada (Avenida Eusebio A. Morales near Vía España, tel.204-4444, granada@riandehotels.com, www.riandehoteles.com, starts at US$148.50 s/d) is one of the stalwarts of the Panama City hotel scene. Known universally as the Hotel Granada, for decades it was a top choice among the midrange hotels. It’s needed a renovation for several years, and in 2011 it finally got it. A handsome makeover has resulted in more elegant, modern rooms but has also launched the Granada into a higher price bracket. The hotel has a casino, cafeteria, and swimming pool. It’s part of the Riande chain, which also owns the Riande Aeropuerto Hotel and Resort near the international airport.

Over US$150

Victoria Hotel and Suites (Calle D, tel. 395-9000, fax 395-9001,info@victoriahotelandsuites.com, www.victoriahotelandsuites.com, rack rates start at US$193 s/d) is a modern, nine-story business hotel that opened across the street from the Veneto Hotel and Casino in the autumn of 2010. It features 127 spotless rooms in a modern minimalist style with dark woods, blown-up photos of Casco Viejo, and all the amenities one would expect of a contemporary hotel in this class (32-inch flat-screen TVs, iPod docking stations, and 24-hour room service). The least expensive accommodations are the “deluxe rooms,” which are spacious and have comfortable king-size beds. Request a room on a higher floor to get a view of the cityscape and a glimpse of the Pacific behind the towers. There’s a tiny rooftop pool and gym, a lobby bar, and a restaurant. Service is friendly.

BELLA VISTA AND MARBELLA

Most of Panama’s luxury hotels and a few hostels are found on or south of Vía España in the area bancaria (banking area) and the surrounding districts of Bella Vista and Marbella. Streets here are alive 24 hours a day.

Being conveniently close to both Vía España and the Calle Uruguay nightlife area makes this a popular location for travelers, who will definitely feel they’re in the throbbing heart of Panama City. However, a great deal of skyscraper construction is going on in the area, increasing noise levels and generally disrupting the neighborhood.

US$50–100

Formerly a hostel, San Roque Guesthouse (Calle Ricardo Arias and Avenida 3 Sur, tel. 390-9554 or 390-9592, booking@hotelsanroquepanama.com, www.hotelsanroquepanama.com, starts at US$60.50 s/d, a/c) has been given a cheerful sprucing up and is now a pleasant if cramped 20-room guesthouse squeezed between tower blocks right next to Restaurante Costa Azul. Prices vary depending on demand, but count on around US$60.50 for a stark, windowless, but clean and modern room with satellite TV and wireless Internet access. Three people can share a room for $75, and up to six people can shoehorn themselves into a room with three beds for US$100. There’s a small, enclosed patio with a waterfall, which is a nice touch. Thick walls make this a relatively quiet oasis in the middle of a busy part of town. The owners are expanding, and a terrace restaurant was in the works in 2012. Given its location, this place is a good value, especially for small groups.

US$100–150

The corncob-shaped Hotel Plaza Paitilla Inn (Vía Italia in Punta Paitilla, tel. 208-0600, www.plazapaitillainn.com, US$126.50 s/d) was originally a rather upscale Holiday Inn. It’s now at the upper end of the midrange hotels, and though it has aged considerably, it was renovated a few years back making rooms look rather spiffy, with new floor-to-ceiling windows that replaced fragile balconies. Many of the 272 rooms have dramatic views of Panama Bay and the city skyline, though skyscraper construction is eating away at these. The hotel has a casino and pool. The rates quoted here are technically promotional, but they’re more likely to be on offer than the nominal rack rates. There is not much of interest to travelers within easy walking distance.

[image: ] Hotel Ejecutivo (Avenida Aquilino de la Guardia between Calle 51 and Calle 52, tel. 265-8011 or 264-3989, toll-free U.S./Canada tel. 866/876-0915, www.executivehotel-panama.com, US$104.50 s/d) has been a favorite with Latin American businesspeople for more than 30 years, and it’s easy to see why. The Ejecutivo (eh-HEC-oo-TEE-voh), known as the Executive in English, is a solid value. (Several kinds of promotional discounts are routinely available—corporate, weekend, booking by Internet—that lower the cost by about 20–25 percent.) Rooms are similar to what you’d expect at a Best Western–style hotel: clean, pleasant enough, but nothing fancy. All come equipped with a refrigerator, TV, coffeepot, telephone, desk, free Internet access, and balcony.

The hotel is centrally located just down from Vía España, and some rooms have terrific views of the lights of the city and Panama Bay, although these are disappearing thanks to the skyscraper-construction epidemic. The coffee shop offers big portions at low prices, and it’s open 24 hours Thursday–Sunday. It’s a popular place for breakfast. Guests are allowed to use some of the business center’s facilities for free. Amenities include a tiny pool and fitness center.

Over US$150

Hotel Esplendor (Avenida Samuel Lewis and Calle Gerardo Ortega, tel. 209-9600, www.esplendorpanama.com, rack rates start at US$217 s/d) opened in late 2010 with 100 suites spread out over 42 floors. A number of newer towers in Panama City were intended to be condo towers and ended up being converted to hotels at the last minute, and this definitely feels like one of them. It’s already showing signs of wear, and the service is less than gracious. On the other hand, suites have good beds, full kitchens, and are decorated in an understated, handsome style with all the usual amenities. They’re spacious as well, ranging from 90 square meters for one-bedroom suites (US$217 for up to four people) to 110 for two-bedroom ones. Those on the higher floors have spectacular views of Panama City and the ocean; if you stay here, try for a place as high up as possible. One of the new arrivals on the city’s culinary scene, Rausch Restaurant, is in the hotel. There’s a small pool.

The 363-room Hotel Continental and Casino (Vía España and Calle Ricardo Arias, tel. 263-9999, www.continentalhotel.com, starts at US$130.30 s/d), right on busy Vía España, is another old Panama City landmark, but it’s benefited from a tasteful remodeling that transformed it into an upscale business hotel. All the rooms are nice, but some are bigger and more elegantly appointed than others. There are quite a few categories (and prices) to choose from, so if you’re not happy with what you booked, ask to see other options. The hotel has a restaurant, cafeteria, small pool, and casino. There are often promotional deals of various kinds here.

The [image: ] Panama Marriott Hotel (Calle 52 at Calle Ricardo Arias, tel. 210-9100, fax 210-9110, www.marriott.com, starts at US$192.50 s/d) is quite an elegant place, with 295 rooms, a fitness center, a spa, and a pleasant, upscale cafeteria, but no formal restaurant. There’s also a deli with sandwiches and salads. Ask for a corner room; they’re the largest of the standard rooms, which come with the usual business-hotel amenities. Corporate and other special rates are often available. There are six wheelchair-accessible rooms on the lower floors. This place is one of the most popular of the higher-end hotels. It’s an attractive place in a central location, with lots of dining, shopping, and entertainment options an easy walk away.

Hotel Lé Meridien (Avenida Balboa and Calle Uruguay, tel. 297-3200, www.starwoodhotels.com, starts at US$196.90 s/d) is a member of the ever-expanding hotel portfolio of local developer Empresas Bern that also includes the InterContinental Miramar next door and the Gamboa Rainforest Resort. This one goes for a hipster-chic ambience reminiscent of a W Hotel, down to the electronic lounge beats pulsating through the shiny lobby. Its 111 rooms feature modern, minimalist furnishings that suggest a nicely appointed frequent-fliers lounge. There’s a restaurant, a spa, and a small pool that, at least until the surrounding buildings are completed, may not be the most comfortable spot for female sunbathers, as it draws unwelcome attention from construction workers next door. The location is convenient for those with business in the financial district or who want to explore the Calle Uruguay nightspots, but it’s a bit isolated otherwise, especially at night. If you ask reception to call you a cab, you’ll get a tourist taxi that is authorized to charge several times the street-taxi rate. It should be easy to catch a cab on Avenida Balboa or up Calle Uruguay if you prefer.

Built in 1951, the Hotel El Panamá (Vía España next to Iglesia del Carmen, tel. 215-9000 or 215-9181, www.elpanama.com, starts at US$148.80 s/d) was for many years Panama’s premier hotel. It has 330 rooms, including some cabanas by the large, attractive pool. The hotel has changed hands and been renovated repeatedly over the years, but one thing remains constant: The service is lousy. Because of its international name recognition, it still draws a lot of guests, many of whom are on package holidays. For the money, you can do better elsewhere without the potential hassle. However, frequent promotional offers can make the rates tempting, and the hotel is centrally located.

[image: ] Hotel DeVille (Calle Beatriz M. de Cabal near Calle 50, tel. 206-3100 or 263-0303, www.devillehotel.com.pa, starts at US$231 s/d, including breakfast) is an elegant, rather formal boutique hotel with four types of rooms: deluxe rooms, junior suites, two-bedroom duplex suites, and grand luxury suites. The “deluxe” is a spacious room with the simplest furnishings. It features a marble-tiled bathroom, high ceilings, a high-speed Internet connection, sitting area, and in-room safe. The junior suite is quite opulent, with highly polished dark woods, antique Vietnamese furniture inlaid with mother-of-pearl, a large bathroom with two sinks, a fax machine, and so on. The duplex suite resembles the junior suite but has an upper level with a bedroom and second bath. The grand luxury suite, oddly, isn’t quite as luxurious as the duplex suites. Amusingly enough, given the ambivalent feelings toward Teddy Roosevelt in Panama, one of the suites is named for him. Even the fanciest suites, though more luxurious than the average overnight guest would need during a short stay, can be a decent value for families or groups. Art from local galleries is displayed in the lobby.

The ultramodern [image: ] Radisson Decapolis Hotel (behind the Multicentro Mall on Avenida Balboa, tel. 215-5000, toll-free U.S./Canada tel. 800/395-7046, www.radisson.com, rack rates start at US$163.90 s/d) is inspired by Europe and North America’s trendsetting hotels. It’s quite an impressive place that will appeal to those who prefer the sleek and streamlined over old-world elegance.

Opened in 2004, it’s a 29-story concoction of brushed stainless steel and glass, including a glass elevator that goes to the 14th floor and is worth the ride just for the view. Traditional Panamanian elements—mola patterns, devil masks, ships—inform the modern decor. The standard rooms are quite large, sleek, attractive, and minimalist, with photo blowups of Panama’s indigenous peoples over the beds and large windows looking out on the view. The view is spectacular on the ocean side, particularly on the higher floors, offering a panorama that encompasses Panama Bay, the towers of Paitilla, and, in some rooms, Casco Viejo.

Each room at the Decapolis has a safe, ironing board, hair dryer, coffeemaker, Internet connection, satellite TV, and English- and Spanish-language newspapers are delivered daily. Other features include the equally striking Fusion restaurant, a martini/sushi lobby bar, a tiny pool on the 4th floor with a hot tub and bar, and several executive floors, including two exclusively for businesswomen. The hotel’s spa, Aqua, has some exercise machines and offers a full range of spa services, including facials, sauna, and steam baths. The hotel connects through a walkway with the glitzy Majestic Casino and the Multicentro Mall.

[image: ] Hotel Riu Plaza (Calle 50, tel. 378-9000, US$208 s/d) is my favorite among the latest crop of the high-end hotels. Opened in September 2010, it has 645 rooms spread over 34 floors. Rooms are spacious and well maintained, with bright but elegant decor, comfy beds, and nicely appointed bathrooms. They remind me very much of the rooms in the Hotel Ciudad de David in, um, the city of David. Rooms look out over either Avenida Balboa or Calle 50. There’s an inviting pool area with a decent-size pool and an artificial waterfall, a gym that for a change doesn’t seem like an afterthought, an attractive bar/sushi lounge which is a nice spot to hang out in the evenings, a cafeteria, and a fancy Panamanian-fusion restaurant, Tastes. The lobby area is quite dramatic, with high ceilings and ornate furnishings that suggest a cross between a retro-modern train station and a business-class airport lounge. Front desk and concierge staff are prompt and professional.

From the outside, the Bristol (Calle Aquilino de la Guardia between Calle 51 and Calle 52, just down from the Hotel Ejecutivo, tel. 264-0000 or 265-7844, www.thebristol.com, rack rates start at US$390 s/d) is a nondescript, salmon-colored building that’s easy to overlook, especially now that bigger buildings are going up all around it. Inside, however, the Bristol is a lovely boutique hotel. It’s quite a luxurious place. Standard rooms are “deluxe,” and they truly are. The furnishings are elegant, with local touches such as mola pillows and lamp bases made from Ngöbe-Buglé sandstone figurines. The attached Restaurante Barandas is attractive and one of Panama City’s most ambitious. Service can be erratic here.

The Hotel InterContinental Miramar Panama (Avenida Balboa, tel. 206-8888, fax 223-4891, www.miramarpanama.com, starts at US$181.50 s/d) is on the middle of Avenida Balboa and has great views of the Pacific and the Panama City skyline. With the building of the Cinta Costera, however, it’s no longer on the edge of the bay but rather on a landfill island between these two major traffic arteries. It’s a 185-room luxury hotel that’s part of the InterContinental chain and comes with the works: two restaurants, a largish pool, a health spa, tennis court, several bars, and so on. It’s about due for an upgrade but is still a comfortable place to stay. All rooms have an executive desk, three phones, broadband access, minibar, safe, and other amenities. The best things about the hotel are its views and attractive pool.

The Marriott Executive Apartments Finisterre (Avenida 3A Sur and Calle Colombia, tel. 214-9200, www.marriott.com, starts at US$130 s/d for an executive suite) consists of 126 suites in a new tower built in 2010 just off Vía España across from the Iglesia del Carmen. The smallest and least expensive of these is the 600-square-meter executive suite, which features a king or two double beds, a couple of sofa beds, a 32-inch LCD TV, a dining area, and a fully equipped kitchen. The decor is understated and modern. Most of the suites have a view of Cerro Ancón (Ancon Hill). There’s a three-story parking garage right in the building, a small fitness center, and a spa. There’s a small restaurant and a fairly large pool, both located on lower floors. This is the sort of place affluent Latin American expat families might stay while shopping around for a luxury home.

EAST PANAMA CITY

Over US$150

Sheraton Panama Hotel and Convention Center (Vía Israel and Calle 77 across the street from the Atlapa Convention Center, tel. 305-5100, www.starwoodhotels.com, starts at US$141.90 s/d) has long had the most loyal clientele of the Panama luxury hotels. It’s a huge complex with 362 rooms, three restaurants, a shopping gallery, an appealing casino that has expanded in recent years, an athletic club, a pool, a spa, and so on. This is the second-oldest luxury hotel in the city, after Hotel El Panamá, and it’s changed hands several times through the years; it used to be called the Caesar Park, and its incarnation as a Sheraton is relatively recent. The hotel is on the eastern outskirts of town, quite a hike from everything but the Atlapa Convention Center, the ruins of Old Panama, and the international airport. The popular indoor/outdoor grill Restaurante y Parrillada Jimmy (Vía Cincuentenario, tel. 224-1096, most items under US$10) is on the far side of the Atlapa Convention Center from the hotel. A counterpart to the plainer Restaurante Jimmy near the Hotel Continental downtown, it serves no-nonsense pastas, Greek dishes, seafood, and sandwiches. It’s not worth making a special trip from elsewhere in the city, but it’s one of the few options for those staying in this remoter part of town.

Amid great fanfare, controversy, funding crises, and an international incident or two, the Trump Ocean Club International Hotel and Tower (Calle Punta Colón, tel. 215-8800, U.S./Canada toll-free tel. 855/225-9640, www.trumphotelcollection.com, starts at US$251.90 s/d) has finally arrived. Sort of. Designed to resemble a gigantic sail—quite reminiscent of the Burj al Arab luxury hotel in Dubai—it was supposed to become a skyline-defining landmark for Panama City.

That might have happened, too, except it was erected in Punta Pacífica, just east of Punta Paitilla. So many other massive towers have already sprouted up all around the Trump building that it’s barely visible from most angles. This also means that “rooms with an ocean view” might more accurately be described as “rooms with a view of skyscrapers and slivers of ocean.” The rooms are spacious and luxurious, with all kinds of bells and whistles and deep, fluffy duvets on the beds. The hotel also buys into the current trend of putting bathtubs in the bedroom rather than in the, you know, bathroom.

Whether you love it, hate it, or feel a bit of both, it’s definitely an impressive edifice. The hotel starts high up in the building, with the hotel’s three-story “sky lobby.” The public areas are attractive and dramatic, paying homage to Panama with touches like tables made from petrified wood extracted from Lago Gatún, the bottom of which is filled with trees left standing when forests were flooded to create the artificial lake during the construction of the Panama Canal.

[image: ]

The Trump Ocean Club International Hotel and Tower was designed to resemble a gigantic sail.

It’s entirely possible never to speak a word of Spanish in the tower, as management appears to have cornered the market on employees who speak at least a semblance of fluent English. Service fluctuates between friendly but slow to confused incompetence.

One of the snazziest things about the place is the large, open pool deck on the 13th floor. It features five swimming pools, including a couple of infinity pools. Other features include a good-size gym and spa and several restaurants.

Food

WHAT TO EXPECT

The restaurants are among the best things about Panama City. It’s easy to find good food, pleasant surroundings, and a surprisingly wide variety of cuisine. Overall, Panama City is still waiting for a truly great restaurant, but there are quite a few good ones. There are plenty of solid options in every price range to keep short-term visitors happy.

Look out for the 10 percent service charge on the bill; it’s easy to double tip. The fad of placing bottled water on the table appears to be on the wane. These bottles are neither free nor necessary: Tap water in Panama is clean. If you’re offered bottled water and don’t want it, smile, shake your head, and ask for “Chagres” (CHA-gress) instead. (The Río Chagres is the source of Panama City’s drinking water.)

For the higher-end restaurants, expect to pay about what you would for a similar place in the United States. But it’s also quite possible to stuff yourself on tasty, simple food for about US$2–3, if ambience means nothing to you. Panamanian comida corriente (literally, current food, meaning typical dishes of the day served cafeteria style) venues are scattered around the city, as are all kinds of American fast-food franchises.

Many of the upscale restaurants are found in two general areas on either side of Vía España: El Cangrejo to the northeast of the Hotel El Panamá, and the booming nightlife area around Calle Uruguay (also known as Calle 48 Este).

Make reservations at the fancier places, if only to be sure the restaurant is actually open. Even the best restaurants can be surprisingly empty, especially in the early evening. Things tend to get busier at lunchtime, when the upscale establishments draw a business clientele. Many restaurants are closed for lunch on Saturday and all day on Sunday or Monday.

Vegetarians may have to rely on the limited options at meat-eaters’ restaurants. The safest bets are usually Asian or Italian places. Vegetarian restaurants tend to be low-end comida corriente places, serving food for a pittance. Vegans have especially limited options—Middle Eastern and Asian places are the best bet, followed by supermarkets. Those who eat kosher, though, have a few good options.

Restaurants are coming and going faster than ever in Panama these days. A good source of information (in Spanish) for new and notable restaurants is www.degustapanama.com.

CASCO VIEJO

Places to eat come and go especially quickly in Casco Viejo. It can be hard to find a decent place to eat on Sunday and Monday, and breakfast is tough any day. The Super Gourmet Deli (Avenida A between Calle 5 Oeste and Calle 6 Oeste, 8 A.M.–5 P.M. Mon.–Sat., 10 A.M.–4 P.M. Sun.) is a good option for breakfast or to grab a sandwich or salad to go before a walking tour. Guests can sit outside or in.

[image: ]

René Café


Cafés

[image: ] René Café (Calle 7 Este on the north side of the cathedral, tel. 262-3487 or 228-3487, www.renecafe.com, 10 A.M.–3 P.M. and 6–10 P.M. Mon.–Sat.) has survived for several years now in a spot that has seen many cafés come and go. It’s a pleasant little air-conditioned oasis with just six table-clothed tables and a gracious and attentive staff. Lunch here is a great deal: two starters (e.g., a large salad and crepes), a choice of main course (chicken, fish, pork, or veggies) and dessert (e.g., coconut flan) for less than US$10. The set dinner menu consists of more than double the number of items—at more than double the price.

Diablo Rosso café/art gallery (#11, Avenida A and Calle 7, tel. 228-4833 or 228-4837, www.diablorosso.com, café 11 A.M.–8:30 P.M. Tues.–Sat., US$5–8) is a café, but more important, it has quickly turned into an arts and culture hub for Casco Viejo. Owned by the popular Panamanian rock band Señor Loop, it displays modern works by local artists, hosts after-hours art openings and events, and holds a movie night on Wednesdays, showing the more ambitious of Hollywood movies as well as independent films and documentaries. The café is part of an emerging arts scenes that includes Relic Bar/Luna’s Castle, Super Gourmet, and La Casona. It has a hipster vibe, with thrift-store furniture and arty books and magazines for sale. The café serves soup, sandwiches, quesadillas, and the like.

[image: ] Caffe Per Due (Avenida A, tel. 228-0547, 8:30 A.M.–10 P.M. Mon.–Sat., 9:30 A.M.–10 P.M. Sun.) offers tasty thin-crust pizzas and delicious homemade desserts in a friendly, casual atmosphere. Most pizzas are US$6–9 and range from gourmet experiments (roquefort, bacon, and walnut) to more conventional fare. The Italian owner, Manuela, knows what she’s doing, so trust her recommendations. If she offers you chocolatina, her homemade brownie cake made with local chocolate, order it. The menu also includes salads and pastas. The place is quite small; try to snag a table on the back terrace if you can.

Granclement (Avenida Central between Calle 3 Oeste and Calle 4 Oeste, tel. 223-6277, 11:30 A.M.–8 P.M. Mon.–Thurs., 11:30 A.M.–9:30 P.M. Fri.–Sat., 12:30–8 P.M. Sun.) serves gourmet ice cream and sorbet by the scoop or the tub in flavors that range from the tropical (mango, guanábana, passion fruit) to the exotic (basil, lavender, spearmint), as well as more conventional choices. It’s pricey for Panama, but hard to resist on a hot day.

International

Ego Café Urbano (Plaza Simón Bolívar, tel. 262-2045, noon–3 P.M. and 6 P.M.–11 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 6–11 P.M. Sat. and Sun.), sometimes known as Ego y Narciso, is a stylish café and bar with two nonconnecting dining areas as well as outdoor tables set along a corner of Plaza Simón Bolívar. It offers a small menu of pastas, meats, and fish for about US$10–15, as well as a bar menu of brochettes, salads, and such. It’s been a popular place for several years. The safest bets are the appetizers and desserts. In any case, it’s a pleasant spot for an evening drink. Service can be sluggish, particularly if you’re seated in the more formal dining room, which is sort of an annex to the main café. The bar stays open after the kitchen closes so long as there are customers.

[image: ] Manolo Caracol (Calle 3 and Avenida Central, tel. 228-4640, 228-9479, or 228-0109, www.manolocaracol.net, 6–11 P.M. Mon.–Fri., 6:30–10 P.M. Sat., US$30) is the namesake restaurant of Manolo Maduño. Manolo promises cocina con amor (food made with love) and he delivers. There is one multicourse menu each night (if you talk to Manolo ahead of time he’ll try to accommodate vegetarians), and food starts arriving as soon as you sit down. The menu changes with the season, but a typical offering might include seafood salad, portobello mushrooms, grilled shrimp, mussels, marinated tomatoes, red snapper, tuna, and something exotic for dessert. A typical meal consists of 10 courses. You definitely have to be in a receptive mood for this kind of food bombardment, but if you’re willing to surrender to the experience, it offers one of the more entertaining dining options in Panama City.

Manolo’s open kitchen sits right in the dining room, under a copper smoke hood and behind mounds of fresh produce set on a counter. In front of this is a dugout canoe filled with bottles of Spanish wine (the only kind served). Modern art hangs on the walls. The restaurant is a stone and concrete box, so when it’s crowded, it’s loud. Manolo himself, a Spaniard by way of Colombia, is a kinetic character likely to be the loudest person there. He presides over everything: He’ll likely greet you as a long-lost friend with a crushing hug, and slip you a glass of wine on the house if he sees your cup is empty—just because you’re such a terrific person.

OEBPS/images/img_034.png
.

ALID VWVNVd TV3LN3ID






OEBPS/images/img_012.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_020.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_046.jpg
&
5

r/%ﬁv%mq\: s





OEBPS/images/img_033.png





OEBPS/images/img_029.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_035.png
CLAYTON






OEBPS/images/img_013.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_005.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_030.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_016.png
Caribbean

2 Bocas
H del Toro

Western Highlands

The Panama Canal
and Central Isthmus

>

\ Golfo de Panama

\
AN

and Beaches

The Azuero
Peninsula

@ AVALON TRAVEL

PACIFIC OCEAN

bk
[The Darien]

N/
N ’)\

\/COLOMBIA






OEBPS/images/img_021.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_022.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_044.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_031.jpg
ol St






OEBPS/images/img_027.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_037.png
/- " EL CAN
VISTA, AND






OEBPS/images/img_014.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_001.jpg
HANDBOOKS

PANAMA

WILLIAM FRIAR






OEBPS/images/img_041.png
¥ osim |






OEBPS/images/img_045.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_028.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_036.png





OEBPS/images/img_015.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_049.png





OEBPS/images/img_004.png
PANAMA

P

x
A oy Mol
R
{); R

Golfo de Panama






OEBPS/images/img_025.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_039.png





OEBPS/images/img_050.jpg





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_008.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_009.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_042.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_051.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_048.png
NOIJISOdX3 V1
dNV VINOQITVI






OEBPS/images/img_003.png
Puarto Limon

Caribbean Sea

coMARCA
NGOBE-BUGLE.

Bahia de

) Chareo Asul A3

Y
e e et

Golfo de gy

P
ACIFI1C OCEAN

© AVALON TRAVEL





OEBPS/images/img_018.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_043.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_052.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_026.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_038.png
iodiry jeuopeuimu
uBwna0y o Y

4
] L % \
¥ Cosbuess wes oy \ awmaemo & oo 4&», LTS
; s s° o Snousmo %5, “vovava
¢ <300 VS N
o S gy s wron b e
sauns oy ok i T
* N o 7QINOD VL
oK WOLIN® SIS VA .\ Lscommn 5
VWS i %, ousvoawy 5
ToHoUHe h LaN¥3LN VINNIINOD  yyo v INSW 1390N8 o)
. & 1S Hion o NN oo SR )
watsv,, 4 s /SO s % o PN R S
4 & \ 2, T " A o T ouve
V4 % G e ,
. i o mon /
o sy y * ooz Oy, ,
sumwes o /L SN % Y o Ny )/ pasones
ORIV o
-0 ® osom " 4
oo %k sotion
vy A0S VSOUIN
s, oo/ OFFHONYD 13 N - ) yonmo \
wisos R < Slumsns\\ weazma, @...f %,
ot NI o % Y %,
B %, uvvasun fansivw %
3001108 %, &%
s WIE033 > %
= -
» o\, 58 suvn &
% Ny, 2 P
P2a A\ i U &
g S s MBI S.YUNY | |5y pue oioH seoenH se]
WYYE0 w A Dwvinvisauvss LS VL
P ) e e g
g PR Y covsiany W oumue ! -
s 4 L P A
\ o Zonoa & sliviey ] oo, ot | o
h Ao § NVIDNVS
5 7 < | s
v z H e & g
%4 F &4
@ &
£
vy 3
i Y %4 4
/ 5
/ §
vi &
: VI1T13gdVYN ANV ‘V1SIA
300
i

vI138'0r3¥9NVI-13






OEBPS/images/img_017.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_047.png
CALIDONIA AND
LA EXPOSICION /





OEBPS/images/img_006.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_019.jpg
(|





OEBPS/images/img_002.png
VANVNVd





OEBPS/images/img_023.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_010.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_053.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_040.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_007.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_024.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_032.png
© Buanos Alres

e
Panamé
p,,".m.c, [

ella Vista and
rbella

Araén o ko
. o . Casco Viejo

k s v NS Golfo de

3 Panamd

© AVALON TRAVEL, ~






OEBPS/images/img_011.jpg





OEBPS/images/img_054.jpg





