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PANAMA

THE JOURNEY BEGINS HERE
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Panama City | HANOHIKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Panama is where the magnificence of the natural world and the genius of humanity's greatest feat of engineering blended together in perfect unity to change the world. In addition to the incredible expansion of the Panama Canal in 2007, the nation’s capital also recently underwent a spectacular transformation. This surge of contemporary upgrades has only enhanced the richness of Panama’s unique cultures. It has also brought an influx of tourism, making the country a bustling new hub of diversity, ecological tourism and international adventure. Whether you seek a white-sand beach, a thrilling wave to surf, tropical wildlife-spotting, city cocktails and cosmopolitanism or a peek at the Panama Canal, this nation has a little something for everyone.

Harmony Difo

@harmonydifo

Harmony is a global lifestyle and culture journalist. Her original background is in print publishing and literary studies.
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My favourite experience is Punta Paitilla, a Panama City neighborhood that blends cosmopolitan luxury with classic charm. A gorgeous waterfront high rise by an old-world church or synagogue is a common sighting.

WHO GOES WHERE

Our writers and experts choose the places which, for them, define Panama
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Olga Kot Photo/Shutterstock ©

Bocas del Toro’s good looks are logic-defying and it’s this location that coaxed me to move to Panama. In a single day, I can snorkel with starfish, have lunch beside rays, make my own chocolate and devour fresh seafood on different islands. When asked which destination has the most magic, Bocas will always be my answer.
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Rosie Bell

@TheBeachBell

Rosie is a writer scribing about life design and travel in Latin America and the Caribbean.
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Parque Nacional Coiba left me speechless. Within seconds of plunging into the balmy water I was surrounded by a swirling kaleidoscope of rainbow-hued fish. Amidst this, I saw the largest sea turtle I've ever encountered. Our eyes met and with a flick of its legs, the turtle ambled off with the current. And that was just the first five minutes.
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Ryan Ver Berkmoes

@ryanverberkmoes

Ryan Ver Berkmoes has been with Lonely Planet since 1997 and has journeyed to amazing places.
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From the first time you spot the spectacular Guna Yala archipelago you’ll want to free up more space on your itinerary. The setting of hundreds of tiny coral-ringed islands floating in the most brilliant blue seas makes it unmissable, but throw in indigenous culture that clings proudly to ancestral traditions and you have a truly remarkable destination that will headline your travel stories for years to come.
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Alex Egerton

@alexetravel

Alex is a journalist based in the mountains of central Colombia writing about travel, culture and history.
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It always feels like there’s magic in the air when you visit Portobelo, where parades, dancing and drumming happen when you least expect it. The distinct Congo culture here is so rich and alive with traditions – many of which are seen nowhere else in Panama. Meanwhile Congo art from local painters and wood-carvers blankets the walls of most hotels and restaurants, making it such a singular destination.
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Mark Johanson

@MarkOnTheMap; www.markjohanson.com

Mark is a journalist covering travel, food, adventure and sustainability in Latin America and beyond.





[image: Country Map]





BEACH BONANZA

It’s no secret that Panama is home to some of the finest beaches in the world. As an isthmus it separates two bodies of water, the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea, and thus has miles of dazzling coastline and hundreds of offshore islands to enjoy. The Pacific side has strong currents, excellent for those looking to surf or kiteboard, while the Caribbean Guna Yala region is marvelous for snorkeling, diving, fishing and general beachgoing.
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Guna Yala | Andrea Comi/Getty Images ©

Fisher’s Paradise

Fishing is the major trade on many of the smaller Panamanian islands. If you love to go fishing, you’ve found the right place.
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Ricardo Canino/Shutterstock ©

Whale of a Tale

The Pacific Ocean surrounding the Pearl Islands is excellent for spotting marine life. See beautiful humpback whales, dolphins and sea turtles in their natural habitat.
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Craig Lambert Photography/Shutterstock ©

Crystal Clear Snorkeling

The coasts and offshore islands on the Caribbean Sea have extremely clear, turquoise waters during the dry season from December to April. It’s a snorkeler’s dream.


Best Beachgoing experiences

[image: jpg]

Executive Beach 1, located on Contadora Island in the Pearl Islands chain, is arguably one of the prettiest beaches on the island.

Saboga Island’s 2 White Beach (Playa Blanca) lives up to its name with stunning white sand and gentle waters.

The beaches of Santa Catalina 3 are perfect for exciting surf experiences. The town itself is idyllic and low-key, but the waves are epic.

The beaches of Guna Yala 4 are perfect if you’re looking for a solo beach experience. On some islands, early in the dry season, you just might have the entire beach to yourself.

Punta Chame 5 is only about a 2½-hour drive from Panama City and has rustic, untouched beaches that are ideal for nature lovers.








CUISINE DREAMS

Panamanian cuisine is a melting pot just like its population. Spanish, African, indigenous and many more influences all come together to comprise the unique flavors of each dish. Depending on where you are visiting you will encounter different flavors, spices and cooking styles. However, there are some ‘signature’ dishes on Panama’s menu that are must-trys.

[image: jpg]

Traditional food, El Trapiche

PANAMACASCOVIEJO.COM/TRAPICHE VIA ARGENTINA ©

Sumptuous Sanchocho

Sanchocho is the queen of traditional dishes, requiring the meat of a hen for broth, a root vegetable and heavy doses of cilantro – delicious.

The Versatile Hojaldra

Hojaldra is a versatile, tasty fried bread popular in Panamanian cuisine. It can be served up plain, with savory spices, or sweet with cinnamon sugar.


Best Food experiences

[image: jpg]

El Trapiche 1 serves up traditional Panamanian favorites family-style. The sanchocho is perfection.

For a taste of local coffee, Finca Lerida 2 is a lovely coffee farm with a sophisticated cafe on the premises.

Chano’s Place 3 has wonderful proximity to the ocean and serves freshly caught seafood.

Ngädri Gastronomía Panameña 4 specializes in Panamanian cuisines offered with its own unique twist.

You can’t leave this ocean-swaddled nation without trying its ceviche. La Pulpería 5 is a local winner.








SPIRITED CITIES

Panama’s major cities all have their own special flavor and flair to offer. Whether you are enjoying its cosmopolitan, internationally renowned capital, Panama City, the bustling hub and Caribbean seaside city of Colón, or David, the second-largest city and capital of Chiriquí province, each city is full of life and activity.

Panama City

Most visitors fly into Panama City to start their adventure. Its vibrant museums, nightlife, waterfront and delicious cuisine make it well worth it.

[image: jpg]

LUKAS BISCHOFF PHOTOGRAPH/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Colón

Colón is home to the northern entrance of the Panama Canal and is a great central location from which to explore the country’s Caribbean coast.

[image: jpg]

EWY MEDIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

David

David, a lush and leafy city located on the David River, is surrounded by fruit groves and home to greenery, parks and beautiful colonial architecture.


Best City experiences

[image: jpg]

Iglesia de la Sagrada Familia 1 in David is a beautiful 19th-century Catholic church with a sprinkling of exquisite chandeliers lighting its interior.

Gatún Locks 2 is a fabulous excursion from Colón on any exploration of the Panama Canal.

Panama City’s Biomuseo 3 is the first building designed by famed architect Frank Gehry in Latin America. It focuses on Panama’s distinctive natural history.

La Cinta Costera 4 is a beltway that runs through multiple Panama City neighborhoods along the water. The parks and views along the way are gorgeous.

David’s Parque Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra 5 is devoted to famous author of the legendary novel Don Quixote.








HIKING GALORE

Panama is full of exciting activities for hikers, whether you are a beginner, intermediate or experienced. National parks provide beautiful trails through rainforests, across rivers and behind waterfalls. In addition, Panama’s only volcano, Volcán Barú, soars to almost 3475m and is quite hikeable. Some paths were colonial trade routes that were used to transport valuables. Occasionally you can even find the original cobblestones in the forest where the old ‘street’ used to be.

[image: jpg]

Metropolitan National Park | MIMHER/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Beach Trekking

An under-sung hiking style that Panama is great for is the exploration of its more rustic and wild beach regions like Punta Chame.

[image: jpg]
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Pleasant Picnics

Some hikes may not have a restaurant nearby, but picnic bench areas and open fields for spreading a blanket are frequent on many trails.

[image: jpg]
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Camping

Camping is a great option if you are an outdoor-lover and enjoy sleeping underneath the stars. Panama has many delightful campgrounds to offer.


Best Hiking experiences

[image: jpg]

Volcanic landscapes never fail to be stunning and satisfying. Hiking the Sendero Los Quetzales 1 in Parque Nacional Volcán Barú is no exception.

Pipeline Road trail 2 in Soberanía National Park is a wildlife wonder and offers a real ‘up close and personal’ rainforest experience.

Camino Real 3 is a treat if you’re looking for a walk with a historical tale behind it. It starts in the easily accessible Casco Viejo area of Panama City.

La India Dormida 4 in the Valle de Antón is a steep incline, great for adventurous hikers. It’s just 2½ hours from Panama City.

Metropolitan National Park 5 in Panama City is a great urban hike with peaceful trails and wildlife-watching opportunities.








SURF’S UP

Surfers and water-sports enthusiasts travel across the globe to ride Panama’s tides. Both the Pacific side of the country and the Caribbean side have plenty of offerings. The waves are consistent and the water is warm all year round, so any time is a great time to get sporty in Panama’s waters. However, the wet season from April to December sees increased rainfall and thus a swell in the water level and wave quality.

[image: jpg]

Surfing, Isla Colón. | JOHN SEATON CALLAHAN/GETTY IMAGES ©

Need Lessons?

For beginners, or any surfer who wants to brush up their skills, most surf shops on the coast offer lessons to suit your level.

[image: jpg]

CHRISPICTURES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Waterproof Everything

Most surfers carry waterproof bags or backpacks to protect any important gear from the sea – or the rains, if visiting during the wet season.

[image: jpg]

SERGUA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Epic Pacific Sunsets

The sunsets on the Pacific Coast and offshore islands can be absolutely incredible. Indulge in a sunset paddle if you get the chance.


[image: jpg]

Best Surfing experiences

Santa Catalina 1 is a top surf destination for all of Central America and a hub of fun and surf activity. There are shops to rent gear as well.

Playa El Estero 2 is just a short jaunt away from Santa Catalina and has pleasing, low-key waves. Great for beginners and body boarders.

Punta Brava 3 can be found to the west of Playa El Estero and has powerful waves for more experienced surfers.

Punta Chame 4 is a favorite for kitesurfers as it is nice and windy and has local shops that cater specifically to this unique sport.

Playa Venao 5 is a quintessential Panamanian surf town located on the Azuero Peninsula. Great water and consistent waves for all.








WILDLIFE WONDERS

If you’re a fan of nature, forest bathing, exotic wildlife and adorable animals, Panama is certainly for you. Perhaps the best part is you never have to go far to get your wildlife fix. This country is almost 64% covered in rainforest, the highest level of forest cover in all of Central America. Whether you’re on the lookout for spectacularly colorful birds, monkeys swinging above or a breaching humpback whale, Panama has what you seek.

[image: jpg]

Whale shark, Parque Nacional Coiba | LARS LEEMANN/GETTY IMAGES ©

Bountiful Birdwatching

Birdwatchers are in luck as Panama teems with exotic birdlife. Soberanía National Park near Panama City and Parque Nacional Volcán Barú in Darién are excellent.
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Home to the Slow Sloth

The beautiful rainforests that cover Panama are also where the adorable sloth species finds its home. They particularly love to relax in the high canopy.
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HIP ON TRIP/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Monkey Spotting

Take the Monkey Island Tour from Panama City and see if you can spot howler monkeys, white-faced monkeys and Geoffroy’s tamarin monkeys.


Best Wildlife experiences

[image: jpg]

A tour or guide is required for Parque Nacional Darién 1 as it is almost complete wilderness. Exotic spottings like giant anteaters and jaguars are your reward.

Between July and October during the wet season, migrating humpback whales meet in the Pacific Ocean off the coast of Panama City 2.

Parque Nacional Coiba 3 is a top scuba diving and snorkeling locale, often compared to the Galápagos Islands and the Great Barrier Reef.

In the Boquete Cloud Forests 4 you might spot the stunning quetzal, a bird so beautiful it’s at the top of birdwatching lists globally.

Metropolitan National Park 5 is lively and located in Panama City. It is known to provide charming encounters with sloths, monkeys and birds galore.










REGIONS & CITIES

Find the places that tick all your boxes.
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ITINERARIES

City & Country

[image: jpg]

Allow: 8 days Distance: 74 km


This itinerary is perfect for travelers who want to capture the essence of Panama’s bustling cosmopolitanism, while still getting in a few days enjoying nature. Enjoy a swanky city adventure followed by a few soothing nature walks or hikes along the Canal Zone.


[image: jpg]
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La Cinta Costera, Panama City | Gualberto Becerra/Shutterstock ©

1 Panama City [image: ] 2 DAYS

Begin your exploration of this vibrant, cosmopolitan city with a stroll through the beautiful Unesco heritage–designated Casco Viejo to admire its charming old-world architecture. Meander down Amador Causeway to learn Panama’s natural history at Biomuseo. Then, bike the new Cinta Costera beltway to catch a colorful sunset.

[image: jpg]

HANOHIKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Miraflores Locks [image: ] 1 DAY

A visit to Panama simply wouldn’t be complete without a thorough exploration of the Canal Zone, starting with Miraflores Locks. The Miraflores Visitor Center offers a great survey of canal history as well as a dining area, a coffee cafe and an exciting IMAX presentation. The heaviest boat traffic is in the morning, from 9am to 11am, so be sure to stop by then.

[image: jpg]

SOLARISYS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Soberania National Park [image: ] 1 DAY

Soberania National Park is a very exciting stop on the journey from Panama City to the Caribbean coast because it has an adventurous activity for everyone. If you’re a wildlife lover or birdwatcher, spot monkeys and sloths overhead and hundreds of exotic bird species. Guided hikes, adventure sport, and ziplining are also on the menu.

[image: jpg]

YINGNA CAI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Agua Clara Locks [image: ] 1 DAY

The Agua Clara Locks is a must-visit on your journey through the Canal Zone. They were just finished in 2016 as part of a $5 billion canal expansion and are quite impressive. The views from its visitor center are epic as you can watch the ships pass through at eye level! There’s also a theater with an introductory video and a charming on-site gift shop.

[image: jpg]

MARIO ROBERTO DURÁN ORTIZ, CC BY-SA 4.0 VIA WIKIMEDIA COMMONS ©

5 Lago Gatún [image: ] 1 DAY

The massive created lake, Lago Gatún, is a key part of the complex Panama Canal ‘locks system’. The lake is a specially designated reservoir that pushes thousands of gallons of water through the canal to allow the ships to pass. The abandoned US military base of Fort Sherman, the marina at Shelter Bay and the Spanish colonial Fort San Lorenzo are also nearby must-see destinations.

[image: jpg]

EWY MEDIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 Portobelo [image: ] 2 DAYS

This bustling Caribbean port city is a shining gem of the Colón province. Spend two full days exploring both the city center and beautiful islands like Isla Mamey and Isla Grande that float offshore in the crystal-clear, turquoise and always-warm Caribbean Sea. A leisurely snorkel at Playa Huerta and a history lesson at Casa Congo and Fuerte San Jerónimo should also be on your agenda.
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ITINERARIES

Perfect Surfing Trip

[image: jpg]

Allow: 9 days Distance: 465km


Panama is known worldwide for its excellent surfing conditions year-round. Start off with a few nights in Panama City then head south to the Pacific Ocean. Try these spots along the coastline, perfect for traditional surfing as well as bodyboarding and kitesurfing.


[image: jpg]
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Playa Venao | MarcPo/Getty Images ©

1 Panama City [image: ] 2 DAYS

Take your time enjoying the glittering high rises of Paitilla, chic cocktail bars and museums of Casco Viejo, and people-watching of Amador. A city-slicker start will be the perfect complement to your upcoming surf and board adventures. Soak up the cosmopolitanism of this dynamic city, enjoy the nightlife, do a complete cultural immersion and, of course, prep your ceviche palate for the coast!

[image: jpg]

DAMSEA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 La Chorrera [image: ] 1 DAY

Driving south on the Pan-American Hwy, you will pass through La Chorrera – an unsung gem of the area. Not many tourists stop though, so it’s a great way to immerse yourself in real day-to-day Panamanian life. Special mention goes to a pleasant local church with a beautiful indoor display called Our Lady of Guadalupe, La Chorerra. Catch its lively Sunday service.

[image: jpg]

DRONES Y EVENTOS 507/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

3 Punta Chame [image: ] 1 DAY

If kitesurfing or bodyboarding are on your agenda, Punta Chame will be an exciting stop. There are kitesurfing shops on the point as well as lessons and guidance for newcomers. Punta Chame is also excellent for nature lovers as it has one of the most rugged and untouched beaches in Panama. Gorgeous grassy dunes and wicked waves are the name of the game!

[image: jpg]

VIGRAPHY/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

4 Playa Venao [image: ] 2 DAYS

Playa Venao is one of those rare surfing destinations that is truly idyllic. It’s remote, unspoiled and secluded, stretching for 2.5 miles along the Península de Azuero. The waves are perfect year-round, including both lefts and rights that break on a soft sandy bottom. This makes it perfect for beginners as well as advanced surfers looking to practice their hardest moves on a pillow-soft landing.

[image: jpg]

FLYSTOCK/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

5 Cambutal [image: ] 1 DAY

With its laid-back atmosphere, beautiful black-sand beaches and many surf breaks ranging from absolute beginner to very advanced, Cambutal is top-tier. The locals say that the drier season, January through April, is best for wave shape because the winds blow offshore. Then, rainy season from August to October is best for wave size since the tide swells from the heavy rainfall.

[image: jpg]

RAMON MARTINEZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

6 Santa Catalina [image: ] 2 DAYS

This final stop saves the best for last. Santa Catalina is not only stunning, but the water is warm all year. The waves display powerful hollows that break both right and left. The bottom is made of volcanic rock on most beaches, which can be tough, so some experience is recommended. Try Playa El Estero, which has a sandy bottom, if you’re a beginner.
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ITINERARIES

Beach-lover’s Dream

[image: jpg]

Allow: 9 days Distance: 104 km


For those looking for a really beautiful beach experience, this journey will give you a taste of some of Panama’s best and most stunning coastal areas. Panama’s Caribbean and Pacific coasts and offshore islands truly have a dreamy beach for everyone.
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Guna Yala | Maximilian Stimmel/Shutterstock ©

1 Golfo de Chiriquí [image: ] 1 DAY

The Golfo de Chiriquí is home to the gorgeous Parque Nacional Marino Golfo de Chiriquí, which comes with sweeping sea views, white-sand beaches, swaying palm trees and ocean sunsets galore. It has clear water for snorkeling and its Playa Las Lajas is a staggering 12km long with gorgeous water, palms, and a stunning white-sand view that seems to stretch on for days.
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ASTRONAUTAS TROPICALES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

2 Pearl Islands [image: ] 2 DAYS

In addition to hosting an entire season of hit show Survivor: Pearl Islands, this stunning offshore island region is home to some of the finest beaches in Panama. Though Taboga Island is the easiest to access and is usually the first stop from Panama City, Contadora Island’s slow pace and stunning beaches like Executive Beach and Long Beach are hard to beat!
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3 Bocas del Toro [image: ] 3 DAYS

Bocas del Toro, or simply Bocas, is a beach-lover’s dream with a fun activity for every type of traveler. Whether your goal is to surf, sunbathe, snorkel, enjoy some bungalow-style nightlife or just make new friends, Bocas doesn’t disappoint. Delightfully fun boats called lanchas are used to shuttle visitors around the nine gorgeous islands of this peaceful archipelago.
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4 Portobelo [image: ] 1 DAY

The Caribbean coastal islands of Colón are favorited by locals so it feels like an authentic, low-key Panamanian beach experience. From Portobelo, boats take travelers to smaller islands like Playa Blanca, Isla Grande and Isla Mamey. Though not as glamorous, Palenque is a small village with a rather secluded beach – if privacy is what you seek, Palenque might be right up your alley!
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5 Guna Yala [image: ] 2 DAYS

If you were to only choose one set of beaches to go to in all of Panama, this would be it! Guna Yala is an autonomous indigenous province containing hundreds of tiny rustic Caribbean islands. You may not find a full resort here, but camping under the stars at, arguably, the most beautiful beaches in the world will be an experience that remains with you for a lifetime.
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WHEN TO GO

Panama is a year-round destination. Whether you’re visiting to surf, sunbathe or culture-dive should determine your exact timing.


Panama is delightful all year round, so what activities and festivals you are interested in is the best way to determine when to visit. December to April is dry season but the wetter season from April to December certainly has its own unique misty charms. For example, if you are hankering for a wild surf session it might be better to arrive in June when the sea swells. But if you are looking for a classic white sand beach experience with sunny weather, January is prime time. September, the peak of rainy season, offers the perfect conditions for some whale watching, while Panama City comes alive with many local festivals to celebrate its founding in August 1519.


Surf season 101

Panama is a uniquely special surf locale due to great infrastructure, dual coastlines and friendly locals. It’s known throughout Central America as a top destination for all experience levels. Playa Venao on the Pacific coast has consistent waves year-round, ranging in strength. Bocas del Toro is a hot spot, making it busy during the high season, with party scenes open until 4 am or 5am. Santa Catalina is best for a laid-back atmosphere at any time of year, with gorgeous wave breaks fit for all ages and skill levels.



On a Budget?


If you’re on a budget, the best time to visit is mid- to late April, or just after the heavy Easter crowds start to dwindle. September and October are also the peak of rainy season so hotel rates plummet to reasonable prices.
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RAINY ROMANCE

An insider tip is to visit Panama during the low season between April and December. Although a bit rainier, there is a romance to Panama at this time of year that can go unnoticed during the high season. Wake up to misty mornings, dodge the crowds and catch budget-friendly deals.



TWO COASTS, TWO CLIMATES

It’s locally known that this nation has different coastal climates. The Pacific coast has sunny, beach-perfect weather during the December–April dry season, while the Caribbean coast has more a more humid atmosphere all year-round: rainy mornings often give way to a peek of sun, followed by an afternoon shower.

Major National Festivals


Carnaval occurs during the four days before Ash Wednesday on the Roman Catholic calendar. The biggest parades happen in Panama City and the Península de Azuero. Watch out for trucks called mojaderos spraying partygoers with water along with plenty of music and dancing. [image: ] March or April

Semana Santa takes place the week before Easter starting with Palm Sunday and ending Easter Sunday. The largest four days are Holy Thursday – celebrating the Last Supper; Good Friday – observing Christ’s crucifixion; Holy Saturday – a day of mourning; and finally the resurrection on Easter Sunday. [image: ] March or April

November 3 and 4 celebrate Independence Day and Flag Day, respectively, and are large national celebrations. November 10 celebrates Panama’s first call for independence from Spain. Finally, November 28th is celebrated as a day to honor final independence from Spain. [image: ] November


RAINY SEASON CELEBRATIONS

Two of the many secret benefits of visiting Panama during the less-popular wet season are both the low prices and the best of the nation’s local festivals. July 16 brings the stunning floral festival and street procession of Our Lady of Mount Carmel to Isla Taboga then October 21 brings 60,000 pilgrims to the town of Portobelo in Colón Province to celebrate the famously exciting, joyful and holy Festival del Cristo Negro.
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Independence Day | GUALBERTO BECERRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Regional Festival Delights


Corpus Christi, a religious festival celebrating the body and blood of Jesus Christ, is so unique and colorful that it was inscribed on the Unesco Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity in 2021. It is an absolute must-see. [image: ] June

Chiriquí Highlands Flower and Coffee Festival in Boquete celebrates the rich volcanic soil of the region – perfect for growing two of nature’s most celebrated natural treats, flowers and coffee. There are 35,000+ flowers on display for lucky festivalgoers. [image: ] January

Festival of the Black Christ is a regionally celebrated event held in honor of a dark-skinned statue of Jesus symbolizing the importance of maintaining strong faith during the time of Spanish colonization. An annual pilgrimage of over 60,000 starts in Panama City and ends in Portobelo. [image: ] October

WHALE SPOTTING

September is the prime month to visit for sealife-watching. In addition to the classic humpback sightings, minke whales, sperm whales, orcas and blue whales can be spotted. Whale sharks, among other shark species, may also be on display.

Weather Through the Year (Panama City)
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JANUARY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 1.7

[image: jpg]

FEBRUARY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 0.9

[image: jpg]

MARCH

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 1.5
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APRIL

Avg daytime max: 28°C
Days of rainfall: 5.4
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MAY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 11.1

[image: jpg]

JUNE

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 11.3

[image: jpg]

JULY

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 11.5

[image: jpg]

AUGUST

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 11.6

[image: jpg]

SEPTEMBER

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 12.5

[image: jpg]

OCTOBER

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 13.3
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NOVEMBER

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 12.8
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DECEMBER

Avg daytime max: 27°C
Days of rainfall: 6.5





GET PREPARED
FOR PANAMA

Useful things to load in your bag, your ears and your brain
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Clothes

Tropical wear Panama is located deep in the tropics so it is relatively warm all year. The temperature hovers at about 27°C; humidity levels depend on whether you are visiting during the wet or dry season. Pack light T-shirts of thinner fabric, shorts or breezy pants, sandals and a swimsuit.

Outer layers If you are visiting during the wet season, a lightweight waterproof jacket with a hood or a waterproof poncho is a good bet.

Boots If you plan on doing more strenuous hikes, pack a pair of sturdy hiking boots.

Hats A brimmed hat is a must during the sunny dry season and is great for staying dry during rainy season as well.

Dressing up For nights out or fine dining in Panama City bring along slacks or a dress for the occasion.


Manners

Greetings and goodbyes Women give brief hugs and kisses on the cheek. Men shake hands, but may add a short hug for close friends and family.

Etiquette Tipping isn’t mandatory in Panama but should be added on for especially good service.

Taboos Pointing is considered rude, so gesturing with the whole hand is best. Avoiding polarizing topics such as politics and religion is best.




READ
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The Path between the Seas: The Creation of the Panama Canal, 1870–1914 (David McCollough; 1977) A riveting history.
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Novels and Stories (Ricardo Miró; 1983) This excellent collection comes from, arguably, the most acclaimed poet and novelist in Panama.
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Love in the Time of Cholera (Gabriel Garcia Marquez; 1985) This classic takes place on the Caribbean coast of Colombia, near Panama.
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Mama’s Girl (Veronica Chambers; 1977) This stunning memoir by Afro-Panamanian author Chambers is one you can’t put down.




Words

Hola (OH-la) This greeting meaning ‘hi’ is used casually among friends and family.

Buenos dias (boo-EHN-ohs DEE-ahs) This phrase translates to ‘good morning’ and is a great formal greeting for general and professional use.

Buenas tardes (boo-EHN-ahs TAR-dess) This phrase translates to ‘good afternoon’ and is an appropriate formal greeting for general and professional use.

Buenas noches (boo-EHN-ahs NOH-chays) This phrase translates to ‘good evening’ and when stated before bedtime can also mean ‘good night’. It functions in casual and formal settings.

Mucho gusto (MOO-cho GOO-stow) This term translates to ‘nice to meet you.’ It is perfect for a first introduction in either a formal or informal setting.

Perdon (Pehr-DON) This is a polite word to say ‘excuse me’ before asking for something.

Donde esta _? (DOHN-deh ess-TAHS) This phrase translates to ‘where is _?’ and is a great way to ask for directions to a destination or location.

Como estas? (KOH-moh ess-TAHS) This is a more informal way to ask ‘how are you?’ It is commonly used between friends and family one already knows.

Como esta usted? (KOH-moh ess-TAH oo-STED) This is a formal way to ask ‘how are you?’ It is great when speaking with an older person, or for use in professional settings.

El baño (el BAN-yoh) This translates to ‘the bathroom’ in English, useful if you find yourself looking for a restroom nearby.
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WATCH

The Tailor of Panama (John Boorman; 2001; pictured) This star-studded story is set in Panama during the post-Noriega years.

Beyond Brotherhood (Arianne Benedetti; 2017) This moving story follows the lives of two brothers who lose their parents.

Panama Canal (Steven Ives; 2011) This documentary tells the long history of the canal.

Sister & Sister (Kattia G Zúñiga; 2023) This heartfelt film is about sisterhood, coming of age and Panamanian life.

Ruben Blades Is Not My Name (Abner Benaim; 2018) This documentary follows the legendary musician Ruben Blades.




LISTEN

The Wanderings of The Avener (The Avener; 2015) This amazing album has a song titled ‘Panama’ that is perhaps one of the best house beats of all time.

Tangos (Ruben Blades; 2014) This Grammy-nominated album is chock-full of Panamanian superstar Ruben Blades’ unique sound and style.

Motherland (Danilo ‘Cholo’ Peréz; 2002) A special album from this renowned four-time Grammy nominee – and Panama’s most influential musician.

MCMLXXXIII (Señor Loop; 2008) This alternative rock album by a famed Panama City based band won 4 stars from Rolling Stone for its innovative tunes.






THE FOOD SCENE

Panama has one of the finest food scenes in the world, boasting a hearty combination of Afro-Caribbean, European, Latin and indigenous influences.
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Panama’s capital, Panama City, has held the title of Unesco Creative City in Gastronomy since 2017 – quite an accomplishment. Its Casco Viejo, a neighborhood packed with restaurants offering some of the best food on the planet and served by renowned international chefs, is a top attraction in the country.

Across Panama, the ceviche and seafood scene is excellent, with fishers on both coasts providing fresh catches daily. For coffee-lovers the farms of Boquete serve up fresh coffees daily, and other large cities like David have fine dining and local markets to enjoy tasty treats as well.

Perhaps the best part is that there are ingredients local to each region so the cuisine is quite variable. For example, there are root vegetables and tropical fruits unique to Chiriquí which add completely different flavors to their dishes in comparison to other regions.

From coast to coast and from mountain to sea, Panama’s food scene certainly does not disappoint.

Surrounded by Seafood

Panama is blessed to be flanked by two large bodies of saltwater, the Caribbean Sea and the Pacific Ocean. If seafood is on your agenda, you have certainly come to the right nation. In addition to Panama City’s thriving fresh markets, delicious local seafood and ceviche shacks can be found on the northern offshore Islands like the Bocas del Toro region and on the southern offshore islands, including the 200+ Pearl Islands of Panama’s Pacific coast. If you are adventurous and want to source your own catch, fishing is the main income and livelihood of many of Panama’s smaller islands – ask a local fisher for a top fishing spot.

Regional Root Vegetables

Panama’s soil is very different depending on which region you’re visiting. Root vegetables are a staple in many dishes both traditional and nontraditional and are a hearty source of nutrition. The Panamanian soup sanchocho has a root vegetable as a main ingredient. This vegetable often varies depending on where the soup is being served. Some popular options are the well-known yuca; ñamé, a long sweet-potato-shaped vegetable; and otoe (also called malanga), which has a lilac-colored interior and earthy flavor. The volcanic soil surrounding Volcán Barú also provides lots of tasty vegetables to add to various dishes.

Coffee-Lover’s Delight

The rich soil and tropical climate found in Panama is very conducive to growing coffee. The coffee farms and bean varieties are quite impressive. Coffee-farm tours are a delightful activity, particularly in Chiriquí where there is rich volcanic soil. In Boquete a bean called the ‘geisha’ bean became a coveted specialty and can sell for US$70 a pound internationally. In Boquete you can buy it for under US$30 a pound because it grows so easily in Panama. The tasty bean builds a rich flavor with citrus and honey notes and a floral scent.

[image: jpg]

Coffee berries, Boquete | White Gold Photos/Shutterstock ©


FOOD & WINE FESTIVALS

Boquete Flower and Coffee Festival This 10-day festival in January celebrates the buzzing local coffee culture and gorgeous flowers of this beautiful Chiriquí town.

Carnival in Penonomé This lively Coclé Province celebration is full of religious observances, food eating, lively drinking parties and an aquatic parade.

Micro Brew Fest Panama City’s Micro Brew Fest lets attendees sample wonderful craft beers in the Ciudad del Saber neighborhood among fellow visitors and beer enthusiasts.

Bocas del Toro Sea Fair This four-day event on Istmito Beach celebrates the region’s fishing. Plenty of seafood, music, dancing and traditional handicrafts are on offer.

Independence Day November brings a country-wide celebration of Panama’s independence from Spain with lots of food, drink and partying.
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Best Panamanian dishes

Arroz con Camarones y Coco

Afro-Caribbean dish with coconut milk, rice, shrimp, spices and sometimes vinegar.

Chuletas en Salsa de PiÑa

A savory-sweet dish with pork chops and sweet pineapple sauce.

Sanchocho de Gallina

This traditional soup has chicken, broth, root vegetables and cilantro.

Ropa Vieja

This meat dish is made with vegetables and shredded beef.

Carne Entomatada

Ground meat stew with vegetables, Worcestershire sauce and spices.

Chicheme

Drink made from corn, cinnamon, sugar, vanilla and condensed milk.

Tamales PanameÑos

Boiled corn flour prepared with different varieties of meat inside.

Pernil de Puerco al Horno

Baked pork leg with orange juice, garlic, vinegar and herbs.



Local Specialties


Relish our selection of chic city flavors and countryside staples.

Savoury Snacks

Carimañolas de Carne Cassava flour pounded, stuffed with savory ground meat, then deep fried.

Almojábanos A crunchy dish from Chiriquí made from cheese called cujada and milled corn.

Yuca Frita A Panamanian take on french fries made from yuca instead of potato.

Patacones Sliced green plantains deep fried and sometimes lightly salted.

Dessert Delights

Ron Ponche A sweet rum drink made with evaporated milk, known as Panamanian egg nog.

Raspados Made from shaved ice, a flavored sweetener, condensed milk and milkshake powder.

Chicha de Saril A tropical holiday drink flavored with ginger, sugar and roselle flowers.

Ceviche in Style

Ceviche de Corvina Traditional Panamanian ceviche made with a hearty bass-like white fish.

Ceviche de Pulpo Tasty ceviche made with locally caught fresh octopus.

Ceviche de Camarones A ceviche made with whole or halved shrimp; prawns are also popular.

Ceviche de Langosta A luxurious ceviche made with the claw or tail meat of a lobster.
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For the Bold Palate

Pig’s Tail Guacho A countryside soup made with rice and a pig’s tail.

Bofe A dish made with cow lung cooked in a thick sauce.

Sow Boiled pig’s feet, most often served with a vinaigrette dressing.

Sopa de Pata A soup made with cow’s feet, often served as the perfect hangover food.


MEALS OF A LIFETIME

Fonda Lo Que Hay Headed by one of the finest chefs in Panama. The eclectic menu and superb food quality certainly reflects it.

El Trapiche Serves traditional Panamanian food in large portions, cooked to perfection.

Santa Rita An excellent, delicious menu, fantastic service, live music and great drinks. Enjoy!

Mercado de Mariscos Has straight-from-the-ocean ceviche on hand as it is the best local fish market in all of Panama City.

Nazca 21 Has a multitude of delicious Peruvian flavors on the menu. The sauces and meat dishes are to die for.




THE YEAR IN FOOD

SPRING

Spring is considered Panama’s dry season and its main offerings are oranges, pineapples, papayas, naranjillas, mandarins and granadillas. December to January is prime time for these fruits.
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SUMMER

The tail end of the dry season, late March and early April, is when the mango trees have their first green fruits, perfect for green mango salad.
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AUTUMN

Autumn is considered part of the wet season so this is the perfect time for ripe passion fruit, guanabanas and guayaba. These fruits are best from about April to July.
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WINTER

Winter is also considered wet season and yellow melons, coconuts, maraóns, avocados, and marnon are in season. These fruits are best at the tail end of the wet season, from July to December.
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THE OUTDOORS

Panama is a dream for outdoor-lovers. With its national parks, tropical rainforests, hiking trails and more it’s sure to bring nature enthusiasts constant entertainment.
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Panama is an isthmus, meaning it is a slim piece of land that connects two larger areas across an expanse of water by which, otherwise, they would be separated. This makes its ecosystem incredibly diverse with miles of coastline, islands, hills and mountains, a volcano, rivers, tropical rainforest, desert and so much more. The country’s natural beauty is also, thankfully, governmentally preserved in most areas so there are always safe places for adoring and exploring the outdoors wherever you go.

Walking & Hiking

Panama is a hiker’s wildest dream as the topography has many twists and turns and lots of excitement to offer. Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya on the tip of the Península de Azuero is an excellent place to put those boots to work. Hike to the top of one of this park’s viewpoints to catch the epic views and enjoy waterfalls, tide pools and cloud forests along the way. If desert landscapes are more your style, try the desert-like environment of Parque Nacional Sarigua, also known as ‘Panama’s Driest Corner’. If the rainforest is calling try the Protected Area of San Lorenzo and near Lago Gatún to enjoy hiking short and satisfying trails through the jungle. For city walking, try out Metropolitan Natural Park in Panama City, which comes equipped with lots of enjoyable walking trails through the rainforest.


FAMILY ADVENTURES

Enjoy kid-friendly guided hikes, horse-riding tours and steamy hot springs throughout the El Valle.

Take a walk down Amador Causeway, have a go-kart race at Panama Karting and ride a bike on the scenic Cinta Costera.

Grab tickets to the Canal Museum in Panama City and enjoy the fabulous IMAX movie presentation about the canal’s history.

Kids and adults will enjoy spotting exotic birds, sloths and iguanas in Soberanía National Park.

Take your older kids for a surf lesson, sun and sand on the beautiful beaches of Santa Catalina.

Have a family snorkeling adventure exploring the colorful marine life of Parque Nacional Coiba.



Water Sports & Activities

For surfing and water sports this country has many options for enthusiasts of all sorts. The surfing at Playa Venao is sublime, and for less-experienced surfers there are surf clinics and camps to explore as well. Santa Catalina is also a prime surf spot and comes with a charming and classic surf town with a laid-back maritime atmosphere. Punta Chame in the Pacific Ocean is good for windsurfing and kitesurfing. For scuba divers and snorkelers, head to ‘the Galápagos of Panama’, Parque Nacional Coiba, and explore its magical underwater kingdoms. For a pleasant and easily accessible water-sport activity, try stand-up paddleboarding off of the Amador Causeway in Panama City’s Panama Bay. The waves are low and the water is calm, perfect for a day of relaxing boarding.
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Cyclng

Cycling is a fun way to sightsee in Panama, particularly in the larger cities. The Cinta Costera beltway in Panama City allows exploration of the coastal areas of the capital. There is a designated bike path that starts in old-world Casco Viejo and ends in the high-rise landscape of Paitilla. Another great cycling tour option starts in Colón and takes you along the Panama Canal Locks, Lago Gatún and the 400-year old Spanish ruins of the San Lorenzo fort. Guided tours of this region are available and in the off-season your tour group may be smaller. For those attempting a solo cycling tour, the Pan-American Hwy is your best bet. Be aware though that some drivers veer onto the shoulder in heavy traffic. Also note that crossing the Panama Canal via the Bridge of the Americas can be treacherous as there is no shoulder at all for cyclists to take.


Adventure Sports & Wildlife

WINDSURFING

Contadora Island is the perfect place for beginners and Punta Chame is best for the advanced windsurfer.

ZIPLINING

Soberanía National Park is the perfect place to zipline through a beautiful rainforest canopy.

SPEARFISHING

Visit the gorgeous Gulf of Chiriquí to try spearfishing in its clear blue waters.

INDIGENOUS VILLAGE TOURS

Visit a forested Emberá Village on Playa Muerto or a Guna Village in Guna Yala.

MONKEY SPOTTING

The adorable monkeys on the Monkey Island Panama Boat Tour of Lago Gatún are a must-see.

BIRDWATCHING

Soberanía National Park has excellent birdwatching, with hundreds of bright and colorful species on display.

RAFTING

White-water rafting during the wet season on the Río Chiriquí Viejo is a must-do.




ACTION AREAS

Where to find Panama’s best outdoor activities

>
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THE GUIDE

PANAMA

Chapters in this section are organized by hubs and their surrounding areas. We see the hub as your base in the destination, where you’ll find unique experiences, local insights, insider tips and expert recommendations. It’s also your gateway to the surrounding area, where you’ll see what and how much you can do from there.
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“I rounded a bend on Boquete’s Lost Waterfalls Trail and burst out laughing. The waterfall was just that beautiful.”

– Ryan Ver Berkmoes





PANAMA CITY
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GATEWAY BETWEEN WORLDS AND HEMISPHERES

The official passageway between the eastern and western hemispheres, Panama City remains an eclectic, ever-changing metropolis with scores of sites and activities to enjoy.
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The country of Panama is known as the land and sea portal between the northern, southern, eastern and western hemispheres. Its cosmopolitan capital, Panama City, with it’s incredible canal and pleasant reputation, serves as the peaceful gatekeeper between worlds.

Though the largest city in the country and the most populous, on any given afternoon many areas of Panama City seems to maintain their leisurely, laidback pace and unique sense of calm and quietude. The city has undergone a massive overhaul since the early 2000s, resulting in stunning post-renovation walkways like the Amador Causeway and Cinta Costera, as well as a new, billion-dollar subway and bus system considered to be the most sophisticated in Central America.

The wet season’s tropical climate from April to December brings its steamy, muggy charm into the air from the Pacific Ocean, slowing the pace of the city down to a leisurely one. Then, with the December–April dry season, the sun brings both the city and its offshore islands back to their breezy, sunny, Caribbean roots – completing the annual cycle nature has performed in the country since the dawn of time.

Tropical charms aside, the historical relics of old Panama City are perhaps where the real magic lies. Whether standing inside the skeleton of a cast iron locomotive train that brought supplies to the canal that changed the world forever, or standing on the sacred grounds of Panama City’s ancient and storied indigenous past, there is a palpable sense of wonder at the sheer magnitude of what this small isthmus has done for the world – for all of us. Leaning on a Panama City balcony overlooking the canal, watching the ships creak through, you can’t help but feel humbled by the superhuman feats this capital city has undertaken – and the lives, communities, ecosystems, flora and fauna that were sacrificed. In the quietest of ways Panama City shines like a light set atop a hill that cannot be hidden – a subtle beacon, visible from every corner of a globe that it changed forever.
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THE MAIN AREAS

AMADOR

Family-friendly and packed with attractions.

CASCO VIEJO

The city’s historic and cultural center.

EL CANGREJO

Dynamic, full of bars and restaurants.



Find Your Way

Thanks to a metro system installed in 2014, Panama City is a dream to navigate. The center is a quick taxi or affordable metro ride from Tocumen Airport. From there, the subway, bus and good old-fashioned neighborhood strolling will have you navigating like a local in no time.
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Plan Your Days

Dive into your day with a strong Panamanian coffee and some local orejitas – crispy ear-shaped breakfast pastries – before hitting the town for an exciting day of cultural adventures and exploration.


[image: jpg]

Casco Viejo | Maciej Bogusz/Shutterstock ©


DAY 1

Morning

• Start your morning with a delicious coffee at a local El Cangrejo coffee shop followed by a leisurely stroll through Andres Bello Park. For families, there is a safe and enclosed playground on site.

Afternoon

• After lunch, peruse Panama Viejo, an archeological site maintaining the ruins of Panama City’s first Spanish settlement in 1519. The ruins cover 79 acres with well-curated scientific and historically informative signs.

Evening

• Enjoy a tasty family-style dinner at El Trapiche along Via Argentina followed by a relaxing cocktail or nightcap at Pedro Mandinga before heading back to your lodging.




DAY 2

Morning

• Kick off the day with coffee and breakfast at the Casa de Sucre in Casco Viejo, linger on its charming streets, take in the architecture, and maybe even buy a Panama hat for your day’s journey ahead.

Afternoon

• Take a stroll down Panama City’s main drag, the famous Amador Causeway, followed by a nature walk through the Biomuseo after lunch.

Evening

• If you’re looking for a fun night out after dinner, stop by the rooftop restaurant and bar on the roof of Selina hostel. It turns into quite the party scene after hours.




DAY 3

Morning

• After breakfast, head to the city’s main event, canal activities! Beat the crowds to the Canal Museum, which opens at 10am, followed by lunch at Santa Rita.

Afternoon

• Stop by the stunning Museo de Mola to take in the establishment’s display of the singular textile art of the indigenous Guna community of Panama.

Evening

• Grab a pre-dinner cappuccino at locally owned coffeehouse Mentiritas Blancas, which is distinctively homey and charming. If you’re feeling peckish before dinner, it also has a wonderful assortment of toasts and pastries.



You’ll Also Want To…

Skip the blockbuster tourist sites and spend a good chunk of time exploring neighborhoods on foot to get a real insider’s feel for the city.

TRADITIONAL DELIGHTS

Sanchocho is a Panamanian soup dish with root vegetables, chicken and lots of cilantro.
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SAY A PRAYER

Metropolitan Archcathedral Basilica of Santa María la Antigua and St Joseph’s Church are two stunning cathedrals.
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BIRDWATCHING

Metropolitan National Park is a delightful 573-acre park with remarkable biodiversity and bird diversity – a birdwatcher’s dream.
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GOURMET COFFEE BEANS

Geisha coffee beans are an exclusive bean that thrive here. Score a bag for US$35 at Mentiritas Blancas.
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CEVICHE YOUR HEART OUT

Enjoy ceviche galore at Mercado de Mariscos. Ceviche de Corvina, a Panamanian specialty, adds lemon and celery.
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STATUE OF BALBOA

Visit this bronze statue of conquistador Vasco Nunez de Balboa who discovered the Pacific Ocean by crossing the isthmus of Panama.
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PADDLE BOARD

Try your hand at stand-up paddleboarding in the beautiful Gulf of Panama. Rentals are available along the Amador Causeway.
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AMADOR


STUNNINGLY SCENIC, FUN AND EDUCATIONAL

Looking at the well-groomed walkways, world-class museums and epic water views of Panama City’s Amador neighborhood, it’s hard to believe that it was once part of an official military outpost called Fort Grant. The name was later changed to Fort Amador, from where the modern-day neighborhood obtained its name. For 60 years, from 1920 to 1980, it served as a protector of the southern entrance to the one and only Panama Canal. Fortifications were erected to ensure this entrance was well guarded. Now, it is home to Panama City’s most walkable and fun-filled boardwalk, complete with dining options for all budgets, blooming biodiversity, museums, shopping, hotels, exercise areas and running paths, plus family-friendly activities galore. It juts nearly 6km into the Pacific Ocean and the Amador Causeway connects three separate islands as it makes its way out into the ocean – Isla Flamenco, Isla Perico and Isla Naos.

[image: jpg]

Amador Causeway | AUTUMNSKYPHOTOGRAPHY/GETTY IMAGES ©

[image: jpg]


HIGHLIGHTS

1Amador Causeway

2Capitan Bahia

3Mi Ranchito Amador

4Panama Sign

5Sabroso Panamá

6Smithsonian Punta Calebra Nature Center

SIGHTS

7Cerro de la Cruz

8La Iglesia de San Pedro

9Playa Honda

10Playa Restinga

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

10Panama Karting

EATING

12Delicias del Negro

13La Eskinita

DRINKING & NIGHTLFE

14Plaza Cafe

ENTERTAINMENT

15Floor Fountain Park




TOP TIP

There is always a renewed sense of hope and beauty found in the daily rising and setting of the sun. Catch spectacular panoramic views of it rising over the eastern hemisphere and setting over the western hemisphere on the Amador Causeway – a spectacle unique to Panama City due to the narrow isthmus it lies on.




Captain Morgan’s Hideaway

Leader of a roving group of pirates, the infamous Captain Morgan of international rum fame used Isla Taboga as a stopover and resting place on his many pillages. In 1671 he sieged and won Panama City using Isla Taboga as one of his main strategic bases. Isla Taboga was also a convenient island for Morgan’s pirates to wait at quietly for ships to attempt to make it through the straight on their way to the city. He would see the treasure-laden ships from his lookouts on Isla Taboga and seize the boats and their treasure before they reached the city. Infamous indeed!



Amador Causeway

BIG, BUSTLING BOARDWALK

In addition to the many shops and activities you will find along Amador’s causeway, this man-made path into the ocean in itself is worthy of mention. Tourists, locals and everyone in between can be found enjoying the path. Speckled with palm trees, ledges, and benches for resting and people-watching, this gem maintains its leisurely atmosphere regardless of the time of day or pedestrian count. Try to catch a sunrise here as well.
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Mi Ranchito Amador

LOCALLY OWNED, DELICIOUS AMADOR FAVORITE

Mi Ranchito Amador is a favorite among locals and is great for solo travelers, couples and families alike. The restaurant is excellent at serving both traditional Panamanian and deliciously fresh seafood. The patio gets a nice breeze during the dry season and the view of the Pacific is one of the best on offer. On any given weekend evening, live music is available, and if the seafood specialty isn’t your favorite, burgers, pastas and a lively kids’ menu are also available. The traditional dishes serve a diverse mix of both Caribbean and Latin flavors, making it a favorite far and wide.
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The Biomuseo

ECLECTIC MUSEUM OF FLORA AND FAUNA

Panama is geologically classified as an isthmus. As a result, it has had a singular impact on the biodiversity of the entirety of planet Earth itself. The nation splits two massive oceans and its creation formed currents and climates that may remain for millennia. The Biomuseo in Amador, located on the Amador Causeway, is the finest way to dive into this fascinating geological history. The museum itself is a marvel in architectural design, imagined by world-renowned architect Frank Gehry – his very first project in Latin America. There are eight galleries in the interior, each with its own unique theme, then, the museum opens out into a brilliant outdoor greenspace experience called Biodiversity Park.
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The Panama Sign

A PERFECT POSEWORTHY MOMENT

A trip to Panama City wouldn’t be complete without a photo taken in front of the iconic ‘Panama’ sign, located in Amador at the very end of the causeway next to Flamenco Island. The sign, which is also a sculpture, is adorned with bright, fun colors and has the perfect city skyline and marine-scape in the background. There is also another Panama sign on the Cinta Costera beltway, but this particular sign has the perfect backdrop for a selfie or family photo to be remembered.
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Capitan Bahia

A TOP FRESH CEVICHE SPOT

A short distance from the Smithsonian Punta Calebra Nature Center on Amador’s Flamenco Island is one of the tastiest cevicherias the neighborhood has to offer. It’s the perfect stop for a summer snack on a warm or humid day trip down the causeway. A light white fish that tastes very similar to sea bass is a particularly delicious variety marinated in maracuja – also known as passion fruit – as opposed to lemon. This ceviche style is called ‘robalo’ and is absolutely delicious. The original Capitan Bahia location is in the nearby San Francisco neighborhood, and is another great stop.
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Sabroso Panama

A TRUE TASTE OF PANAMA

There is no restaurant quite like Sabroso Panama in Amador and, perhaps, in all of Panama. Its breezy, open-air, 1000-sq-meter layout maintains the perfect mixture of Caribbean and Latin American influences. Open areas, terraces and private lounges are available and, best of all, each restaurant section simulates the top destinations you will see around the nation. Province-themed areas like the ‘Darién Staircase’, ‘Bocas Del Toro Kitchen’, ‘Chiriqui Dining Room’ and ‘San Blas Terrace’ are each carefully and lovingly decorated to look like their respective Panamanian province. Traditional Panamanian cuisine is offered alongside live dance and music shows in traditional Panamanian dress for full cultural immersion.

Smithsonian Punta Calebra Nature Center

DYNAMIC TROPICAL RESEARCH CENTER

In 1910, the Smithsonian spearheaded one of planet Earth’s first environmental impact studies ever to be conducted. This study’s first efforts began during the initiation and creation of the Panama Canal due to the necessary logging of each and every animal, bird, plant and ecosystem that would be displaced by the creation of this man-made system. There were large swaths of tropical forest that would be flooded as a direct result of the canal’s creation so it was crucial that the full impact be researched and recorded. The Smithsonian Tropical Research Center in Panama City was first established then and has continued to thrive in its duties till today.

Although in contemporary times the center is a fun, entertaining and family-friendly stop on an adventure through Panama City, it is also known as the international blueprint and standard for innovation in tropical rainforest research worldwide. The center hosts over 1400 visiting scientific researchers each year and has a growing staff of 40 scientists employed onsite, continually researching and innovating within the field.
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Craning Into the Heights

Forest ecologists have been studying the wonders of Panama’s incredibly diverse rainforest canopy for decades. An interesting way scientists are able to make observations is via Panama’s famous Canopy Access Crane System, the very first of its kind. Using cranes that soar to heights of over 160ft, tropical rainforest specialists are able to view the canopy from the top down. There are cranes located in Panama City’s Natural Metropolitan Park, San Lorenzo National Park and one on either side of the Isthmus of Panama.



MORE IN AMADOR

Adventure to Taboga Island

THE ISLAND OF FLOWERS

This beautiful island is a quick 20km ferry ride from the Amador Causeway and is one of the city’s most fun getaways. It is situated in the Gulf of Panama in the Pacific Ocean and is very walkable. To start the adventure off right, enjoy a local coffee at Plaza Cafe, then take a healthy hike up to Cerro de la Cruz, one of the island’s highest lookout points. Have lunch at a local restaurant before perusing the island’s quaint colonial town full of shops, souvenirs, locally made trinkets,and clothing.

Because Isla Taboga is a tropical and volcanic island, the soil is extremely rich with plant- and flower-sustaining ingredients. Isla Taboga means ‘Island of Flowers’ for a reason, as the island regularly bursts into bloom with gorgeous flowers of all colors adorning the old-town streets, shops and beaches. The island is also known for its delicious tropical fruit assortment including the classic coconut, and mango. After taking in the beauty on the island’s hills and old village, dive into some aquatic activities at one of the islands beaches. Snorkeling, scuba diving or simply relaxing beachfront are great ways to spend your afternoon.

The two main beaches are located close to the ferry port. Playa Restinga to the right of the port has wonderful views of the Panama City skyline. Playa Honda has sand that is softer with less shells, and beachfront bars with cheerful, upbeat energy suitable for groups.

TOP CULTURAL EVENTS OF ISLA TABOGA

Festival de la Virgen de Carmen

The locals celebrate the spiritual patron saint of Isla Taboga every 16 July.

Dia de San Pedro

Isla Taboga comes alive every 29 June to celebrate the founding of the town of San Pedro in 1524.

Semana Santa

Isla Taboga celebrates Easter in style with Iglesia de San Pedro leading the annual Holy Week festivities.


BEST CASUAL DINING IN AMADOR

La Fabrica

This gem has tasty food, outdoor seating and a great music selection. $$

Cayucos Bar Restaurante

This upbeat restaurant and bar is located on the Flamenco Island section of Amador Causeway. $$

Fish Lovers Ceviche Y Bar

Ceviche lovers will enjoy this bustling restaurant with great cocktails. $$

La Playita Pool Bar

Contrary to its moniker, the pool isn’t used very much, but it’s a lovely backdrop to have a cocktail. $

Plaza Causeway

This conveniently located eatery is a great casual stop for families or groups. $$



Enjoy One of the World’s Oldest Churches

ARCHITECURAL ODE TO A FAMOUS SAINT

Take the ferry from Amador Causeway to Isla Taboga to visit La Iglesia de San Pedro – Saint Peter’s Church. This is known as the second oldest church in the entire western Hemisphere, dating back to the Spanish colonial era in the 16th century. It is well worth a long browse as the church, though humble in appearance, has an ornate history that is shared generously on its walls and plaques. Be sure to peruse the beautiful artworks including the likeness of St Peter himself with his signature keys in hand. These ‘keys to heaven’, in the Bible’s Gospel of Matthew, were given to Peter directly by Jesus saying, ‘I will give you the keys of the kingdom of heaven, and whatever you bind on Earth shall be bound in heaven, and whatever you loose on Earth shall be loosed in heaven.’ Be sure to catch the inscription written in Latin above St Peter’s front steps – ‘Salve Regina’ (Hail, Holy Queen), referring to the Virgin Mary. For the brave, there is a very slim spiral staircase leading up to a church bell tower. The two large bells fill almost all of the space at the top so there is just room enough for two people to squeeze up at a time. The bells usually only ring on Sundays when a priest comes to visit from the mainland, so it might be best to climb into the bell tower on a weekday or Saturday as it gets noisy in the chamber when the bells ring. Check out the Plaza Cafe across the street for a coffee or tasty snack after your visit!


MORE CHILD-FRIENDLY FUN

For more family-friendly activities, visit Smithsonian Punta Calebra Nature Center and Mi Ranchito Amador, both a short walk from Panama GoKarting. They’re perfect for very young children.



Go GoKarting at Panama Karting

FAMILY-FRIENDLY, AND FUN

For those looking for a great day activity and action-packed experience for the whole family, walk down the Amador Causeway to Panama Karting, located between Isla Naos and Isla Perico on the boardwalk. It has larger carts for teenagers and adults that go thrillingly fast when you press the gas. Children can use the classic ‘drifting carts’ that are slower, more easygoing and simpler to use and maneuver. There are even go-karting classes for those who might be nervous to jump onto the track. The races last about eight minutes, so you can spend as much time as you like racing and re-matching your family or friends.

Grabbing a bite to eat after at nearby seafood shack Delicias del Negro or the tasty La Eskinita on Isla Naos is a great way to top off the Panama Karting experience. Then, feel free to cool off your hands and feet at the Floor Fountain Park located just a few steps away. Floor Fountain Park is very neat and clean, has cooling water fountains coming from the ground, and is excellent for kids of all ages.

After your cool-off, take a leisurely stroll down the causeway back to the mainland or perhaps even grab a bike rental and bike your way to your next activity or location.


TOP AMADOR HOTELS & B&BS

The Beach House

At the center of all Amador Causeway action, this is the only hotel within the causeway itself and a quick walk to all top attractions. $$$

Taboga Palace Spa Hotel

Upscale beachfront locale with balconies and sea views. It also has scenic seascapes to enjoy from an infinity pool. $$$

Cerrito Tropical Eco Lodge

Delightful B&B with a cozy atmosphere. Be sure to take a dip in the plunge pool and taste the pizza. $$

Villa Caprichosa

This stunning villa is architecturally lovely, and has a very calming terrace and swimming pool. $$$



WHERE TO GET AN ICE CREAM ON AMADOR CAUSEWAY

Nikki Ice Roll

This ice cream comes in a fun ‘roll-up’ shape. The stand is centrally located and even has dog-friendly options. $

Todo Coco

This specialty ice-cream stand with a tropical twist has tasty coconut-infused ice creams, shakes and much more. $

Dolce Idea Gelateria

This Isla Flamenco favorite has a lovely outdoor seating area. The Dulce De Leche flavor is a real crowd-pleaser. $$




CASCO VIEJO


OLD-WORLD CHARM MADE NEW

Casco Viejo is a lively, beautiful, classic neighborhood teeming with life, fun activities and dynamism. Formed in 1673, it is considered the ‘historic district’ and maintains lovely brick-paved streets, bustling plazas and unique colonial architecture. It’s also considered a Unesco World Heritage site because the layout has been perfectly preserved in its original design and form, almost completely unchanged. Culture, nightlife, stunning churches and cathedrals, delicious dining – Casco Viejo really does have it all. Perhaps best of all is that the neighborhood is topped off by a particularly impeccable view of Panama City’s glittering skyline and peaceful bay.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Canal Museum

2Fonda Lo Que Hay

3Santa Rita Casco Viejo

4St Francis of Assisi Church

5St Joseph’s Church

SIGHTS

6La Cinta Costera

7Diablo Rosso

8Independence Plaza

9Metropolitan Archcathedral Basilica of Santa María la Antigua

10Municipal Palace

11Museo de Mola

see 10Museum of the History of Panama

EATING

12Central Hotel

13Nazca 21

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14Casa Casco

15Element

16La Mayda

17Lazotea

18Sama Sky Lounge

19Tantalo Roofbar

20Vista Corona

ENTERTAINMENT

21Danilo’s Jazz Bar

22Moloko Plus




TOP TIP

The beautiful Paseo Esteban Huertas is a promenade built on top of Casco Viejo’s outer wall. It provides the perfect sunset or sunrise view of ships waiting to pass through the canal, the Bay of Panama, Amador Causeway and Bridge of the Americas. Viewing the new skyline from the old city is a wonderful experience.




The Coastal Beltway (La Cinta Costera)

Panama City isn’t complete without a visit to its beautiful coastal beltway. The beltway is 7km long and runs all along the Bay of Panama, ending in Casco Viejo. It’s easily explored by bicycle or on foot and is packed with outdoor activities. Catch the spectacular view from Mirador del Pacifico at 2.6 km – the first section of the beltway features a relaxing Japanese garden where you can relax and stretch before or after your run, walk or bike ride.



Santa Rita Casco Viejo

BEAUTIFUL RESTAURANT, DELICIOUS FOOD

This restaurant is the perfect mix of old-world charm and contemporary Latin American cuisine. It is named after a beautiful flower called Las Veraneras, which blooms aplenty in Panama. In Argentina, this same flower is named Santa Rita after St Rita, an Italian Catholic nun born in 1381 who is the ‘Patron Saint of the Impossible’. Since the menu leans heavily on Argentine grill tradition, the name is a fitting merge of cultures. The restaurant is also full-service in that, in addition to top-notch meals, it also offers live music and valet service for those interested.
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The Canal Museum

LEARN ALL ABOUT THE PANAMA CANAL

This well-appointed museum gives visitors a deep dive into the history and creation of the city’s main attraction – the Panama Canal. Best of all, the museum takes visitors on a comprehensive historical journey, ranging from Panama’s ancient and pre-Columbian times up until the creation of the canal, followed by the aftermath of the canal’s creation and its 2007 widening, Panama’s fight for sovereignty from Spain, and much more. This museum is a true treasure not to be missed.
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St Francis of Assisi Church

RESILIENT RELIGIOUS OUTPOST

Tucked away in Casco Viejo’s Plaza Bolivar lies a small, seemingly simple church dedicated to St Francis of Assisi. Once inside, one will quickly realize that, in reality, the building has some of the most creative religious accents in Panama City. Almost all of the church’s stained glass has a blue tint which covers the interior in a gorgeous blue light. Since the 18th century, it has been burned by fires and rebuilt many times but, miraculously, the original foundation remains intact. The altars inside were designed by indigenous woodworkers in an intricate baroque style and instead of one altar, there are eight. Be sure to enjoy the beautiful main altar, made of 400 sections of hand-painted tropical cedar wood.
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Fonda Lo Que Hay

DELICIOUS DINING, LED BY A LOCAL

This special restaurant is headed by executive chef Jose Olmedo Carles. A seasoned veteran of the restaurant scene, he is of Panamanian and Italian descent and always offers an eclectic menu, from classics such as gaucho, a traditional Panamanian porridge, to trendy crudo appetizers like thinly sliced raw tuna, and savory dishes with steamed clams and other local fruits of the sea. A ‘fonda’ is a casual roadside restaurant, a term used often in Panamanian slang, which adds to the homey and sentimental feel of the restaurant and its unique menu. If an exciting gastronomical experience is on your Panama City to-do list, look no further. The cocktail list is also delicious and changes frequently with flavors and spirits added regularly.

La Mayda

CHIC COCKTAIL BAR

This cozy, welcoming cocktail bar has beautiful decor and a fine selection of old-school and of-the-moment cocktails. The menu leans French, but be sure to ask the bartender for a local liqueur or traditional favorite. La Mayda closes at a reasonable hour, 11pm, so it’s the perfect place for an after-dinner nightcap without a noisy nightlife crowd. There is a peaceful outdoor plaza overlooking the sea and, for those visiting earlier in the day, an afternoon tea is served with snackable treats.
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St Joseph’s Church

HOME OF THE GOLDEN ALTAR

This stunning church, centrally located in Casco Viejo, has a fascinating backstory to match its aesthetic beauty. It was established by the Order of St Augustine, an order of Catholic monks. In 1671 the Panama Viejo area, where the order operated, was destroyed by pirates led by Captain Henry Morgan. Following the sack, the monks moved the church and monastery to Casco Viejo in 1675. The Order of St Augustine is a mendicant order, meaning their monks live a lifestyle of piety, poverty, traveling and living in urban areas for the purposes of preaching. They avoid owning property to embrace their humble, traveling lifestyles so they easily relocated their community to Casco Viejo. Best of all, before Morgan had come to sack their church, they covered the most precious item, an altar covered in pure gold leaf, with black paint so Morgan would think it had no value. Their plan worked and Morgan left the altar behind. The monks then moved their altar to the newly built Casco Viejo church, which they dedicated to St Joseph, father of the Christchild, and restored it to its golden origins. The famous golden altar, renovated and refurbished in 1915, is one of Panama’s most precious artifacts and remains in the church today as a homage to St Joseph, and to the monks who bravely protected it so visitors can enjoy it today.
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Oro Moreno

BROWN GOLD

‘Oro Moreno’ means brown gold in English and this unique chocolate shop in the heart of Casco Viejo explains why. Not only a place to buy chocolates, Oro Moreno is a chocolate cafe with lush tropical themes and a cozy environment. The treats are made in Panama and mixed with tasty local ingredients like pineapple, passion fruit and coriander. A wonderful souvenir to bring home are the speciality chocolate boxes. The ‘Biodiversity’ and ‘Flora and Fauna’ boxes have Panamanian chocolates shaped like tropical frogs, butterflies and local tropical fruit. This is a charming stop for children and adults alike.

MORE IN CASCO VIEJO

Take an Art Adventure

GALLERIES, TEXTILES AND TAPESTRY

Kick off your art adventure with a strong Panamanian or geisha coffee and a pastry at Casa de Sucre. This charming coffee shop has a creative bent, with local art covering the walls, original stone archways, and even a piano for the musically inspired. Follow up your coffee buzz with a late-morning visit to the stunning Museo de Mola. Indigenous Guna women have been making traditional molas – stunning, vibrant textiles – for centuries and some 200 or more are displayed at this museum. Admission is free and patrons can visit in 45-minute intervals, so you may even want to book back-to-back sessions if you’re interested in a more in-depth look. The museum opened in 2019 and has a zesty, contemporary feel despite the storied, personal and ancient history of each individual mola. The museum also offers engaging, interactive exhibits including a mirror-like box room that visitors can stand inside while surrounded with beautiful molas projected on the walls. Visitors are also encouraged to participate in the tradition themselves by attempting their own mola designs – a beautiful way to honor the Guna and their heritage with your own personal homage.

After lunch, finish off your art adventure with a trip to stylish art gallery, DiabloRosso. This unique contemporary art gallery is also a think tank with a deep community that embraces both emerging art practices and local talent. It was founded in 2006 and is open for browsing Tuesdays to Saturdays. Enjoy the rest of your afternoon strolling the Casco Viejo streets and reflecting on your marathon day of art-browsing.
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The Making of the Mola

Molas are so bright, vibrant and intricately designed that the term originally meant ‘bird plumage’. Today, the term is only used for the indigenous Guna of Panama’s signature tapestries and double paneled blouses. The special system used to make a mola is the ‘reverse applique’. A Guna woman will layer several pieces of cloth, often recycled, and tack them together. She then cuts images into the top layers, leaving the bottom layer as the ‘background’ to her mola scene. The color of each layer reveals itself as she cuts out her design. The designer can cut any images that inspire her into the mola, from birds and other wildlife to complex geometric patterns or spiritual motifs. Fine embroidery is used to top off the look.



WHERE TO EAT CEVICHE IN CASCO VIEJO

Casablanca

This casual eatery has excellent ceviche and a relaxed environment, great for families and groups.

Lazotea Jorge Rausch

This cevicheria is also home to a beautiful rooftop area. The bojala ceviche is a special treat.

La Pulperia

This local favorite is great for lunch and centrally located – a great place for a quick bite between attractions.

Out on the Town

CASCO VIEJO MUSIC AND AMBIENCE

Live music and DJ fans alike will have a blast on an evening out in Casco Viejo. Start the evening off with dinner at the beautiful Santa Rita Casco Viejo, which stays open with live music until 11:30pm. This could be the perfect place to kick off the night, or even stay an entire evening. Next up, check out the lively cocktail bar Element with its talented mixologists, lively crowd and great music playlist. For live jazz lovers, a great way to continue the evening is to see the talented live performers at Danilo’s Jazz Bar. This Panama City classic is named after Panama’s greatest jazz celebrity, the Grammy-winning Danilo ‘Cholo’ Perez, and hosts an array of local, national and even international jazz acts. The club is on the smaller side, but this only adds to the cozy atmosphere and great acoustics. For those looking for a busy nightclub environment, check out Moloko Plus, which begins to buzz after midnight and maintains a fun, upbeat dance-club spirit all night long.
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BEST ROOFTOP BARS

Casa Casco

For partygoers, this locale has multiple floors of restaurants and bars to choose from in addition to the rooftop.

Tantalo Roofbar

This popular rooftop bar is open every night and located on top of the lovely Tantalo Boutique Hotel.

Sama Sky Lounge

This swanky sky bar hosts live performances, amazing sunset views, and pulsing electronic music.

Lazotea

This charming bar and restaurant is located atop Hotel Casa Panama and offers a fun, contemporary atmosphere.

Vista Corona

This rooftop has a slower pace and, while still being trendy and entertaining, is better for daytime.



Dive Into Independence Plaza

CASCO VIEJO’S MOST VIBRANT SQUARE

Casco Viejo’s Independence Plaza, also known as Cathedral Plaza, is so packed to the brim with entertaining activities that one can spend an entire day just exploring its corners and uncovering its secrets and history. Start off your morning with a visit to the Metropolitan Archcathedral Basilica of Santa María la Antigua, the Catholic basilica that serves as the aesthetic cornerstone of the plaza and its namesake. Access to the basilica is available to anyone and both the exterior and interior are magnificent. The central portion of the exterior is the original stone masonry, while two restored towers painted in brilliant white flank it to the left and right. The towers also feature surfaces made of mother of pearl, a respectful homage to Panama’s beautiful Pearl Islands. Be sure to check out the main altar of the basilica, which is built from one single block of pure Italian marble. Also take a closer look at the altarpiece behind it, which is crafted from different marble from countries all over the world. This was intended to symbolically represent Panama’s warm welcome of pilgrims and visitors to the city from all over the world.

The Canal Museum of world renown also overlooks the square and gives an excellent comprehensive overview of both the history and the building of the Panama Canal. The museum is open Tuesdays to Saturdays and admission is US$15 for adults, US$7.50 for students and US$5 for children. The Museum of the History of Panama is also just steps away from the plaza and shares the history of the country from the modern era all the way back to the Spanish colonial period. It is a great way to round out your Canal Museum experience. Another top attraction on the plaza is the sophisticated and historic Central Hotel, which is a great place to stop for lunch and a cold drink. The 4th-floor restaurant and bar has excellent food and cocktails. Cap off your Independence Plaza adventure with a tour through the stunning Municipal Palace, which also holds the Museum of the History of Panama. Enjoy dinner at nearby Nazca 21, a locally favorited Peruvian restaurant, to complement your busy day of Panamanian cultural immersion.


Basilica Vs Cathedral

The Metropolitan Archcathedral Basilica of Santa María la Antigua is particularly notable in comparison to other churches throughout the city, because it isn’t only a cathedral, it is a basilica. The term ‘basilica’ has special meaning within the Catholic church, which is the predominant religion in both the whole of Panama and Panama City. The country is almost 70% Catholic and these traditions dominate the cultural celebrations such as the Feast of the Body of Christ (Corpus Christi) and Semana Santa, the Holy Week before Easter. A ‘basilica’ means that this building has been specially named as highly important to the Pope and the Vatican based on its historical significance, art, beauty and significance in the liturgical life of the Catholic church as a whole.



WHERE TO STAY IN CASCO VIEJO

Central Hotel Panama Casco Viejo

This stunning and historic hotel is centrally located and has dining on site. $$$

Hotel Magnolia Inn

A darling hostel in the center of all the action, affordable and perfectly charming. $

La Concordia Boutique Hotel Casco Viejo

This boutique favorite has attentive staff and a simply gorgeous interior. $$$

Selina Casco Viejo Panama City & Cowork

A clean favorite for backpackers and digital nomads, with a fun and youthful rooftop bar. $$

Sofitel Legend Casco Viejo

If upscale, glamorous and five-star is what you seek, this hotel is the clear and perfect choice. $$$

American Trade Hotel & Hall

A lovely boutique hotel with great service and a small pool. The library is a hidden gem, be sure to explore it. $$$




EL CANGREJO


PICTURESQUE, MULTICULTURAL AND BOHEMIAN

El Cangrejo means ‘crab’ in Spanish and this special neighborhood is certainly true to its name. Its unique streets spread out from its center like the claws of a crab, making a web of interconnected sections, circles and squares. Best of all, El Cangrejo, though having more of a low-key profile than other more attraction-heavy neighborhoods, is perhaps the most walkable and pedestrian-friendly. Further adding to its accessibility, this neighborhood has two metro stops in disparate sections, making it a breeze to explore. For travelers who use El Cangrejo as a home base for their stay, almost any daily need is close by – coffee shops, markets, restaurants, wine bars, craft beer gardens and verdant parks will all be within a stone’s throw. It is also a hub for locals and visitors of all ages due to a variety of activities fit for singles, couples, friends and the whole family.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Albert Einstein Sculpture

2Church of Our Lady of Mt Carmen

3El Caribe

4El Trapiche

5National Shrine of the Heart of Mary Parish

SIGHTS

6Andres Bello Park

7Arteconsult

EATING

8Güt Via Argentina

9Lucca Trattoria

10Manolo’s

11Restaurante Angel

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

12El Pavo Real

13Istmo Brew Pub

14La Rana Dorada

15Mentiritas Blancas

16New York Bagel Cafe

17Pedro Mandinga

18Wine Bar

ENTERTAINMENT

19National Symphony Orchestra

20Taberna La Malagueña

SHOPPING

21Golden Frog Souvenirs




TOP TIP

For those who love to cook, or would simply like to save money by eating out a bit less during their stay, El Cangrejo has great supermarkets. El Rey on Via Espana has fresh produce and baked goods, Pricesmart is a big American-style supermarket and Casa de La Carne has wonderful gourmet and specialty goods.




La Rana Dorada

La Rana Dorada means ‘The Golden Frog’ and is a symbol travelers may see often during a trip to Panama City. This local microbrewery is unique to Panama and has a few locations sprinkled around town. However, the El Cangrejo bar is particularly great for happy hour with friends or for people-watching. On weekends the good times can linger into the evening, so if a fun night out on the town is what you’re after, this is a place to stop in for a visit. The brand itself, with its signature smiling frog logo, is a source of pride and serves as a community builder. The bars are often where locals gather to enjoy a true Panamanian craft beer of fine quality.



El Trapiche

TRADITIONAL DISHES SERVED IN STYLE

For Panama’s most beloved traditional dishes served in delicious heaping family-style portions, El Trapiche is just the place. Affordable, cozy and homegrown, this restaurant simply never disappoints. Try the bistec picado for a steak dish, the ceviche for a tart seafood treat, and the sancocho – Panamanian chicken soup with cilantro. You’ll find a fun mixture of locals, expats, tourists and Panamanians from other regions all enjoying themselves. 2023 marked the restaurant’s 40th anniversary and one can only hope it will continue to thrive and succeed.
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Church of Our Lady of Mt Carmen

BEAUTIFUL AND HISTORIC GOTHIC CHURCH

One of Central America’s finest examples of Gothic architecture is centrally located in El Cangrejo. Remarkably ornate, it has a clock built into its facade, two bell towers and a lovely statue of the Virgin Mary on top. The Carmelite Order, the Catholic founders, is one of the few monastic orders based on a prophet of the Old Testament – Elijah. It was created by Christian hermits living on Mt Carmel in Israel who passed down their traditions to monks and nuns throughout centuries. This interesting ancient history makes it even more fitting that this church is located in one of the very oldest sections of Panama City.
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Restaurante Angel

DINE LIKE AN ANGEL

Restaurante Angel is a perfect fine-dining experience, with tasteful white tablecloths alongside traditional adornments and excellent dishes. The staff are attentive and polite, and the portions are quite generous, prepared by Chef Angel who heads the kitchen and is the restaurant’s namesake. Try the roast suckling pig and, of course, this ocean city always has fresh seafood on the menu. Clams, cod and grouper are favorites, but Chef Angel always has a rotating surprise of items up his sleeve. This is a great place to take a date, friends, or simply to treat yourself to something special.
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Albert Einstein Sculpture

CHARMING AND HISTORIC PHOTO OPPORTUNITY

El Cangrejo as it is known and recognized today was originally founded in the 1950s. It was also the first Jewish quarter in all of Panama City. Though the Jewish community has since moved, many synagogues can now be found a short drive away in the Punta Paitilla neighborhood. A great homage to El Cangrejo’s Jewish roots is a massive sculpture of Albert Einstein located on Via Argentina. It is a favorite attraction in the neighborhood, and stands right in front of New York Bagel Cafe.
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El Caribe

PANAMANIAN SOUL FOOD

El Caribe serves some of the best Afro-Caribbean flavors in this neighborhood. Oxtail, whole fish, jerk chicken wings and octopus in coconut sauce are some of the local favorites. The ambience is casual, the food is made to order, and drinks, appetizers and entrees are all on offer for a full-on feast. It is a hotspot and popular with both locals and tourists, so expect a bit of a wait for your food if you come at high-lunch or high-dinner hours. But honestly, if you have the time, the wait is well worth it.

National Shrine of the Heart of Mary Parish

A HIDDEN BEAUTY

This lesser-known but exquisite church may not get the fanfare of Metropolitan Cathedral or St Joseph’s Church, but it’s perhaps El Cangrejo’s best-kept secret. It began construction in 1947 by Claretian missionaries, a sect of missionaries founded by Spanish saint Anthony Mary Claret. Almost 3000 people attend every Sunday, making it one of the region’s most-visited churches despite its humble beginnings and understated presence within the city. In 2019 the shrine celebrated its 70th year as a consecrated church. On a hot day be sure to enjoy the air conditioning – installed to bring in more visitors. And, for history lovers, relics of Claretian martyrs as well as a relic of St Faustina of Poland can be found inside.
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National Shrine of the Heart of Mary Parish | Urs Hauenstein/Alamy Stock Photo ©

MORE IN EL CANGREJO

Expand Your Panama Palate

RUM TASTING

For those with a taste for fun and great Caribbean rums, El Cangrejo has plenty of spirited activities to enjoy. Pop-culturally known as the prime stopover for the famous pirate and rum-lover Captain Henry Morgan and his marauding band of outlaws, Panama rum is likewise known for its very high quality and diversity. After a hearty lunch or dinner at an El Cangrejo favorite with heavy portions, like Manolo’s or perhaps Lucca Trattoria, head off on your afternoon or evening rum adventure. The Pedro Mandinga rum bar is the one to visit; the bartenders are excellent with craft cocktails, and rum drinks are made from their specialty rums, which include their signature Pedro Mandinga Blend, Silver Blend, Spice Blend, Geisha Blend, Cacao Blend and Casco Viejo Blend. Pedro Mandinga is also the very first handcrafted distillery in Panama that uses raspadura (unrefined sugar) for its rum. Another Pedro Mandinga bar with an actual brewery on the inside where you can learn more about the distilling process is located in nearby Casco Viejo.
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Ice cream, Güt Via Argentina | panamacascoviejo.com/güt Via Argentina ©


Istmo Brew Pub

Craft-beer lovers will be pleased to have a broad selection to enjoy at Istmo Brew Pub. This bar has a few branches, but El Cangrejo’s location is particularly nearby to many of the other fun activities in the neighborhood. What makes this a uniquely Panamanian experience is that the beers are all locally made and unique to the country. This is perhaps best exemplified by the names of their beer varieties – all are named after various provinces throughout the country. There is a ‘Bocas Del Toro’ Whitbier, a ‘Panama City’ Hazy Lite Beer, a ‘Colon’ Kolsch, a ‘Chiriqui’ Amber Ale, a ‘Cocle’ Brown Ale and a ‘Darien’ Hoppy Ale on tap. It’s a great way to celebrate Panama while enjoying a locally made, tasty craft beer.



WHERE TO STAY IN EL CANGREJO

Panama House Bed and Breakfast

Charming atmosphere with comfortable beds and a lush garden with a talking macaw. $

Hostal Kakun

Warm and welcoming hostel, with affordable prices and friendly staff. $

Principe Hotel & Suites

Affordable, clean hotel rooms and very centrally located. $$

Outdoor Extravaganza

THE PERFECT NEIGHBORHOOD PARK

El Cangrejo is home to one of the finest parks in all of Panama City, Andres Bello Park. It is very centrally located off of Via Argentina and is a great way to tie together all of the activities you may have planned for the day. Perhaps start the day off with a coffee or tea and breakfast at Mentiritas Blancas, then take a late-morning stroll through the park. The park has many fine amenities including a basketball court and small soccer field if you want to play a game with friends or join a pick-up game with locals. There is also a skateboarding halfpipe with great people-watching and plenty of benches to sit on and enjoy the views. Stop by the park’s snack bar if you get hungry before or after lunch. Check out local listings to see if a performance is happening in the park that day. The National Symphony Orchestra has been known to play a show among other local and city acts who contribute to the park’s community atmosphere and artistic programming.

The park is also very safe and clean so if a family-friendly activity is what you seek, let your children roam the playgrounds or play in one of the many grassy or shady areas throughout. On weekends, you can find dance, Zumba and yoga classes as well as running, walking and martial arts clubs. Top off your afternoon with an ice cream at Güt Via Argentina, a well-rated ice-cream shop just around the corner from the park.


BEST LIVE-MUSIC VENUES IN EL CANGREJO

Taberna la Malagueña

This vibrant restaurant and bar has delicious food and incredible live flamenco dance performances and music.

El Apartamento-Sotano

This relaxed venue is a cocktail bar and restaurant and art space. Live bands are hosted in an eclectic variety of genres.

El Pavo Real

This casual, low-key bar has pool tables, bar snacks and a rock’n’roll atmosphere.

Wine Bar

This bar is home to over 200 wine varieties to enjoy while you listen to live bands play throughout the evening.



El Cangrejo Art Crawl

A DAY FULL OF INSPIRATION

Grab a tasty breakfast bagel at El Cangrejo favorite New York Bagel Cafe before embarking on the day’s art journey. Then, take the 15-minute walk through the neighborhood in the direction of Casco Viejo to the wonderful Weil Art Gallery. This special gallery is an active member of the Panama City art scene and has much to offer visitors and locals alike. The range of paintings and sculptures available for viewing are vast and it is the perfect place to relax. In addition to painting and sculptures, handicrafts like textiles, traditional clothing and more are crafted by the indigenous Woonam, Emberá and Guna tribes of Panama. After lunch, head to top-notch gallery Arteconsult, which always has a beautiful assortment of works on display. It displays works of all kinds from sculptures in glass, bronze and stone, to photography, oils on canvas, works on paper, acrylics and so much more. The gallery staff are on hand during open hours to answer any questions that you may have about the works on display. End your day with a walk through the streets of El Cangrejo to your dinner destination instead of a car or metro ride. This gives you the opportunity to admire the mid-century modern architecture that gives the neighborhood its rough around the edges, artistic look while your mind is still full of art and fresh imagery.

BEST PLACES TO GRAB A COFFEE IN EL CANGREJO

Juan Manuel

This special shop has great espresso drinks and a sizeable menu including pancakes and crepes.

Sucaro Cafe Bakery and Piadinas

This charming cafe has coffee drinks of all sorts. The chai tea latte is especially delicious.

Armonica

Armonica has excellent coffee but also offers burgers, sandwiches and pleasant outdoor seating.





PANAMA PROVINCE
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CITY LIFE AND OUTOOR LIFE UNITE

Panama Province brings the perfect blend of incredible engineering marvels and some of Mother Nature’s most spectacular displays.
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Panama Province displays some of the nation’s finest samples of natural splendor and constructed magic. From the artificial lakes and islands that pour thousands of gallons of water into the canal to make its intricate system function, to the thousands of plant, animal and marine species living peacefully in its many rainforests and ocean waters, it simply has a superlative range of intricacies to discover.

Home to Tocumen International Airport, this province is also the international doorway to all of the other provinces and their activities and delights. Whether you’re in Panama for a beach vacation, a trip to the canal, ecotourism, adventure sports, surfing, or shopping for jewels, pearls or local artisan crafts, Panama Province will welcome you with open arms while providing the tools you need to shepherd you to your chosen destination.

The region also has an incredibly impressive history – ancient and modern and indigenous. As a visitor to the province, you are encouraged to immerse yourself in all aspects of these histories and discover how they all unite to form the lifestyle, culture and ethos that resounds throughout the province’s various offerings and activities. If diversity, excitement and natural wonder is what you are after, Panama Province certainly has you covered.
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THE MAIN AREAS

THE CANAL ZONE

The canal and its beautiful outlying regions.

THE PEARL ISLANDS

White sand, turquoise waters, peaceful environs.



Find Your Way

The wonders of Panama Province can take you from a bustling city to a remote beach and a rainforest brimming with wildlife, up a gorgeous waterfall and back to the city all in one trip.
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Plan Your Time

Take a full day or more to dig in to the Canal Zone and its wildlife regions. Then, spend some time Pearl Island hopping and visiting the more local and remote regions for real Panamanian cultural immersion.
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Panama Rainforest Discovery Center, Soberania National Park | Rob Crandall/Shutterstock ©


Pressed for Time

• If short on time, start in the thick of it all, the Canal Zone. Visit the Miraflores Locks to watch the ships passing through the Canal, explore Lago Gatun to learn the ins and outs of the canal system, and do some wildlife- and birdwatching on the canal banks of Soberania National Park.

• The Pearl Islands are just an hour-long ferry ride from Amador Causeway in Panama City. Contadora, one of the most popular and beautiful of the islands, has plenty of exciting beaches, restaurants and hotels to have a swim, drinks or tasty meal before heading home.




Five Days to Travel Around

• With five days, take your time discovering the Canal Zone. Spend two nights here for real immersion in the experience, especially if you’re a wildlife-watcher or birder. Bird-spotting is best with time and patience. Start early on day three and take an early ferry to grab a prime beach spot on Isla Contadora.

• Days 4 and 5, head up to take a tour of Chagres National Park – a must-see 309,000-acre national park with adventurous hiking trails, sweeping views, wildlife and waterfalls. The park’s historic road, the Camino Real, is considered a top experience in all of Central America.




More Than a Week

• Head to Chagres National Park first for two to three days to dive into the more athletic adventures of the trip like trail hiking to spectacular views, waterfall swimming and diving.

• Next, take the Panamerican Hwy down past Panama City through lively Capira toward Chame. When you’ve reached Chame, explore the city, then venture out to Punta Chame, where you can find some of the most pristine and untouched beaches in Panama.

• Head back to Panama City and spend two or three days topping off your trip with an exploration of the Canal Zone and Soberania National Park.



Seasonal Highlights

Panama has a dry season from roughly December to April and a wet season from April to December. There are also delightful festivals not to be missed that occur throughout the year.

DECEMBER

Panama Province’s dry season starts this month. December is also the peak of the Christmas season, during which celebrations abound.
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JANUARY

January is a great time for beach sunbathing. The must-see annual Panama Jazz Festival occurs this month as well.
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MARCH

Carnaval de Las Tablas occurs the four days before the Catholic observation of Lent in March. It’s a nationwide favorite.
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JUNE

June is peak wet season when the tide swells. This is the perfect time for surfers to catch great waves.
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JULY

Enjoy the Festival of Our Lady of Mount Carmel celebrating the Virgin Mary. Taboga Island holds a particularly joyful celebration.
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OCTOBER

Enjoy Festival del Christo Negro, an annual Panamanian pilgrimage ending in a celebration at San Felipe Church in Portobelo.

[image: jpg]

Adam Jones/flickr/CC BY-SA 2.0 ©

NOVEMBER

Get festive at Fiestas Patrias, commemorating Panama’s separation from Colombia in 1903, as well as the nation’s Flag Day.
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THE CANAL ZONE
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Thousands of visitors, both local and international, cycle through this special region every year to see its shining jewel – the Panama Canal – designated as one of the elite Seven Wonders of the Modern World and a Monument of the Millennium. To place the magnitude of the Canal Zone’s achievements in context, the amount of earth and rock displaced between Balboa and Colón is enough to bury the entire island of New York City’s Manhattan by 3.5m. The Canal Zone is, by its nature, a small but incredibly mighty region. This is only accentuated by the peaceful, welcoming and low-key, nature of its inhabitants. It has served as an internationally renowned ecological research pioneer, a military outpost, and sought-after vacation spot for many decades. Lay back and enjoy everything it has to offer.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Panama Canal

SIGHTS

see 2Camino Real

2Chagres National Park

3Chagres River

4Miraflores Locks Visitor Center

5Panama Rainforest Discovery Center

6Pipeline Road

7Soberania National Park

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8El Camino de Cruces

9El Charco Trail

10Plantation Road

EATING

11Don Caimán Restaurant

12La Taberna de Canal

DRINKING & NIGHTLFE

see 4Cafe Kotowa Coffee House

TRANSPORT

see 4Miraflores Locks




TOP TIP

Miraflores Locks Visitor Center is open from 8am to 5pm but if you stop by at a time when there are no ships passing through it can be an underwhelming experience. Try and make the early rounds from 9am to 11am when boat traffic through the canal is at its highest and most exciting.




WHY I LOVE THE CANAL ZONE

Harmony Difo, writer.

Panama was the first international trip I took after adolescence. I return here physically and mentally over and over again. Watching the boats peacefully maneuver through the locks from the ground terrace, leaning on the railings, my elbows over the side, I find calm. Watching from high up in the bleachers on the 1st level, the boats slow movements melt away the crowds. The combination of one of humanity’s greatest achievements swaddled in one of nature’s most delicate isthmuses forever brings me a peace that surpasses my own understanding!



The Miraflores Locks of the Panama Canal

PANAMA PROVINCE’S SHINING JEWEL

Start early on your Miraflores Locks visiting day so you can catch the best of ship traffic sightings through the canal. Grab a coffee and a breakfast snack, perhaps at tasty local chain Cafe Kotowa Coffee House. This coffee house is also the most conveniently located – almost adjacent to the Miraflores Locks Visitor Center. Peak boat traffic through the canal is most often from 9am to 11am, so watch in awe all morning as the boats lumber and creak through the locks system. Follow up your viewing with an official tour of the locks led by one of the center’s knowledgeable guides, followed by lunch. The ticket you purchase to enter the visitor center includes entrance to the onsite IMAX theater where you can watch a detailed 3D movie about how the canal operates and its storied history. The movie is narrated by famed American Academy Award winner Morgan Freeman. There is a convenient, albeit pricey, restaurant within the Miraflores Locks Center itself, but bringing your own lunch or snacks might be best if you’re on a budget. After lunch, you can catch the next high-traffic boat-passing hours, from 3pm until about 5pm. An under-sung local hit for dinner would be perhaps La Taberna de Canal, which has an amazing happy hour special – two for one drinks for an entire six hours from 3pm to 9pm – and a great variety of lunch and dinner options on its menu.
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All About El Camino de Cruces

El Camino de Cruces’ original road was built in 1527 as a link between port Venta de Cruces on the Chagres River and Old Panama City. The trek requires creek crossings, so prepare to get your feet a bit wet. The hike’s halfway point (6.5km) is where the Camino de Cruces meets Plantation Rd. Turning onto Plantation Rd and hiking it until the end is a nice option. You can also do the second half of Camino de Cruces but be aware that this section is only loosely marked so a guide is advised. You can also hike back on the Camino the way you came. All options make for a great experience of this special trail.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE CANAL ZONE

Canopy Tower Ecolodge

This beautiful lodge with top-notch birding activities is located directly in Soberania National Park. $$

Gamboa Rainforest Resort

This five-star resort is phenomenal and is located exactly where the Panama Canal meets the Chagres River. $$$

Ivan’s Bed and Breakfast Birding Lodge

Family-owned and operated B&B devoted to birding. Monkey spottings also common. $$

An Adventure Through Soberania National Park

GREAT HIKES, BEAUTIFUL RAINFOREST

Just a quick 45-minute drive outside of Panama City on the banks of the Panama Canal itself, you’ll find the tropical dreamland of Soberania National Park. If visiting the park from Panama City, hop on the road early so you catch all of the best sights. As many know, birds are most actively singing in the morning and this park is no exception. Start on Pipeline Road for the morning and look up frequently as over 350 species can be seen in one day. Although helpful, you won’t even need binoculars to see a brightly colored, red-breasted woodpecker or yellow-eared toucanet swoop by. Toucans and eagles are often spotted, favorites for families traveling with children. After the birdwatching trail, just before lunch, visit the Panama Rainforest Discovery Center within the park. It is a well-researched haven for both environmental education and exciting options for tropical ecotourism. Best of all, the center features a 32m-high staircase that spirals up above the rainforest’s canopy for observation above the trees. If that isn’t exhilarating enough, stop off right along the river that irrigates the forest, the Chagres River, for lunch at Don Caimán Restaurant. Finally, take your pick of several low-key hikes to cool down after your day, including the historic Camino de Cruces and the El Charco Trail. Plantation Road is a stunning 12.8km hike in the region that would be a more athletic way to end the day.


The EmberÁ

Chagres National Park is home to many members of Panama’s Indigenous community, namely the Emberá people, of which there are about 33,000 living in Panama. The Emberá are known as a riverine population, meaning historically their homes were always built along the rivers that sustained daily life. The language is beautiful though only a few books, namely a Bible translation entitled ‘The Word of God’, have recorded their dialect on paper. The Emberá now live in towns and urban centers, but numerous communities can still be found thriving along the beautiful Panamanian riverbanks. There are tour options through Chagres National Park, and along the Chagres River, which allow interested travelers to visit an Emberá village to learn more about their rich and storied heritage.



Exploring Chagres National Park

COAST TO COAST

The beautiful Chagres River is considered the most important river in Panama and is also its largest. It lays a unique claim of being a river that flows all the way across the country from one side to the other, then drains into two separate oceans, the Atlantic and the Pacific. The national park the Chagres River calls home is an amusement park of delights where one can hike, wildlife watch and participate in a multitude of adventure sports and water sports. Because the park lacks traditional infrastructure, a guide or a guided tour is virtually the only way to see this park in all of its glory. Try to start your trip into the park as early in the morning as possible to catch the morning bird chorus! After that, if you’ve chosen to book a hiking tour, spend the late morning climbing to Cerro Jefe, a challenging but worthwhile hike that will take you to heights of 1km. Chagres National Park is also where the Camino Real is located, a historic colonial transport route used to carry valuable items like gold and silver from the Atlantic to the Pacific Coast and vice versa. End your day of hiking and rainforest adventure with a swim in one of the dozens of gorgeous waterfalls and streams located throughout the forest. Be sure to heed your guide in this rustic forest and enjoy the incredible natural gifts this world-class national park has to offer.


Getting Around

The best and fastest way to reach the beautiful Canal Zone is by renting a car and taking the highway. Local taxis are also available from most main areas of Panama City, though they can be costly. Public transportation will also take you into the Canal Zone, but a car or taxi will probably be needed to explore the region in its totality.






Beyond the Canal Zone
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The attractions that lie just driving distance from the Canal Zone are delightful and certainly worth a visit.


The Canal Zone is just the beginning of the adventures that surround this main Panamanian attraction. Whether you are riding north up toward the Caribbean coast to visit Lago Gatun or taking the drive south toward Chame, there is much to see and do. Northbound you’ll find tropical rainforests, outdoor activities and lush national parks. Southbound are those special small towns and cities that show off Panama’s local charms and hidden gems, and offer immersion in Panamanian culture and day-to-day living. Turning east from the city of Chame in the south is the gorgeous Punta Chame peninsula, which is chock full of lovely sea views and natural beauty.
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TOP TIP

Rent a 4WD if possible. Highways are paved but it may be useful should there be construction detours requiring sideroads.



Road Trip to Punta Chame

LIVELY JOURNEY, BEAUTIFUL DESTINATION

This fun road trip down the Pan-American Hwy toward Chame Point will take about two hours and 15 minutes with no traffic. Be sure to factor in extra time for fun stops for lunch, coffee and snacks along the way! Starting in Panama City, cross the Bridge of the Americas and head south down the highway, passing through the very small town of Capira, until you reach La Chorerra, a bustling district known for its upbeat local nightlife and cheerful residents. A small waterfall can be found on its outskirts, aptly named La Chorro Chorerra, that is worth a quick stop. Chorro is the Spanish word for a jet of water and is a charming moniker for this waterfall and favorite pitstop. Another unexpected gem on this stretch is a small city called Guadalupe that has a beautiful, brightly lit, locally funded church called Our Lady of Guadalupe, La Chorerra. Be sure to stop in for a moment of quiet and pictures of its charming interior display. When you reach the entrance to the village of Bejuco, there is a big green and white sign to the left that will point you toward your final destination, Chame Point. The highway ends here, but that’s when the real adventure begins. The road quickly becomes a fun tumble of a ride, passing through peaceful farmlands, and winding over hills and gorgeous landscapes spotted with lakes. The beautiful windswept beaches that wrap around the point are often almost completely deserted. It is the perfect spot for stand-up paddleboarders, kitesurfers, and all nature lovers.
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Our Lady of Guadalupe

The church of Guadalupe, La Chorerra, is named after Our Lady of Guadalupe, an apparition of the Virgin Mary that a villager named Juan Diego experienced in Mexico in the 16th century. The apparition became an inspiration for churches throughout North, Central and South America. Donating to this unique church on the road to Punta Chame is a great way to practice sustainable tourism and give back to the community as the parishioners recently, and miraculously, renovated its entire infrastructure through their personal grassroots fundraising activities efforts. The results are quite spectacular, with a beautiful new statue of Our Lady of Guadalupe erected against a freshly painted, immaculately white interior. It’s an inspirational story for Panamanians and visitors alike; stop by for a service or donation on your adventure!




Getting Around

The best way to reach Chame Point is to rent a car and take the Pan-American Hwy southbound away from Panama City toward the city of Chame. Buses are also available from Panama City that stop in regional cities along the way like La Chorerra, with routes ending in Chame. However, to reach the beautiful natural beaches at the very tip of Chame Point you will have to take a car from the city of Chame. A 4WD drive is recommended for the drive out to the furthest reaches of the point.





THE PEARL ISLANDS


[image: jpg]

The visual aesthetics of the Pearl Islands during the dry season is so picture-perfect that it almost mimics a postcard. White-sand beaches, warm water, turquoise waves lapping on the shore, a local fisherman’s boat bobbing on the horizon. With over 200 islands in the region, and perhaps others that have not yet been discovered, these islands are wrapped in magic and mystery. The island beaches and forests have seen it all over the millennia, from wild animals to roving pirates to a full season of the hit CBS TV show Survivor, and so much more. It is a pleasure to be on islands of such beauty and with amazing, fairy-tale-like histories to match. Soak it all in and marvel at each island’s unique perfection.
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TOP TIP

Top whale-watching season is between July and October in the Pacific Ocean, so it’s a great time to observe these gentle giants in their natural habitat. There are several species in the beautiful Pearl Islands waters so bring your favorite whale guidebook and your binoculars.



An Exploration of Contadora Island

BEAUTIFUL, PRISTINE AND RELAXING

Contadora Island is only the 11th largest of the 200+ Pearl Islands, but it is considered the most popular and lively. For a day trip from Panama City during the dry season, start early to get a head start on the day. Speedy 15-minute flights are also available from Panama City’s Tocumen Airport. Ferry boats also shuttle passengers from Panama City to the islands regularly and is a fun and popular way to reach the islands. The Panama City neighborhoods of Punta Pacifica and Amador Causeway are the best places to catch your ferry. Once you arrive, the fun begins. Consider starting your day off with an active activity like snorkeling or paddleboarding at Long Beach, a stunning and easily accessible white-sand beach not too far from the ferry drop-off area. This island is sizeable, but walkable, and a golf cart is the ideal way to shuttle your way around its streets. Stop by for lunch at Mira Olas, a delicious restaurant in the Hotel Mar Y Oro. The restaurant’s name means ‘watch the waves’, referring to its beautiful views of the Pacific Ocean which you enjoy during your meal. Next, do what the island is best known for – relax. For an afternoon of sunbathing try Executive Beach with its warm, gently lapping waves and turquoise views. Then take a late-afternoon ferry back to the mainland. If you’re lucky enough to be making a visit during the months of July to October, whale-watching should definitely be on the agenda. Contadora Island offers numerous eco tours where one can see whale families breaching and re-uniting beneath the waves.
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BEST HOTELS ON CONTADORA ISLAND

Hotel Mar Y Oro

Delightful beachfront hotel with a restaurant on the premises and beautiful views. $$$

La Romantica

Very attentive service, clean, comfortable rooms and a 10-minute walk to the beach. A+ hospitality. $$

Hibiscus House

Charming B&B with old-world styling and a tasty breakfast served with fresh local fruits. $

Perla Real Inn

The tasty, well-prepared food is a big attraction here and the lodging is comfortable and clean. $$

Hotel La Isla

This hotel is located near a beautiful beach with, arguably, the best views on the entire island – also, pet-friendly! $$




Getting Around

The best way to hop around the Pearl Islands is by ferry. There are ferries from the mainland, namely the neighborhoods of Amador and Punta Pacifica, that begin running as early as 8am. Tours are also available for those who want to explore with a large group and have a guided experience. For those arriving on their own boats or charters, there are ports on all of the major inhabited islands. Be sure to check for any changing charter and docking regulations.






Beyond the Pearl Islands
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Beyond the more popular Contadora Island lies the beautiful and peaceful fisherman’s haven Isla Del Rey – ‘Island of the King’.


Contadora Island gets a lot of glory for its luxurious resort life. It is indeed one of the most stunning and worthy places in the world to visit. But, just around the bend, a short ferry ride away, are the lesser-visited tropical gems like Island of the King, Saboga Island, Viveros Island, Casaya Island, Canas Island, San Jose Island and Pedro Gonzales Island. All spread out like a string of pearls in the Gulf of Panama, each has its own charm and beauty. Saboga has excellent scuba diving, snorkeling and sailing. Viveros is prime for resort travel as it is very low traffic and features a sparkling, picturesque beachfront.
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TOP TIP

Pedro Gonzales Island, 40 miles from Panama City, is prime for marine wildlife sightings including humpback whales, dolphins and sea turtles.



Journey to the Island of the King

THE ARCHIPELAGO’S LARGEST ISLAND

Island of the King (Isla del Rey) is the largest of the Pearl Islands. If staying in Panama City, start your day by taking either a plane ride from Tocumen Airport to Contadora Island, then the ferry to Island of the King, or the ferry directly from Panama City, which is about a four-hour ride. Saint Michael (San Miguel) is the largest town on the island and is a great place to start the day with lunch at a local restaurant. Though less popular for its resort scene than its neighbor Contadora, Island of the King is fantastic for snorkeling, scuba diving and tours into its very dense jungle. The rainforest is so untouched that it still has its original wild pigs, large reptiles and birds that are specifically unique to this island. The beaches are pristine, though you may not find as many amenities like beachfront bars. During the dry and sunny season, Isla del Rey is great for simply relaxing and slowing life down to a calming island pace. San Miguel, for example, is primarily a fishing village. Ask any of the locals for a good fishing location and they will know exactly where to go, and may even take you there themselves! The island’s slower development rate preserves the peaceful atmosphere, biodiversity and sheer beauty of its shores.
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King of Kings

There is a small debate over whether Isla Del Rey, translating to ‘Island of the King’, refers to the kings of Spain during the colonial era, or whether the island was given a religious moniker and the name refers to ‘Christ the King’. Given the heavy Catholic influence on Panama, the latter is usually deemed the winning case. This is corroborated by the naming of the island’s oldest city, San Miguel, translating to ‘St Michael’. St Michael in Christian lore is the Prince of the Angels, sent to the earthly realms to defend humanity from evil. He is mentioned in the Bible five times. The mysterious origins of the island’s name still spark debate, so be sure to ask a local their thoughts!




Getting Around

Island of the King can be reached by taking the ferry to Contadora Island then a second, smaller ferry to Island of the King. It is the largest island of the Pearl Islands so once you’ve reached its shores, it can still take up to 1½ hours to get inland by boat. But the charming main town San Miguel, and the many adventure activities on this island, make it well worth it!







COCLÉ PROVINCE
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BEACHES, BIRDS AND HISTORY

Soak up the sun on expansive white sands or climb into the verdant interior to spot rare bird species and swim in refreshing jungle rivers.
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Hummingbird, Chorro El Macho | GUALBERTO BECERRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Stretching from tempting white beaches up to rainforest-covered mountain peaks encompassing historic towns and wildlife-filled volcanic craters, the province of Coclé is one of the most diverse destinations in Panama.

Known nationally as the land of salt, sugar and presidents due to its three main contributions to the country, these tradition-rich lands are often overlooked by international travelers, but Panamanians have long prized the province’s sun-drenched coastline, which is easily accessible from the capital.

Running for more than 100km along the Pacific, the Coclé coast is an eclectic mix of resorts, residential towers, backpacker villages and old-school beach communities. Famed for its white sands, which are uncommon on this side of the country, it’s a popular destination for day trippers on weekends, but during the week it’s wonderfully quiet.

Inland, swaths of agricultural land cover the coastal plains, which are interspersed with colonial-era towns populated by skilled artisans and ancient pre-Hispanic ruins. Beyond the farmland, the mountains climb towards the Continental Divide, gaining a lush cover of vegetation along the way.

It’s in the cloud-covered interior of the province that Coclé flexes its nature credentials, with rarely visited national parks, crystalline rivers running through deep jungle-clad canyons and excellent hiking trails teeming with birds affording endless opportunities for outdoor adventure.
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THE MAIN AREAS

EL VALLE

Hike around an extinct crater.

PENONOMÉ

Gateway to traditional towns and nature.



Find Your Way

The province of Coclé is fairly compact and roads are generally good, so whether you base yourself on the coast or the interior, it’s possible to visit most attractions on a day trip.
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Plan Your Time

Outside the capital Penonomé, the pace of life in Coclé is slow and it takes time to get the best out of the destination so keep plenty of flexibility in your travel plans.
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Hiking along the crater, El Valle | Inspired By Maps/Shutterstock ©


A Weekend Away

Drive to Santa Clara and stay at a beachside hotel. Eat fresh seafood before taking a trip to Natá to visit the country’s oldest church. On your second day, drive to La Pintada to pick up a handmade sombrero pintado before continuing to tranquil El Valle to hike trails through the forest and swim in refreshing waterfalls.




A Full Week

Spend two days relaxing on the beaches around Santa Clara and hiking in El Valle before driving to Villa Távida Lodge for some birdwatching and pampering in the spa, making a stop at the refreshing Pailas de Loma Grande canyon. Finish deep in the wilderness at Parque Nacional Omar Torrijos where adventurous cloud forest treks await.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY TO MARCH

Great beach weather with cloud free skies in the Costa Blanca sees party season get into full swing.

APRIL TO JUNE

The arrival of rains means accommodation prices drop, but there are still plenty of nice days to enjoy.

JULY TO SEPTEMBER

Wet season means slippery trails, but landscapes are incredibly lush and mountain waterfalls are at their best.

OCTOBER TO DECEMBER

Top birdwatching in El Valle, with migratory species visiting the forests.



EL VALLE
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Nestled in the crater of an enormous extinct volcano and surrounded by steep forest-topped peaks, El Valle, or El Valle de Antón as it’s officially known, is a tranquil little town that is highly prized by nature lovers.

The town itself is little more than a main road lined with restaurants and grocery stores with a couple of residential blocks on either side, but the charms of El Valle lie in the surrounding countryside. The mountains are crisscrossed by a series of trails that wind through windswept grasslands and swaths of pristine forest with abundant birdlife, while down in the valley fast rushing rivers form tight canyons, waterfalls and refreshing swimming holes.

El Valle offers plenty for young travelers too – budding biologists will enjoy the butterfly and frog enclosures, and if you’re lucky, you might even spot a sloth hanging from a tree in the middle of town.
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SIGHTS

1Aprovaga

2Butterfly Haven

3Cerro La Cruz

4Chorro Las Mozas

5Monumento Natural Cerro Gaital

6Panama Amphibian Rescue and Conservation Project Center

7Piedra Pintada

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Cerro Cara Iguana

9La India Dormida

SLEEPING

10Bodhi Hostel

11Cabañas Potosí

12Golden Frog Inn

13Hotel Campestre

14Hotel Valle Verde

15La Casa de Juan

16Park Eden

EATING

17Fonda Massiel

18La Casa de Lourdes

19La Ranita Gourmet

20L’Italiano

21Los Hermanos

22Restaurante Doña Nella




TOP TIP

El Valle is generally quiet and slow-paced but on weekends, and especially festive long weekends, the town is a hugely popular destination for day-trippers from the city. Trails get crowded, hotels booked out and transportation packed to the brim. If your itinerary allows, try to visit during the week.



Verdant El Valle Hiking

TRAVERSE THE CRATER’S EDGE

Soaring up to 1000m, the cloud-covered peaks that surround El Valle offer incredibly diverse landscapes, terrain and wildlife-viewing opportunities, and will have leisure and hardcore hikers alike just itching to get out and explore.

A network of trails and dirt roads radiates out from the center of town along the valley floor and up into the hills.

On well-trodden trails and roads you can head out on your own, but for deeper forays into the mountain forests, you’ll need to hire a certified guide. Cloud cover can descend quickly and strong winds, sheer drops and slippery paths can make higher elevations perilous. Any hotel can arrange a guide, or ask at the information booth at the entrance to town.

Four self-guided treks of varying difficulty begin and end in town. Color-coded maps with info panels can be found in El Valle and at trailheads, but signage on the trails themselves is limited.

The most popular hike is to the top of La India Dormida (892m), an elongated mountain that was part of the crater wall and is said to resemble a sleeping girl. According to local mythology, the ‘Sleeping Indian’ was a local girl who fell in love with a conquistador. When her father refused to allow their marriage, she took her own life and was buried in the hills, with the mountains taking on her shape.

Most visitors ascend the trail to the ‘head’ of the mountain via a path beside a forested mountain stream that passes a series of small waterfalls and an impressive monolith carved with petroglyphs known as the Piedra Pintada. It’s just 2km to the top, but the path is steep in some places, and the round trip takes about three hours.

It’s also possible to ascend the mountain via the ‘feet,’ following a longer trail that begins near the Cerro La Cruz lookout on El Valle–Antón road, west of town, and those looking for a longer hike may prefer to walk the full loop.

To the north of town, Cerro Gaital (1138m) is one of three volcanic domes create by magma following the collapse of the El Valle volcano. Today the forest-covered flanks of the mountain are preserved as the Monumento Natural Cerro Gaital nature reserve.

Here a steep 1.7km trail leads to a lookout with sweeping El Valle views. From the lookout, it’s easy to see the bowl-like valley as the heart of a brooding volcano. The path forks just after the entrance: the left fork is longer but less steep and passes several top birdwatching spots; the right is a direct uphill slog. Beyond the lookout, the 1.75km trail to the summit is in poor condition and requires a guide.

There’s less forest but equally good views on the trail to Cerro Cara Iguana (898m), which gets buffeted by strong winds rising from the valley floor – gusts can be strong, so stay well clear of the sheer drops.

The trail passes through rippling grasslands to reach a spectacular viewpoint perched right on the crater’s edge.
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La India Dormida | Birgit Szarka/Shutterstock ©


Saving the Golden Frog

Native to El Valle and long revered as a symbol of good fortune by Panama’s original indigenous inhabitants, the diminutive golden frog (Atelopus zeteki), or rana dorada in Spanish, is an icon of Panama’s incredible biodiversity. However, beginning in the 1990s a deadly fungus called chytridiomycosis has decimated these uniquely colored toads.

While it cannot be prevented in the wild, the fungus is effectively treated in captivity. At the Panama Amphibian Rescue and Conservation Project Center scientists are working to maintain a healthy population of the croaking critters, which have not been seen in the wild for many years.

Stop by to get to know the Golden Frog and other peculiar endemic species. Your visit helps fund continuing protection efforts.



BEST PLACES TO STAY

Bodhi Hostel

El Valle’s hippest hostel has a good lounge space and a massive dorm with curtained bunks. $

Hotel Valle Verde

A friendly place to stay with ample grounds, swimming pool and airy terrace. $$

La Casa de Juan

A super-chilled hostel with fashionably decorated social areas and a large yard. $
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BEST RURAL ACCOMODATIONS

Cabañas Potosi

Perched besides a rushing stream just outside town, with park-like grounds offering lovely mountain views. $$

Park Eden

A beautiful country retreat with welcoming owners and a handful of rooms set around delightful gardens. $$

Hotel Campestre

El Valle’s oldest hotel features spacious grounds, forested walking paths and 20 elegant, comfortable rooms. $$

Golden Frog Inn

Rooms with great views, a large yard with fruit trees and orchids, and hiking trails right outside. $$



Birdwatching in the Valley

IN SEARCH OF HOVERING HUMMINGBIRDS

The fertile soils and tropical microclimate in El Valle mean an astonishing array of plant species grow here, which in turn attract an impressive variety of birds.

Forest trails around El Valle offer numerous opportunities for birdwatching, with around 350 different species having been spotted in the surrounding area. The region is especially rich in hummingbirds – commonly observed varieties include the green hermit, the violet-headed and the white-tailed emerald.

Other species that are regularly seen in the area include toucans, fly catchers and small birds of prey.

Bilingual naturalist guides found in town know all the best seasonal spots, and hiring their services will greatly increase your chances of spotting rare and wonderful species.


Holy Blooms

Not all the action on the trails around El Valle is in the tree tops. While you’re out walking make sure to keep an eye out at ground level for the La Flor del Espíritu Santo (‘Holy Ghost orchid’; Peristeria elata), Panama’s national flower. Named by Spanish missionaries during the colonial period, the flower resembles a white dove with red-speckled wings emerging from ivory petals.

The flower is most commonly found beside trails and blooms from July to October. It has an unforgettable aroma. The orchids are under threat from over harvesting and should not be picked.



Accessible Urban Nature

WANDER AMONG ORCHIDS AND BUTTERFLIES

Eagle-eyed nature-lovers can identify many plants and animals while hiking the area, but there are also natural attractions within the town limits.

At the Butterfly Haven, visitors can walk among as many as 250 butterflies as they flutter by in a screened ‘flight house.’ The biggest stars are the stunning giant blue morpho, the transparent paula’s clearwing and the owl butterfly, whose wings mimic the bird’s eyes. Come early in the morning when the butterflies are most active.

Nearby, Aprovaca is a lovely little garden run by an association of orchid growers. Volunteers work to maintain the flowers inside the greenhouse and the grounds, and they welcome visitors to show off the more than 100 species of orchids cultivated here. Keep an eye out for some of the beautiful hummingbirds that flutter around the yard.


DARIéN BIRDWATCHING

Another great area for birdwatching in Panama is in the forests of the Darién where it’s possible to observe nesting harpy eagles in addition to a wide variety of colorful parrot species.



BEST PLACES TO EAT

Fonda Massiel

Hidden away at the back of the market, this friendly little place does good breakfasts. $

Restaurante Doña Nella

Popular place offering tasty comida corriente dished out from a glass-fronted buffet. $

L’Italiano

Easily the best pizzas in town at this simple Italian-run open-air place. $$

La Casa de Lourdes

An elegant garden restaurant in a country villa run by renowned chef Lourdes Fábrega de Ward. $$$

La Ranita Gourmet

Offers a wide menu of tasty international favorites ranging from fish-and-chips to goulash. $$

Los Hermanos

A simple shopfront diner serving good Panamanian dishes alongside Peruvian and Chinese plates. $

A Valley of Cascades

THUNDERING WATERFALLS AND REFRESHING POOLS

The steep mountains enclosing El Valle are adorned with numerous waterfalls whose torrents tumble over sheer rock faces into inviting swimming holes and narrow bush-clad canyons.

A short drive from the town center lies El Valle’s best-known waterfall, Chorro El Macho, a 35m high-volume beauty surrounded by jungle. A narrow suspension bridge just downstream provides a good vantage point for photographs, and there’s also a refreshing pool surrounded by foliage. Keep an eye on the tree tops, where sloths and monkeys are often found.

For those looking to add some thrills to their nature experience, there’s also a four-platform zipline onsite, which passes through the thick jungle canopy.

Nearby, the Chorro Las Mozas waterfall is found at the original site where the prehistoric lake breached its banks, draining the valley. It’s in the middle of a narrow canyon lined with scenic cascades, inviting swimming holes and tiny pools where the rushing waters give bathers a natural hydromassage.

It’s a mission to get there, but the waterfalls at Las Pailas de Loma Grande, 12km northwest of town, are the most spectacular in the region and one of its best-kept secrets.

With half a dozen waterfalls filling large pools with crystalline green-tinged waters in a tight jungle-filled canyon, you can easily spend hours swimming, scrambling from pool to pool and sunbathing on rocks. Better still, do as the locals do and bring a cooler and a picnic and make a day of it.
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Chorro El Macho | Jan Schneckenhaus/Shutterstock ©


WHY I LOVE EL VALLE
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Alex Egerton, writer

After spending a few days among the concrete towers and traffic jams of Panama City, I always look forward to making the trip out to El Valle for fresh air and the chance to go for a long walk amid nature. While it may not have classic architecture or pumping nightlife (or any nightlife at all for that matter), I find the laid-back, unhurried atmosphere in the town refreshing and conducive to making new friends who share my interest in exploring the great outdoors.




Getting Around

A couple of places around town rent bicycles, which are a great way to explore the village and other places on the valley floor.

Many of the surrounding attractions are within walking distance of the center, while a small minibus runs along the main road and up to the trailhead for the India Dormida.





PENONOMé
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Save for a couple of blocks of traditional houses right in the center of town, Penonomé is not the most attractive of places and has few streets that warrant a wander. The city sprawls along the Interamericana highway with a series of strip malls and shopping centers and has lost much of its small-town charm.

It is, however, the most convenient base from which to explore the surrounding area, which has some fabulous attractions, including wide sandy beaches fronted by tranquil warm waters, sacred pre-Columbian burial sites, skilled weavers that use ancestral knowledge to craft magnificent hats from natural fibers and the oldest church in the Americas.

It’s also the gateway to the immense Parque Nacional Omar Torrijos, which encompasses swaths of pristine forest high on the Continental Divide.

The town has good comfortable accommodations, decent restaurants and everything else travelers need between wilderness adventures.
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TOP TIP

Many of Penonomé’s hotels cater to motorists driving the Interamericana and are located on the outskirts of town. If you don’t have your own vehicle, it’s best to find accommodations close to the center, which provide easier access to the city’s long distance and regional bus terminals.



A City with History

PERUSE PRE-COLUMBIAN POTTERY

While it might not be apparent at first glance, Penonomé has a rich history. Founded in 1581, the city flourished and soon grew into one of the country’s most important population centers. When Panama City was sacked by pirate Morgan in 1671, Penonomé stepped in to become temporary capital until the new administrative center was built at Casco Viejo.

These days not much of the glory days is left, but it’s worth paying a visit to the Museo de Penonomé to learn more about the town and the wider region.

Set in a charming traditional whitewashed adobe house with blue trim, the museum has a small but interesting collection of artifacts. Ignore the self-congratulatory displays heralding the good deeds of the regional mining company and make a beeline for the magnificent collection of pre-Columbian pottery from the Coclé culture.

Unearthed at ceremonial locations throughout the region, including the nearby Caño Necropolis, the vases, urns, plates and bowls highlight the incredible skill of the artisans with their near-perfect symmetry and elegant swirling decorations representing animals. There’s also a small collection of colonial-era furniture and religious art.

A more interactive way to immerse yourself in Penonomé’s history and traditions is offered by the city’s famous Carnaval. Held over the four days preceding Ash Wednesday, it’s a high energy event with participants donning colorful costumes and masks. Visitors are welcomed with open arms and there’s plenty of dancing and drinking in the street, but the highlight is the Carnaval Acuático where elaborate floats glide down a tributary of the Río Zaratí.
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BEST PLACES TO STAY

Hotel Coclé

Next to the Iguana mall, this sweeping low-rise place has comfortable modern rooms and a good pool, fully equipped gym and decent restaurant. $$

Hotel La Pradera

A sand-colored hotel with red roof tiles offering tidy rooms, with the best of the bunch being those overlooking the garden at the back. $$

Hotel Villa Esperanza

A great-value small hotel in a residential area away from traffic noise, with a flower-filled garden and pool. $




MORE GRAN COCLé POTTERY

More fine pre-Columbian pottery from the Gran Coclé region, as well as replicas of local gold and emerald work, can be seen in the small museum at the El Caño necropolis complex.




Getting Around

Penonomé is spread out and the local bus network can be confusing for visitors. Fortunately, taxis are fairly cheap. The best places to find taxis are near the long-distance bus terminal on the Interamericana and near Plaza Bolívar in the center.






Beyond Penonomé
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Spend your days sunbathing on soft sands, seeking out a hand-made hat or hiking through lush rainforest.


The flat coastal plain surrounding Penonomé is home to historic towns, traditional handicrafts, sacred pre-Hispanic sites and more than 100km of beaches and mangroves.

Heading south from the town, it’s just a half-hour drive along the busy Interamericana to the beaches of the Costa Blanca, where resorts, backpacker hostels and residential towers jostle for position along long stretches of soft (almost) white sand. There’s still some local flavor to be found, with seaside fish shacks and family-run guesthouses sprinkled throughout the area.

Leaving Penonomé in the other direction, traffic-free rural roads traverse the agricultural heartland before climbing into the mountains of the Continental Divide to rainforest-covered peaks.

[image: jpg]

Santa Clara | Nature’s Charm/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Visit the beaches of Coclé during the week for smaller crowds, greater tranquility and better deals on accommodations.



La Costa Blanca

RELAX ON SOFT SANDS

Known collectively as the Costa Blanca (White Coast), the coastline to the south of Penonomé is made up of three main beach communities, each with a decidedly different character.

Playa Blanca is the closest to the city and boasts the most attractive beach in the area – a wide strip of soft white sand fronted by small waves of turquoise water that gently lap at the shore. It’s one of Panama’s best Pacific beaches.

The prime real estate adjoining the beach has been developed into apartment blocks and large resorts and there’s hardly any shops, restaurants or semblance of village life, making Playa Blanca more suited to a day trip than as a base for independent travelers.

Heading further eastward, across the river, Farallón has two sides to it. The spick-and-span eastern end of the beach – which has the most inviting sands – is occupied by a large resort, while the western end closer to the river mouth has a small village and is lined with beach bars, hostels and restaurants.

It’s slightly shabby in places but has a social vibe, and on weekends is a good place to party with Panamanian visitors.

The last of the Costa Blanca trio is the best all-round choice for relaxation. Fronting a wide and attractive beach where flocks of seagulls gather on marbled gold-tinged sands, Santa Clara has a good choice of non-resort accommodations just steps from the water and a couple of breezy fish restaurants.

There aren’t many shade-providing trees about, but there are scores of little thatched shelters with hammocks and picnic tables just steps from the sea.
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Sweet & Salty Aguadulce

While the hot town of Aguadulce, 50km southwest of Penonomé, might be known as Panama’s sugar capital, just 9km to the south there is a much more savory attraction: the salt works of Playa El Salado, where salt is harvested from the sea under the bilstering sun. It’s a striking landscape – from a distance the piles of brilliant white salt make it look like snow has fallen on tropical Panama.

The marshlands and mangroves beyond the salt flats are an important birding area – home to roseate spoonbills, wood storks and black-necked stilts. From the beach you can walk out to paddle in small stone pools.



BEST PLACES TO STAY

La Pintada Inn

Just outside La Pintada with eight tidy rooms and pretty grounds running down to the Río Coclé. $$

Cabañas Las Sirenas

This long-running guesthouse on a quiet part of Santa Clara beach has apartments with fully equipped kitchens. $$$

Cabañas Las Veraneras

Right on the sands of Santa Clara with waterfront wooden cabañas and, further back, concrete rooms. $$

Togo B&B

A great seaside location in Farallón and spacious rooms with stylish design. $$$

Hostal Corotú

A cute little hostel in a wooden house across the road from Farallón beach. $

Casa Greca

Lie back and listen to the sounds of the ocean at this simple tidy place right on Farallón beach. $$

Parque Nacional Omar Torrijos

HIKE THE CLOUD FOREST

Situated in the cloud-covered mountains of the Continental Divide, Parque Nacional Omar Torrijos is a tranquil rainforest wilderness with hidden waterfalls, panoramic viewpoints and great birdwatching.

Named after the former president who was killed in a plane crash in these mountains, the park is home to an impressive array of wildlife but receives few visitors, so you’ll most likely have the trails to yourself.

The most accessible hike is the fairly easy 2km Sendero de las Ranas, which follows a well-maintained path past the visitor center down into a humid valley where tiny colorful frogs skip around the undergrowth and toucans flutter around the treetops.

A steep dirt road leads from the ranger station up to the Mirador El Calvario, one of the few places in the country from where, on a clear day, you can make out the waters of both the Pacific and the Caribbean.

You’ll need to bring a tent and supplies for the more challenging multi-day trek to the stunning El Tiffe waterfall, which falls into a magnificent swimming hole in the heart of the rainforest.

A knowledgeable guide and a good level of fitness is essential for the arduous 26km round-trip trail to the summit of Cerro Marta, where the wreckage of Torrijos’ plane lies surrounded by forest.

Visitors can camp at points throughout the park, but you’ll have to let the rangers know how many days you plan to stay on arrival. Alternatively simple lodgings and meals are offered at the park cabañas just beyond the main entrance.


Villa Tavída Lodge

Covering a large swath of forested mountainside overlooking a towering waterfall northeast of Penonomé, the Villa Tavída Lodge is Coclé’s most comfortable ecolodge. Once used for livestock, the reserve surrounding the lodge has been reforested and attracts a wide variety of bird species, including four kinds of toucan. Other animals found in the area include night monkeys, armadillos and sloths.

Rooms feature ample private balconies overlooking the falls or the forest, from which you can enjoy the orchestra-like birdsong in the mornings. There’s also a light-filled spa onsite at which you can pamper yourself after an arduous hike.



Parque Arqueológico El Caño

EXCAVATING PRE-HISPANIC PANAMA

It would be easy to drive right on past the barely marked turn-off to Parque Arqueológico El Caño. Panama’s most important archaeological site receives few visitors and little fanfare, despite being an absolutely fascinating window into the culture of the pre-Columbian inhabitants of the region.

Set in lovely countryside below towering caracoli and acacia trees, the park is centered on a number of burial mounds in various stages of excavation and two monuments where stone pillars protrude from the ground.

Once part of a sugar-cane plantation, the necropolis was discovered in the 1920s when agricultural machinery brought in to level the undulating topography unearthed fragments of bones and pottery.

The site was not investigated until the 1970s, with the first detailed studies taking place in the early 2000s. These linked the burial mounds to the Coclé culture, which thrived in the area from 700 to 1000CE.

One of the tombs has been completely excavated, and visitors can peer down to observe five skeletons in situ at the bottom of the pit, as well as collections of bones in urns from secondary burials.

A nearby mound currently under investigation is said to have been reserved for chiefs and dignitaries, and numerous gold figurines and precious gems have been found within.

Housed in an attractive colonial house, the excellent onsite museum features pottery and necklaces made from teeth unearthed in the tombs in addition to faithful replicas of the intricate gold work – the originals are locked away in a vault in Panama City.


Basilica Menor Santiago Apóstol

Just off the Interamericana highway, around 50km west of Penonomé, the sleepy little town of Natá stands out among dozens of similar towns across the country due to the presence of one distinguished landmark: the 16th-century Basilica Menor Santiago Apóstol, said to be the oldest functioning mainland church in the Americas.

It has an elegant, understated whitewashed exterior, but the real interest lies inside, where indigenous artisans crafted all the woodwork, including the detailed side altars and magnificent pulpit. Take a close look at the altar dedicated to the Virgin Mary, which shows the local culture’s influence in the sculpted fruit, leaves and feathered serpents on its columns.



BEST PLACES TO EAT

Restaurante Las Veraneras

A thatched restaurant overlooking the waves at Santa Clara serving great fresh ceviche and pasta. $$

Xoko

This hangar-like eatery on the highway has excellent tapas and gourmet seafood plates. $$

Pipa’s

An open-air bar-restaurant on Farallón beach serving tasty seafood and flavorful cocktails. $$

Sombreros Pintados of La Pintada

A WEARABLE WORK OF ART

Panama’s national hat is not the eponymously titled ‘Panama hat,’ which has its origins in Ecuador and was brought into the country to protect canal workers from the sun, but rather the broadbrimmed sombrero pintado, which was born in the farmlands of Coclé.

Recognized by Unesco as part of Panama’s intangible cultural heritage, the hats are handmade from natural fibers, which are woven into ribbons and then sewn together.

An authentic sombrero pintado should be a light color with dark rings. It should be made without machinery and use just four materials: palm fibers such as bellota or chonta, junco (a coarse grass), chisna (used to dye the fibers) and pita (a type of agave used to sew it together).

Hat quality is measured by the number of vueltas or rounds of ribbon from the inner edge of the brim to the crown; a high-end hat with more vueltas can take upwards of a month from the harvesting of fibers to fitting.

Many of the region’s most skilled milliners are found 15km northwest of Penonomé in the small town of La Pintada, where visitors can watch the hat-making process up close.

One of the town’s best-known artisans is Reinaldo Quiroz, a friendly and animated craftsman who learned the art from his father. He works from his home in front of the football field and offers workshops where visitors can observe each stage of the process.

If you’re just looking to buy, the new Mercado de Artesanías at the entrance to town has hats made by many local producers.
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TRADITIONAL DESSERTS

Coclé has one of Panama’s most varied traditional cuisines, with popular dishes including everything from shellfish to hearty farm-style tamales. But it’s in desserts that the province really comes into its own.

Lining main highways throughout the region you’ll find sweet shops where you can pick up some of the following favorites.

Manjar Blanco Coclesano

An ultra-sweet milky caramel spiced with cinnamon and lemon zest.

Cocaditas

Little balls of sweetened grated coconut.

Huevitos de Leche

Chewy caramel balls similar to manjar but more solid.




Getting Around

A rental vehicle is the best way to explore the rural area around Penonomé. Buses will drop you in pretty much every town in the region, but if you want to explore attractions off the main highways or reach the entrance to Parque Nacional Omar Torrijos, you’ll either need to hike or find a taxi, which can be difficult, especially in the evening.







PENÍNSULA DE AZUERO
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OLD TRADITIONS AND YOUTHFUL BEACH RESORTS

Folk festivals and craft villages abound in Panama’s cowboy country – until you hit the coast. There, it’s all about the surf, sand and downward dogs.
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Surfing, Playa Venao | Alfredo Maiquez/Shutterstock ©

One of the first parts of what is now Panama to be settled by Europeans, the Península de Azuero likes to refer to itself as the cuna (cradle) of Panamanian culture and traditions. Indeed, the colonial Spanish legacy is felt more strongly here – in provincial capitals like Chitré and Las Tablas – than anywhere else in the country. But there’s a dark side to that legacy too. So efficient were the conquistadors in wiping out the native population that today there are no indigenous communities left here, and one of its provinces, Los Santos, is the most deforested in Panama. Thankfully, several organizations are hard at work to change that, reforesting vast swaths of the peninsula to regain some of what was lost.

Down south, Panamanian traditions give way to trendy international beach resorts that are among the poshest enclaves in Panama, drawing the surf, yoga and party crowds in equal measure. Nowhere is the pace of development more frenetic than Playa Venao, which is home to a fantastic array of hotels and restaurants, as well as legendary raves that draw DJs from around the world. Cambutal, nearby, is its younger, greener sister, with equally alluring hotels and a grey-sand beach fringed with palms. The hills beyond lead to protected land filled with waterfalls, swimming holes and rare cloud forests, as well as beaches where nesting sea turtles outnumber humans.
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Playa Venao | Flystock/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CHITRÉ

Crafts and traditions.

PLAYA VENAO

Party-hard surf town.

CAMBUTAL

Serene beach retreat.



Find Your Way

Situated in Panama’s arco seco (dry arc), the peninsula receives less rain than elsewhere, though its windy roads can become riddled with potholes in the wet season. Public transportation is great between interior towns; less so to beach resorts.
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Plan Your Time

For most visitors, Península de Azuero means only one thing: the beaches down south. It’s great to mix in some museums and craft shopping near Chitré or Las Tablas too.
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Las Tablas | MarcPo/Getty Images ©


Four Days to Explore

Break up your beach time with stops in historic Parita, bustling Chitré (stock up on supplies) or the festival hub Las Tablas, before overnighting in sleepy little Pedasí, home to great hotels and restaurants. Next day, take a boat out to Isla Iguana for snorkeling before traveling onward to Playa Venao to surf, swim and do yoga.




A Week to Explore

After Playa Venao discover the mangrove forests and wild beaches of Isla Cañas. If it’s turtle season, visit at night to spot mothers hatching eggs. Then, spend the rest of the week in Cambutal, using this serene beach resort as a base not only for swimming and sun-tanning, but also riding nearby surf breaks or hiking in Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

FEBRUARY

Held in advance of Ash Wednesday, the carnival celebrations in Las Tablas are the biggest in Panama.

MARCH

The 11-day event Reactor Venao is Playa Venao’s largest electronic-music festival.

SEPTEMBER

Panama’s largest folk festival, Festival de la Mejorana, takes over the small town of Guararé.

DECEMBER

The rains end, the peninsula is lush and green, and prices rise at hotels for peak season (which runs until April).



CHITRé
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Chitré is the largest city and cultural and historic heart of the Península de Azuero, as well one of Panama’s oldest European outposts. Colonial records indicate that there was a village here as early as 1558. A handful of ornate red-tiled row homes hark back to the days of Spanish settlement, as does the main plaza, which has a lovely cathedral. Many visitors come here on their way to popular beach resorts like Cambutal and Playa Venao. While it isn’t exactly geared toward travelers, it’s nevertheless an agreeable stop and the best place to stock up on supplies before heading to the more rural areas to the south. It’s also a perfectly pleasant city for a stroll – even if it lacks a wealth of notable attractions – and has some nice restaurants and hotels. Those traveling via public transport will likely transfer here to journey onward on the peninsula.
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SIGHTS

1Catedral San Juan Bautista

2Museo de Herrera

3Parque La Bandera

4Parque Union

SLEEPING

5Gran Hotel Azuero

6Hospedaje Los Lirios

EATING

7El Arabe

8Restaurante Salsa y Carbón




TOP TIP

If Península de Azuero is the focus of your trip, you can fly direct from Panama City to Chitré’s Aeropuerto Capitán Alonso Valderrama and rent a car (or board buses) for onward travel. Air Panama has flights six days a week and three weekly flights to Pedasí further south.



Craft, History & Traditions

A CULTURAL TOUR OF CHITRÉ

Chitré may be short on attractions, but it’s steeped in culture if you know where to look. Begin at Parque Union, which is lorded over by the white-and-gold Catedral San Juan Bautista. This impressive cathedral has vibrant stained-glass windows and dates to 1897. It’s a quick walk from here over to Parque La Bandera, where you’ll find a craft fair and the Museo de Herrera. This small history museum, housed in a lovely two-story colonial building, contains many well preserved pieces of pottery dating from around 5000 BC until the Spanish conquest; some of it was found at excavation sites near Parita.

The district of La Arena, at the western end of town, is lined with the workshops of modern-day ceramists, who produce some of the highest-quality pottery in the country. Most of it comprises colorful, tropical things you might put in your garden, though you’ll also find folksy mugs and sturdy hammocks on sale. There are dozens of shops here; a good place to orient yourself is Centro Artesanal y Cultural de La Arena, which is run by the Ministry of Culture and showcases other regional crafts too, such as masks, jewelry and leather goods.

Across the provincial border – less than 10 minutes away by vehicle – is the sister city of La Villa de los Santos, where Panama’s move toward independence from Spain began on November 10, 1821. Learn about it at the modest but noteworthy museum dedicated to Panamanian independence, Museo de la Nacionalidad. The adjacent baroque church, Iglesia San Atanasio (1569), is considered a national treasure.
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Altar, Iglesia San Atanasio | Eddie Gerald/Getty Images ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT & SLEEP IN CHITRé

El Arabe

Put Panamanian food on pause with shawarmas, falafels and kebabs at this tidy and tasty local favorite. $

Restaurante Salsa y Carbón

Follow the crowds to this open-air restaurant for hulking meat platters, great service and occasional music. $$

Gran Hotel Azuero

Chitré’s best-value hotel has an inviting pool with a restaurant and fitness center nearby. $$

Hospedaje Los Lirios

Rooms are often the same price as dorm beds elsewhere at this friendly, clean and central inn. $




Getting Around

Chitré is a rather compact and walkable city, though buses and taxis can take you to La Arena and back. The orderly Terminal de Transporte de Herrera bus station is Azuero’s biggest hub with connections far and wide. Transfer in Las Tablas to reach Pedasí or Playa Venao, and in Tonosí for Cambutal.






Beyond Chitré
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Chitré is the gateway to the Península de Azuero, and most of its allure lies in the countryside just beyond.


For most travelers, Chitré serves as a springboard for nearby attractions such as the desert-like landscapes of Parque Nacional Sarigua, the birdlife at Refugio de Vida Silvestre Cenegón del Mangle, the seco (an alcoholic drink made from sugarcane) distillery in Pesé or quaint historic villages such as Parita. Heading south to Las Tablas, the road runs for about 30km past small farms and cattle ranches, with almost no remaining forest in sight. Indeed, Los Santos Province is the most heavily deforested in the country. However, the journey is still scenic, with cowboys on horses aplenty and towns steeped in tradition. This area, more than anywhere else in Panama, loves a good festival, and there are reasons to celebrate any time of the year.
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El Grito de La Villa, Los Santos | Marek Poplawski/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Plan your trip around one of the area’s festivals for a chance to witness authentic Panamanian traditions.



Carnival in Las Tablas

PANAMA’S BIGGEST CELEBRATION

Las Tablas, 30km southeast of Chitré, is ground zero for the street dancing, booze-soaked celebrations and all-out mayhem associated with the festivals of the Península de Azuero. None are more famous (or fabulous!) than its Carnival, Panama’s largest, which is held over the four days preceding Ash Wednesday. Floats and musicians parade down parallel streets at dusk, and fireworks light up the sky at night. The queens appear on Saturday night, and their coronation is held on Sunday. Monday is masquerade day, and on Tuesday townswomen don polleras (colorful embroidered dresses).

Revelers are divided into two competing groups: calle arriba (upper street) and calle abajo (lower street). Each street has its own queen, floats and songs; each day, members parade in street clothes and sing songs that poke fun at the rival group. Merrymakers toss blue dye and shaving cream at the opposing side. No one is spared, so dress accordingly!

Beyond Carnival, visitors come the rest of the year to soak up the strong Azuero traditions and visit the Museo Belisario Porras, which is dedicated to its namesake three-term president, during whose administration the Panama Canal opened. You can also shop for local goods, including hand-embroidered polleras at Artesanias Arte y Belleza. With a serene pool and local art on the walls, Hotel Presidente is, by far, the top hotel in town. Nearby Hotel Piamonte is a solid option for those on a tight budget. Both have nice restaurants, though you may prefer to grab some craft beer and pub grub at Las Tablas Brewing Co.
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Desfile De Las Mill Polleras, Carnival | Marek Poplawski/Shutterstock ©


Can’t-Miss Azuero Festivals

The Península de Azuero maintains a busy festival calendar that kicks off in January in Macaracas with the Fiesta de los Reyes Magos, which includes an elaborate dramatization of the Biblical Epiphany. The Festival Nacional de la Pollera, where women model the national costume, overtakes Las Tablas on July 22. September brings the Festival de la Mejorana in Guararé, which is Panama’s largest folkloric festival. Dance troupes from across the country perform, and there are also music and beauty competitions. On November 10, the president of Panama arrives in Los Santos for El Grito de La Villa, the patriotic anniversary of the first cry of independence, celebrated with parades, music, dancing and drinking in the streets.



WHERE TO FIND AZUERO CRAFTS

Ocú

The sombrero ocueño is a Panama hat sold in the town of Ocú for up to US$100.

La Enea

This tiny town has a big reputation for producing (and selling) Panama’s finest polleras.

Guararé

The Casa Museo Manuel F Zárate in Guararé offers a great introduction to Azuero crafts and festivals.

Panama’s Driest Corner

PARITA AND ITS PARKS

About 13km northwest of downtown Chitré, the quaint town of Parita is one of those little-known places that travelers love to stumble upon. Founded in 1556 and named after a Ngöbe-Buglé chief, it’s full of 18th-century colonial structures, including the churrigueresque (an ornate Spanish baroque style) Iglesia de Santo Domingo de Guzmán, which has exquisite carvings inside by the pulpit. One of Panama’s top artisans, Dario López, maintains a studio in Parita. Having made colorful masks for folkloric dancers since the 1960s, he now exports most of his art to the US and Europe. Stop by Taller Dario López to meet the legend and see what’s available.

Parita is the launchpad for trips to Parque Nacional Sarigua, which offers a stark contrast to Panama’s other national parks. Once a dry tropical forest, it’s now largely an orange-earth desert thanks to deforestation and subsequent erosion. There’s an observation tower near the entrance and four short hikes of between 300m and 600m in length. The most popular is Sendero Las Dunas, which leads to one of Panama’s most important pre-Columbian archeological sites: the remains of an ancient village dating back 11,000 years. It may be hard to decipher (there’s no signage), yet the path in does go through an intriguing dry forest with pitahaya cactuses and mesquite shrubs en route to wild dunes and barren plains.

The boardwalk may be in tatters – and only accessed via bumpy dirt roads – but hardy birdwatchers might instead prefer the nearby wildlife refuge Refugio de Vida Silvestre Cenegón del Mangle. Its mangrove forests lie at the mouth of Río Santa Maria and are favored by wading birds such as egrets and herons.


Rum & Seco in Pesé

Fans of Panama’s most famous rum brand, Ron Abuelo, flock to the tiny town of Pesé for tours and tastings at its Hacienda San Isidro. The facility underwent a complete remodel in 2023 and was closed at the time of research. However, it typically offers guided visits that may include a welcome cocktail, distillery tour, oxcart ride, rum tasting and lunch. While at Hacienda San Isidro, you’ll also learn about the history and distillation process of seco, a clear vodka-like alcoholic beverage made by triple-distilling sugarcane. The widely available brand Seco Herrerano is produced here. Want to drink it like a local? Mix it with milk!




Getting Around

Parita is easily accessed by bus from Chitré, but you’ll need to take a taxi (about $15) or rental car to the parks beyond. The road to Sarigua is paved, but the one to Cenegón del Mangle is not. Regular buses connect Chitré with Las Tablas.





PLAYA VENAO
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The place to see and be seen in the Península de Azuero, Playa Venao is the town that Instagram built. This sweeping crescent of golden sand, which leads to a beloved surf break, was little more than a sleepy village until Israeli investors moved in, constructing surf lodges, yoga shalas and juice bars, and transforming it into a go-to destination for the young and beautiful from Panama City, Tel Aviv and beyond. Sadly, the town looks like a dusty construction zone with little greenery and vast empty lots as building continues apace. Yet you’d be hard-pressed to find another beach resort in Panama with such a trendy collection of hotels, restaurants and boutique shops. Surfers were the first to fall for Venao, followed by yogis. Now the global party set converges here for massive electronic-music festivals and nightly DJs. Salute the sun, surf and dance the night away; that’s life in Venao.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Playa Venao

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Beach Break Surf Camp

3Safari Surf School

4Selina Venao River

5Surf Dojo

6Terra Cotta

SLEEPING

7Eco Venao

8Hostal La Choza

9Selina Playa Venao

EATING

10Cantina

11Coleos

12La Quincha

13PAN AR Panaderia Artesanal Argentina

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

14El Sitio

see 9Selina Playa Venao

SHOPPING

15Caravana Venao




TOP TIP

Venao Guide (venaoguide.com) is a great resource for what’s happening in town during your stay. Not only will you find daily yoga schedules, but also DJ sessions, parties, art classes and more. There’s an information office in town on the main drag.



Surf & Salute the Sun

FEELING THE VENAO VIBES

A typical day at Playa Venao starts with some sun salutations at the many yoga shalas around town; classes are held at hotels such as Alaya Panama, Eco Venao, Beach Break Surf Camp and the two Selina properties. Then it’s time for coffee and some baked goods at Pan AR Panadería Artesanal Argentina, the town’s best cafe, before heading out into the waves just offshore. The surf here is in an exposed beach break with a sandy bottom, making it great for newbies to the sport. The main wave breaks both left and right and is quite consistent, though it’s best around mid-tide when the tide is falling.

Rent boards, book lessons or pop in for advice at surf schools such as Safari Surf and Surf Dojo. The latter offers everything from 90-minute surf theory classes to 30-minute video analysis and Carver practice using surf skateboards. The former offers an array of adventure activities for non-surfers, including hiking to nearby waterfalls and paddleboarding or kayaking over to La Playita beach. Those who just want to swim can also visit La Playita by car or taxi, paying a US$5 fee to pass through the property of La Playita Resort.

By late afternoon, it’s time for a quick trip to the shops, including Caravana Venao, a concept store with flowing beach dresses, Panamanian crafts and local jewelry. Or try your hands at pottery, macramé or soap-making at the arts studio Terra Cotta, which also sells the stuff made by professionals.

As the day winds down, happy hour kicks off at beach bars like El Sitio, where DJs spin EDM well into the night. DJs are also quite often at the turntables at Selina Playa Venao and other properties along the coast. Both hotels host multi-day electronic-music festivals throughout the year, the biggest of which take place in the dry season (mid-December to mid-April) and include the massive Reactor Venao.
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BEST DINING IN PLAYA VENAO

Alaya Panama

This resort restaurant has the most creative (and delicious!) chef-led dishes on the Azuero coast. $$$

La Quincha

Panamanian food gets an upmarket twist at this fusion restaurant with funky floor tiles and exciting flavors. $$

Cantina

Come for strong cocktails paired with globally inspired tapas featuring fresh local ingredients. $$

Coleos

A local Israeli spot with fresh Mediterranean food as well as some Asian curry and noodle dishes. $



WHERE TO SLEEP IN PLAYA VENAO

Selina Playa Venao

The first-ever Selina, this lively beachfront property remains the place for the surf-work-party life. $$

Alaya Panama

Luxurious eco-minded wellness resort with plush dome rooms on a stunning hilltop overlooking Isla Cañas. $$$

Hostal La Choza

Cheap, central and the only true hostel in Playa Venao (though some hotels have dorms). $

Hiking with Howler Monkeys

A WALK THROUGH ECO VENAO

Though much of Playa Venao looks barren and dusty, there is one part that’s startlingly green: Eco Venao. This North American–owned resort complex is set within a 140-hectare reforestation project at the western end of the beach. Spread throughout are accommodations for all budgets (including beachfront cabins, hilltop villas and a comfy dormitory), as well as a restaurant, cafe, yoga shala and boat-shaped beach bar. Yet the real joy is exploring the property along the hilltop Cascada Trail.

This short hike follows a river through a dry tropical forest filled with howler monkeys up to a small waterfall. In the wet season, you can swim in the pool at its base. Then you continue uphill to a lookout point, from which you can see the entire beach and bay. From here, turn back around or continue onward until the path connects to a service road that leads you to the casitas (cottages) at the top of Eco Venao. The full circuit is about 3km and well signposted. It takes a little over an hour. Non-guests need to pay US$4 to enter. Like much of the peninsula, the forest here can look quite dry by March and April, but becomes green again with the first rains thereafter.


Surf’s up at Playa Guánico

Scrappy little Playa Guánico, 50km southwest of Playa Venao toward Cambutal, has emerged in recent years as a surf-bum alternative to surrounding resort towns with cheap lodging, good waves and little else – for now. Construction is ramping up with many European investors moving in (sadly, it’s a bit treeless and aesthetically jumbled at the moment). The best seafront base is the hostel Surfcamp Guanico, which has all the intel on the consistent beach break and two point breaks just offshore. You’ll find juice, coffee, croissants and smoothie bowls at the Break, as well as heartier dishes at Guanicos Café (ask for the daily specials!). Expect big changes here in the near future.




Getting Around

The Playa Venao Shuttle is the easiest and most direct way to get to Venao from Panama City, though it’s not cheap. It picks up at the Selina Hotel in Casco Viejo (typically around 8am) and drops you either here or in Pedasí. To reach Chitré or Panama City by public transport, you must first transfer in Las Tablas. Venao, though spread out, is easily walkable.






Beyond Playa Venao
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Wild protected islands, deserted surf beaches and cute country towns await on the Azuero coast near Playa Venao.


Playa Venao may be the most famous Azuero beach, but it’s far from the only one worth visiting. A string of other golden crescents lines the coast east toward Pedasí, a once-sleepy town 30-minutes away that’s so cute it’s now heaving with North American and European expats (and businesses catering to them). Two offshore islands are the focus of popular day trips from both Venao and Pedasí: Isla Iguana and Isla Cañas. The former is uninhabited and has a picturesque white-sand beach that leads to colorful corals. The latter has a small rustic village, plus some protected mangrove forests and a long beach famous for its seasonal sea turtles.
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TOP TIP

Pedasí makes a great alternative to Playa Venao for those who prefer peace and serenity to parties and pretensions.



Small Town, Big Appeal

PEDASÍ AND ISLA IGUANA

If your idea of small-town Panama comes with boutique hotels, international restaurants and hip health food cafes (like Jungla) filled with digital nomads, then Pedasí is the spot for you. This snoozy little village 33km northeast of Playa Venao appeals to a quieter and older demographic. The population has doubled over the last decade as foreigners (often retirees) move into the tiled colonial homes of its narrow leafy streets. Some have opened boutiques such as Artemania, with authentic Panamanian crafts; others, places like Coucou Crazy, which doubles as a coffee shop (with house-roasted beans) by day and a craft brewery by night.

There isn’t a whole lot to do in town itself, though a new Biomuseo will open in the current visitor center by 2025. New bike lanes will also connect town with nearby beaches, including the rock-strewn Playa Toro and sandy Playa El Arenal, both of which are reached by foot in under 30 minutes. Slightly further afield, Playa Los Destiladeros is the area’s prettiest beach and the scene of much development (the fabulous Restaurante Terry Desti Beach here is worth the trip alone).

At the fishing port Puerto de Pedasí, behind Playa El Arenal, bird-lovers can do a sunrise tour with boatmen out into the dense mangrove forests (make arrangements a day in advance). Avid sportsfishers, meanwhile, use Pedasí as a base for exploring the famed Tuna Coast just offshore.

The area’s biggest attraction, Refugio de Vida Silvestre Isla Iguana, is accessed via a 40-minute boat transfer from Playa El Arenal. This 53-hectare refuge is centered on a deserted island ringed by corals. The water is shallow enough for snorkeling and, as elsewhere in the Pacific, the reef fish are enormous. Just be sure to stick to the beaten path between the two white-sand beaches as unexploded ordnance is occasionally discovered here (the US Navy used the island for target practice during WWII). Humpback whales inhabit these waters from June to October, making it an extra-special time to visit. Remember to bring water and food; there’s none on the island.


BEST DINING IN PEDASÍ

Bohemia

Pizzas, pastas and, well, bohemia make this tiny Italian restaurant with funky art a charmer. $$

Bistrot Pedasí

This cute restaurant serves up French dishes with local ingredients and excellent paired wines. $$

Le Panier Panadería

Not your average small-town bakery; expect everything from chocolate-almond croissants to apple empanadas. $

Mama Fefa

Stretch your budget at this cheap and incredibly popular Creole fonda, which runs out of food by the afternoon. $



WHERE TO SLEEP IN PEDASí

Casa Wabi Sabi

Uber-stylish (if small) rooms, a communal kitchen and central location give this midranger added appeal. $$

Hotel Casa de Campo

A charming boutique hotel full of countryside character, boasting spacious rooms and an inviting pool. $$

Hotel Carey

There are 11 art-filled rooms here for all budgets, plus a pool, restaurant and tour desk. $

Turtle Time on Isla Cañas

COASTAL AZUERO AT ITS WILDEST

From July through November, thousands of sea turtles (mostly olive ridley) come ashore at night to lay eggs on the 14km-long beach of Isla Cañas, just west of Playa Venao. Peak months are September and October. Once you reach the island in season, you’ll often be approached by a local guide. Paying for their services provides a worthy alternative to inhabitants selling turtle eggs on the black market. Keep in mind that sea turtles are easily frightened; don’t use the bright lights of flashlights, cameras and phones.

Isla Cañas is worth a visit outside of turtle season too. In fact, the boat ride over from the mainland is a spectacular trip through the coastal mangroves. The island itself is like stepping back in time. Upon arrival, there’s a small village with a minimarket and a handful of fondas and hostels, the most notable of which, Hostal Pachamama, is slightly removed from town on a remote stretch of sand with kayak and paddleboard rentals. Several paths crisscross the island, and there’s even a basic bar, Cantina Rosa, on the town beach.
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Olive ridley sea turtle | Davdeka/Shutterstock ©


Reforesting the Peninsula

The most deforested area of Panama, the Península de Azuero has seen generations of cattle ranching degrade what was once dry tropical forest. Gone are the scarlet macaws and most of the spider monkeys. Yet all is not lost. NGOs such as Pro Eco Azuero (proecoazuero.org) are now hard at work reversing the tide of history, reforesting an 80km-long biological corridor (totaling nearly 25,000 hectares) and partnering with local communities to teach the value of conservation. Volunteers are welcome to participate in the project, camping behind the office in Pedasí and helping with projects like growing seedlings (January to May), reforestation (June to September) and community outreach (October to December).




Getting Around

Three daily buses connect Playa Venao with Pedasí, where taxis or rental bikes can take you to nearby beaches. Boats to Isla Iguana leave from Playa El Arenal, cost US$70 and can fit up to five people. Boats to Isla Cañas cost $1 per person and leave regularly (outside of low tide) from the port 17km west of Venao. Group tours to both islands are widely sold in Playa Venao and Pedasí.





CAMBUTAL
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Cambutal has managed to steadily develop over the last decade while maintaining its end-of-the-road frontier appeal. So, while there may be well-manicured (and mostly upmarket) hotels and cabañas (cabins), local ranchers still drive cattle down the winding grey-sand beach right in front of them. Greener and wilder than Playa Venao, it nevertheless draws a similar crowd eager to surf, swim, do yoga and have a few drinks in the afternoon – either at a casual cantina (for cheap cerveza or seco) or a trendier hotel bar. Increasingly, adventure-types come here too, for hikes into some of the peninsula’s last remaining forests, which are filled with raging waterfalls and lumpy hills begging to be climbed. Rumors of a new marina – as well the town’s first gas station, supermarket and working cell signal – put it on the brink of full-blown discovery. Yet, for now at least, it remains a languid spot to retreat from the world.
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SIGHTS

1Cascada la Diabla

2Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya

3Playa Cambutal

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

4411

5Breathe Healing and Welness

6Corto Circuito

7La Piscinas

8Main Beach Break

SLEEPING

9Hill Panama

10La Finca

11Sansara Resort

EATING

12Fonda Norely’s

13Kambute

14Restaurante Cambutal Beach

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Hotel Playa Cambutal

SHOPPING

16Cambutique

17Mercado Cambutal




TOP TIP

Most people visit in the dry season (January to April), but any local will tell you that Cambutal is even better during the rains (May to December), which are rarely long-lasting. The nights are cooler and the forest is greener, plus you can spot sea turtles and humpback whales.



Sun, Surf & Sea Turtles

CAMBUTAL’S QUIET CHARMS

Surfers were the first ones to put Cambutal on the map, and they remain the town’s biggest enthusiasts. The main beach break is just offshore of Hotel Playa Cambutal and is best surfed at mid-high tide. Meanwhile, 411 (Quatro Once) is a right-hand point break best at high tide and Corto Circuito is a rivermouth point break ideal at low tide. Head to Cambutique for surf supplies, plus fine wines, flowy beach dresses and Panamanian craft goods.

Those who like to pair surfing with yoga will find classes at either Sansara Resort or Breathe Healing and Wellness, the latter of which also offers meditation and aerial yoga. Not a surfer or yogi? Unlike many Azuero beaches, Playa Cambutal has areas that are perfectly calm for swimming, including the stretch in front of La Finca.

Several casual cantinas line the beach here for day-drinking. Come sunset, it’s Hotel Playa Cambutal that has the unrivaled seafront bar for happy hour. Otherwise, nights are far calmer than in Playa Venao. That is, unless it’s sea-turtle season.

From July to December, local nonprofit Fundación Tortuguías (tortuguias.org) maintains three hatcheries along the beach where eggs are moved to protect them from natural (and human) predation. They frequently offer guided nighttime tours to see nesting sea turtles, and will release baby turtles many mornings, where you can watch as they make their way to the ocean for the first time. Turtle season is also the best time of year to look for migrating humpback whales just off the coast.


LOCAL EXPERIENCES
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Abby McDonald, co-owner of La Finca and Cambutique, shares recommendations for local experiences.

Mercado Cambutal

The local market has grown into an event where you can eat, drink and shop from 100% local vendors. It runs every third Saturday during the months of December to April in the town’s central park.

Fonda Norely’s

This is a staple for a classic Panamanian meal. Hojaldras (fried dough), with a side of eggs and stewed beef, is the recommended plate for breakfast!

Beach Break

Grab a beer and a towel and find a spot in front of the beach break by Hotel Playa Cambutal to enjoy sunset with locals, discussing the upcoming surf swell, weather and day’s events.



WHERE TO EAT IN CAMBUTAL

Sansara Resort

Fresh daily menus, excellent service and a romantic ambience make this Cambutal’s top restaurant. $$$

Kambute

Coffee shop offering breakfast burritos, brunch smoothie bowls and anytime lattes in a garden setting. $

Restaurante Cambutal Beach

Fried fish, juicy shrimp or grilled octopus paired with rice, patacones and sea views. $

Waterfalls, Tide Pools & Cloud Forests

HIKE ON THE WILD SIDE

Most visitors come to Cambutal to swim or surf, yet it’s actually a great base for adventure. That’s because it’s located on the edge of some of the largest tracts of remaining forest on the peninsula. The surrounding area is home to waterfalls, swimming holes, hot springs and even dense jungles that have only recently become accessible to tourism. One of the most popular trips is to swim in the tide pools known as Las Piscinas, which are best visited just after low tide when the tide is coming back in. From here, the road turns inland toward Cascada la Diabla (also known as Charcola Diabla), a two-jump waterfall with forested trails and great swimming (or rock jumping) in the deep pools below.

You’ll need a 4WD and gung-ho adventure spirit to come here on your own since you have to cross many shallow streams on a bumpy dirt road (which becomes inaccessible in the wet season). It’s better to hire the services of a guide like those at Azuero Adventures, which also offers horseback riding along the beach or up to hidden petroglyphs just above. Azuero Adventures has been instrumental in developing trails in nearby Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya too, which are accessed via boat from Cambutal’s fishing port. The Panamanian-American owners run day trips here as well as a trailblazing multi-day excursion to the top of Cerro Pirri, crossing dense jungles and foggy cloud forests en route to the 1600m summit. Cerro Hoya is one of Panama’s most remote national parks with a high level of endemism and some of the last jaguars and spider monkeys on the peninsula.
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BEST HOTELS IN CAMBUTAL

La Finca

Stylish rooms, shared kitchen, lush grounds and easy access to the best swimming beach make this a top midrange option. $$

Sansara Resort

This Zen surf and yoga resort is the Azuero’s most luxurious property, oozing style and serenity. Sadly, it’s often booked out for retreats in the dry season. $$$

Hill Panama

Art and design lovers will swoon over the four impeccably decorated rooms at this industrial-chic hilltop property with sweeping bay views. $$




Getting Around

To reach Chitré (and beyond) by bus, you’ll first need to transfer in Tonosí. Alternatively, there is one daily minibus that travels between Cambutal and Las Tablas. Hotels can arrange taxis to Playa Venao or Playa Guánico. The town itself is easily walkable along one main road.







VERAGUAS PROVINCE
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NATURE UNBOUND COAST TO COAST

One of Central America’s most extraordinary natural parks stars in a province beloved by surfers, hikers, adventurers, divers and others who revel in nature unbound.
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The name of Veraguas Province (literally ‘see waters’) is both descriptive and accurate – it is the only one of Panama’s provinces and comarcas (indigenous districts) to border both the Pacific Ocean and the Caribbean Sea.

But there’s much more here to attract visitors than endless coastline. Unesco World Heritage Site Isla Coiba, the so-called Galápagos of Central America, draws divers, birdwatchers and paradise-seekers. Spy flocks of scarlet macaws, enormous schools of fish, migrating humpback whales with calves and manta rays in this pristine island park.

The launching pad for excursions, popular snorkeling day trips and diving adventures to Coiba is the popular village of Santa Catalina, which is a destination in its own right. Santa Catalina has world-class waves that roll in year-round but peak in February and March. It’s a mélange of fishing village, surfer hangout, backpacker haven and expat retreat.

In the highlands, hike the cloud forest around the village of Santa Fé, an off-the-beaten-path location. Dancing butterflies, swimming holes and giant waterfalls grace this humble mountain town. You can also hike along rainforest trails amid the region’s famous birdlife atop Cerro Tuto. A new road puts the untouched Caribbean coast within a 90-minute drive.

Away from the main sights, experience remote beaches, great surfing and sea-turtle sanctuaries on the Sunset Coast along the western side of Península de Azuero.
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THE MAIN AREAS

SANTA CATALINA

Laid-back beach town with surfing.

PARQUE NACIONAL COIBA

Raw nature in the Pacific.

SANTA FÉ

Waterfalls and hiking in the highlands.

SUNSET COAST

Lonely beaches, happy turtles.



Find Your Way

You can get from the Caribbean coast to the Pacific by car in under five hours. Going east to west on the Interamericana takes only a little more time. Back roads vary in quality.
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Plan Your Time

In only a couple of hours you can go from a beach to a cloud rainforest so you can spend more time enjoying your Veraguas visit.
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Three Days

Go straight to Santa Catalina and plop down on one of the beaches. If you’re a surfer, hit the waves. On day two, take a trip to Parque Nacional Coiba to snorkel and savor the extraordinary sights. On day three, head up to Santa Fé and revel in the misty air. On the way, don’t miss the extraordinary church at San Francisco.




With One Week

Use the three-day itinerary as a framework, but do more, much more. At Santa Catalina learn to surf or dive. Besides Coiba, charter a boat for the ultimate beachy escape Isla Cébaco. Up in Santa Fé, head out on hikes to view waterfalls and birds. Drive the new road to the Caribbean, consider hiring a boat to a remote beach. Detour down the Sunset Coast.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

FEBRUARY TO APRIL

The best months to hit the world-class surf breaks in Santa Catalina. The dry season has trails at their best.

MAY TO AUGUST

It’s especially steamy during the rainy season. These months offer the best weather for the beach.

SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER

The rainy season means impressive waterfalls – though trails may be muddy.

DECEMBER TO JANUARY

The dry season is peak season. Sea turtles nest on the beaches around Malena.



SANTA CATALINA
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The main access point to spectacular Parque Nacional Coiba is also unmissable for its own attractions. It’s an uber-mellow beach town making the shift from a tranquil fishing village where visitors wander down the middle of the main street and kids go barefoot into a full-fledged tourist town with small hotels and upscale cottage compounds aimed at expats. A growing number of cafes and small restaurants offer good food and drink to visitors.

Santa Catalina is among Central America’s top surf spots, with right and left breaks comparable to Oahu’s Sunset Beach on a good day. Enjoy these seriously wicked breaks, many of which are reached via the string of beaches along the coast east and west of town. Non-surfers can spend several days exploring these sandy strips backed by palms even before they head out for the unmissable diving and snorkeling at Coiba and beyond.
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SIGHTS

1Isla Santa Catalina

2Playa El Estero

3Playa Santa Catalina

SLEEPING

4Hostel Familiar Rolo

5Hotel Santa Catalina

6Oasis Surf Camp

7Rancho Estero

8Sol y Mar

9Surfers Paradise

EATING

10Café Panachocolat

11Chano’s Place Seafood Restaurant

12Pizzeria Jammin’

13Restaurante Mamá Nivia




TOP TIP

Check the weather for your stay in Santa Catalina. Underwater adventures out at Coiba are best on bright days. While everybody likes a sunny day on the beach, you can still hike and explore the coastline even on cloudy or rainy days as it’s always warm.



Beaches for Every Mood

SUN, SAND AND VIEWS

Santa Catalina’s menu of beaches starts right where the main drag ends at Playa Santa Catalina. This dark-sand cove is a prime gathering spot for residents and visitors. There’s often a pickup volleyball game going on and it’s easy to flounce right into the balmy water and have a swim. A cafe offers water views of the shore’s tropical beauty.

Playa El Estero is a 15-minute walk west past the ever-growing assortment of holiday rentals. It’s a huge and long swath of grey sand lapped by – usually – gentle waves. There are parking areas and a small crop of rustic places to stay, plus a couple of cafes with views. Stretch your legs on a long walk.

Isolated Playa Arrimadero is 6km northwest along the coast and is a good option for those who want a beach escape without the journey out to Parque Nacional Coiba. There are a couple of accommodation and eating options but mostly there’s little more than sand, lava rock and palm trees on this sheltered cove. Get here by kayak, hired boat or a long looping road on the mainland.
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Lost Cultures

When the Spaniards landed on Panama’s Pacific coast in the early 16th century, they encountered a large population living in relative isolation. Separated into many groups – sometimes by only a few kilometers – each had a distinct language and culture.

Spanish missionaries arrived and the decimation began. The rich cultures were suppressed, people were enslaved and diseases wiped out over half of the indigenous people. The survivors took to the highlands, but only the Ngöbe-Buglé survived in any number.

In the 17th and 18th centuries, the coast was bedeviled by pirate attacks. Later, large swaths of Veraguas and Chiriquí Provinces were divvied up by European colonists who established farms and plantations, often employing descendants of the original indigenous people.



WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA CATALINA

Hostel Familiar Rolo

Just up from Playa Santa Catalina, this sparkling hostel (one of many budget options) offers a range of activities. $

Oasis Surf Camp

Fording a usually small stream to reach this surfer crash pad is part of the charm here at Playa El Estero. $

Rancho Estero

Hammocks swing amid a bamboo-and-thatch vibe on a hilltop location with sweeping views of the ocean. $$

Panama’s Best Surfing

A DIFFERENT BREAK EVERY DAY

Serious surfers love Santa Catalina, which has some of the biggest breaks in the whole of Central America.

Right in town, Playa Santa Catalina is as good as it gets. It has a sharp rock bottom right and left break with incredible tubes and long rides with lots of power.

Playa El Estero is a worthwhile 15-minute walk from Santa Catalina. It has lefts and rights over a sand bottom; popular with beginners at low tide.

Punta Brava, just west of El Estero, offers point breaks at low tide over a sharp rock bottom. The lefts are the best and very powerful.

Overall, the best waves are generally from December to April, though there’s action here year-round. Unlike the Caribbean, the Pacific offers fairly consistent sets, though a good swell will really give a boost to the surfing here. Be advised that many of the breaks in the area are over rocks, and can easily snap your board if you don’t know what you’re doing.

Surf shops in town and at many of the accommodations rent boards, sell gear and offer lessons. They can also arrange for guides and trips by boat to more remote breaks.
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SNORKELING TRIP TIPS

Competition to sell you a snorkeling trip to Parque Nacional Coiba, as well as other destinations, is fierce in Santa Catalina. Take your time and compare the offers of a few operators. Consider the following:

What’s the state of the gear? Do they have sizes to fit you?

Will you have a guide who is fluent in English and has both great enthusiasm for and knowledge of local wildlife?

What’s included? Is lunch more than the typical can of tuna in a bowl of pasta?

Be sure to bring your own water no matter what you’re told as well as bug spray, sunscreen, a towel and sturdy sandals for post-lunch hikes.




Panama’s Natural Wonder

PARQUE NACIONAL COIBA, the islands off the coast southwest of Santa Catalina, offers superlative snorkeling, diving, hiking and wildlife-spotting.



WHERE TO STAY IN SANTA CATALINA

Sol y Mar

Near the entrance to town, this place has a hillside location, lush gardens and a good restaurant. $$

Surfers Paradise

On a point with views along the coast, so you’ll always know the wave conditions. Comfortable rooms. $$

Hotel Santa Catalina

The local hotel most like a resort, this relaxed place has a pool right on the shore. Family rooms have kitchens. $$

Kayaking the Coast

SEE NATURE FROM SEA LEVEL

Gliding along Santa Catalina’s coast, with its beaches, craggy outcrops and dense mangroves, is an immersive way to spend half a day or more. Put a picnic together and go exploring.

You can also paddle across the channel to Isla Santa Catalina from Playa Santa Catalina. It’s only 1.8km and is a natural destination. The light sand of the long beach is seldom visited by others – organized trips head to the gorgeous sands of Parque Nacional Coiba – and is a fine place to idle away a day. Bring everything you’ll need, including plenty of water and snorkeling gear. Note that the beach gets narrow at high tide.

You can rent kayaks in town. No matter your destination, check the weather conditions before you set out as when it’s windy the water gets rough and kayaking becomes more chore than pleasure.


Eating & Drinking in Santa Catalina

There’s a good assortment of places to eat and drink along the main road in Santa Catalina, but you’ll also find some great options along the road to Playa El Estero and in some of the smaller offshoot lanes. It’s easy to wander around browsing and choose something that appeals.

Fresh seafood caught by local fishers is on every menu – a good choice is the very simple Chano’s Place. Another option is the dead-simple and (like everywhere else) completely open-air Restaurante Mamá Nivia, which only serves what’s fresh. You’ll also find a lot of Italian, including excellent pizza at Pizzeria Jammin’.

For morning fare, including, yes, avocado toast, the central Café Panachocolat has fine coffee and baked goods.



Awesome Diving & Snorkeling

AS GOOD AS IT GETS

Diving and snorkeling are a great way to see the spectacular marine life along the Santa Catalina coast and Parque Nacional Coiba. Snorkeling trips are the most popular activity locally and, with a few considerations, it can be a highlight of your trip.

You can choose from numerous operators, and if you linger most anywhere in town, you can expect someone to appear touting the attributes of one tour company or another.

Discovering Isla Gobernadora

REMOTE BEACHES AND HANDICRAFTS

Isla Gobernadora, an 8-sq-km island in the Golfo de Montijo that’s home to a quiet fishing village, has forested trails and a few white-sand beaches. If you have ever wanted to watch the moon rise from a thatched hut, Art Lodge Panama, an idyllic retreat run by a hospitable French artist, will satisfy that urge.

You can charter a boat here from Santa Catalina (round trip about US$60) for a daytime visit, or get a boat through the lodge. There’s a cross-island trail as well as untrod beaches good for swimming and snorkeling. The lodge serves meals featuring local seafood, fruit and vegetables.

Village people are part of a handicraft co-op, and you can join in and learn their skills.


Getting Around

Santa Catalina is well-linked by tourist buses to other popular parts of Panama such as Boquete. Travel on regular buses will require a change at the town of Soná, about one hour north. Roads are good until about 20km north of the village where they become rough but drivable. You can walk anywhere in the immediate Santa Catalina environs within 15 or 20 minutes. Beaches and islands further out will require a hired boat.





TOP SIGHT
Parque Nacional Coiba

Often compared to the Galápagos Islands, this Unesco World Heritage Site is a veritable lost world of pristine ecosystems and unique fauna. Spot flocks of scarlet macaws, enormous schools of fish, migrating humpback whales with calves and manta rays scuffing the ocean floor. Scuba divers might glimpse a hammerhead or whale shark. Snorkelers will see extraordinary variety in the shallows. And it remains uncrowded.
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PRACTICALITIES

Scan this QR code for park information.
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Panama’s Galápagos

With the exception of Ecuador’s Galápagos Islands and Isla de Coco in Costa Rica, few destinations off the Pacific coast of the Americas are as exotic as this national park. Although just 20km offshore in the Golfo de Chiriquí, Coiba has a sense of remoteness that is a key draw for visitors.

Isolated for the past century due to its status as a notorious penal colony, Coiba offers travelers the chance to hike through primary rainforest and snorkel and dive in a marine park with increasingly rare wildlife. However, with virtually no tourist infrastructure in place, you’re going to have to plan ahead to really see it up close.


DON’T MISS

Swirling kaleidoscopes of tropical fish

Dripping rainforest with monkeys howling

Empty beaches

Warm and utterly clear water

Huge lurking crocodiles

Sea turtles swimming with snorkelers

Soaring scarlet macaws




WHY TAKE A TOUR?

Parque Nacional Coiba is one place that it’s nearly essential to visit via an organized tour. Most depart from Santa Catalina. Average travel time to the park’s ranger station by boat is about 75 minutes. Snorkeling day trips are popular. Special-interest tours include ones built around diving, birdwatching, hiking, kayaking and more. Some tours last more than a day – which is essential to really appreciate the islands.



A Vast Sanctuary

Almost completely free of human development, Isla Coiba is an ecological gem. With an area of 503 sq km, it is the largest of a group of islands lying around 20km off the Pacific coast of Veraguas. After hosting pre-Columbian cultures as well as a colonial-era pearl industry, Coiba was sectioned off as a penal colony in 1912, which was instrumental in preventing the widespread rainforest destruction that has swept through Panama. Virtually the entire island features virgin (80%) and secondary (20%) rainforest teeming with wildlife, including several endemic species that have never been studied in depth. Coiba’s underwater world is equally spectacular, with reefs, walls, islets and much more.

In 1991 the Panamanian government established Parque Nacional Coiba. In 2004 the park’s size was doubled and now includes more than three dozen outlying islands of varying sizes and their surrounding waters. The smaller ones look like little plush balls of green in a sea of blue.

Coiba has survived environmental challenges posed by Pacific coast drug trafficking, overfishing and the disappearance of species. But there have been some positive steps in the recent past. All park fees now go toward the park’s maintenance and overnight visitors are limited.
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TOP TIPS

• Compare tours to find the one best suited to you.

• Leave your wallet behind, tour operators collect park entrance fees.

• Bring binoculars to see birds and animals.

• Have waterproof bags for your gear, as it’s easy to get wet.

• Get a waterproof case for your phone, so you can snap pics underwater.

• Be zen with the lack of phone reception.

• Have sturdy footwear to navigate muddy trails.

• Snorkeling trips usually include three stops for underwater action plus lunch at the ranger station and time for short hikes and lounging around serene beaches.



Natural Abundance

Coiba is home to the second-largest eastern Pacific coral reef and some of the finest diving and snorkeling to be found along the coast from Colombia to Mexico. The whole island is covered with heavy forest, virgin and secondary, except for the prison camps and along the lower courses of the larger streams where there are swampy woodlands. Rocky headlands project along the coast, and there are sandy beaches broken by mangroves at rivermouths. In addition to Isla Coiba, some 37 other islands, including Isla Jicarón to the south, make up the national park.

Over 170 bird species have been identified in Parque Nacional Coiba. While birdwatchers covet sighting here spinetail, a little reddish-brown bird found only on Coiba, most are awed by the scarlet macaws limited in Panama to this park. The birds nest at Barco Quebrado on the southern tip of Isla Coiba but are frequently sighted in flight, with distinctive calls that are easy to recognize.

Plant surveys have identified over 1450 species (there are eight ecosystems on the island). Coiba has not had a proper wildlife survey, though it is believed to be home to about 40 different species of mammal. Two rare animals are endemic to the island – the Coiba agouti and the Coiba howler monkey. While these are difficult to spot, it’s common to see white-faced capuchin monkeys playing on the beach.

Seventeen species of crocodile, turtle and lizard, as well as 15 species of snake – including the dangerous fer-de-lance, coral snakes and boa constrictors – are found here. Enormous crocodiles might inhibit your swim plans at night, although you can easily spot them on Isla Ranchería (aka Isla Coibita), a popular afternoon stop for snorkelers. Although snakes tend to be extremely shy, you should always walk slowly and carefully through the jungles, stomping occasionally.

The marine life in the park is simply astounding. The warm Indo-Pacific current through the Gulf of Chiriquí creates a unique underwater ecosystem atypical of this region, attracting large populations of pelagics and enormous schools of fish. Some two dozen species of dolphins and whales have been identified, and humpback whales and spotted dolphins are often seen on the run to and from Santa Catalina. Sperm whales and orcas are also present but in much lower numbers. The whale-watching season runs from July to October.

The waters surrounding Coiba are home to 33 varieties of shark. White-tip reef and bull sharks are the most sighted, though black-tips can also be spotted and hammerheads school in large numbers here as well. Lucky divers may see the occasional tiger and whale shark, especially from December to February.

The waters around Coiba are also home to sea turtles (olive ridley, hawksbill and the increasingly rare green), which are often spotted by snorkelers. In addition to seriously large fish, you’re almost guaranteed to spot schools of snapper and jacks as well as large grouper and barracuda.


Tour Operators

• The following are specialist tour operators that can give you a deeply rewarding Coiba visit:

• Dive Base Coiba (divebasecoiba.com) Local scuba experts with vast experience.

• Tanager Ecotours (tanagertourism.com) Highly personalized nature tours on land and sea.

• Fluid Adventures Panama (fluidadventurespanama.com) Multiday kayaking and hiking tours with camping.



Activities on Land & Sea

Those who come to Coiba do so to explore the amazing marine environment, whether through scuba diving or snorkeling. However, birdwatching can be excellent on the island, where there’s also good hiking. Just swimming the brilliant turquoise waters with their gentle surf and alluring temps is a highlight.

Coiba boasts a half dozen trails, four of which are easily accessible from the ranger station. These include a hike up to Cerro Gambute, which takes about 30 minutes and passes through monkey-filled trees before arriving at a wide viewpoint. There’s also a short walk to lovely Playa Tito. The 5km-long Sendero de Santa Cruz to the west takes about four hours there and back, and gives a good idea of the island’s rich landscape. Further afield is Sendero de los Pozos, some 45 minutes away by boat. It leads to thermal baths built in an old tiled installation. Since there are no markers, you must do longer trails with a guide.

The cove near the ranger station features a small island that you can snorkel around during high tide. Other popular spots for swimming and snorkeling are Isla Granito de Oro, Isla Ranchería and the mangrove forest close to Punta Hermosa in the west. All are reached only by boat.
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Sleeping & Eating

The only place to stay on Coiba is in the simple multi-bed rooms at the ranger station, although you can also pitch a tent. Some tours for overnight or longer include stays in custom tents. Tours also usually include food and guides – especially ones aimed at specialized interests like birdwatching. Note that there is no food available on the island. There is a very basic kitchen that does not include fuel or utensils.


Notorious Prison

On the southeast corner of Isla de Coiba are the remains of a prison used by the Panamanian government from 1919 to as recently as 2004. Often called the nation’s ‘Devil’s Island,’ the bleak concrete buildings held criminals convicted of heinous crimes, but it was also used by various governments as a place to exile political prisoners, who were called ‘Los Desaparecidos,’ or ‘the disappeared.’ Opposing a dictator like Manuel Noriega could get you a death sentence here.








Beyond Santa Catalina
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The minor hustle and bustle of Santa Catalina fades away as you navigate quiet and pretty backroads north to the Interamericana.


Santa Catalina is at the southern tip of the Peninsula de las Palmas, which stretches down from the Interamericana. Roads meander through the rolling green hills, which are dotted with farms and forests. Besides the commercial diversions of Soná, there are some natural highlights worth exploring as you transit to other parts of Panama.

Las Palmas, a small town 10km south of the Interamericana and 32km northwest of Soná, is close to several waterfalls. One of the best, El Salto de Las Palmas de Veraguas, is just east of town and reachable by car. The 45m-high waterfall cascades down into a pool perfect for swimming. Like much of the peninsula, it’s always quiet here.
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TOP TIP

A regular car is fine for the main roads, but a 4WD is required for exploring the undeveloped coast and inland waterfalls.



Pause in Soná

COUNTRY TOWN WITH TASTY CHARM

Although Santa Catalina has a tiny grocery and an ATM, it lacks most other services. If you’re provisioning for a longer stay in a holiday home or planning for an expedition to Parque Nacional Coiba or other remote islands, you’ll soon find yourself in the busy market town of Soná.

Its compact center buzzes with activity in market stalls, large shops and supermarkets. Even if you’re not meeting your domestic needs, it’s worth a stop just to wander this typical – and untouristed – Panamanian town of 11,000. It easily has the best selection of produce south of the Interamericana. Pause in one of the covered arcades and fill your lungs with the intoxicating scents of bananas, mangoes, papayas, coconuts and more.

When you’re ready for lunch or a treat, don’t miss Panadería y Refresquería La Princesita, which is just off the main street. Run by a lovely family, this bakery has luscious fresh-fruit cakes, pastries and cupcakes as well as sandwiches and pizza.
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Isolated Isla Cébaco

Panama’s third-largest island at 80 sq km, Isla Cébaco in the Gulf of Montijo is very much off the beaten track due to the difficulty of access. No commercial ferries operate there, so transportation is by private charter only. As a result there is almost no tourism development save the basic Cébaco Sunrise Lodge on the east coast. The small population of farmers and fishers is mostly based around the main settlement of El Jobo to the north.

Despite all this, Cébaco’s beautiful beaches and breathtaking coastline offer the intrepid traveler a variety of activities: hiking trails of varying degrees of difficulty, fishing, diving, snorkeling and surfing. Indeed, Playa Grande on the island’s south side is a burgeoning surfing drawcard.




Getting Around

Soná, a regional hub for bus services, is linked to Santa Catalina by frequent buses that take about one hour. The road linking the two towns steadily improves the closer you get to Soná.

For Isla Cébaco, you can charter boats from Santa Catalina or from Puerto Mutis, 30km southwest of Santiago (the former is good for getting a guide to the surf breaks). The closest embarkation point is Playa Reina. This is about 5km down a paved road west of Mariato, which can be reached by bus from Santiago. This journey takes about 30 minutes.





SANTA Fé
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Santa Fé has fresh air, bucolic surroundings and lush, walkable countryside, yet it remains off the tourist trail. With the verdant mountainsides, myriad waterfalls, coursing streams and accessible swimming spots of Parque Nacional Santa Fé on the town’s doorstep, it’s a great destination for hikers, birdwatchers and those simply wanting to soak up the beauty of the highlands. When your outdoor adventures end, you can savor the local coffee, which seems to grow in every yard, or just find a hammock and have a snooze.

This tiny mountain town, 53km north of Santiago and the Interamericana, lies in the shadow of the Continental Divide. At an altitude of 500m, Santa Fé is cooler than the lowlands, and much of the surrounding forest is unchanged since the Spanish founded the town in 1557. From here, a new road to the Caribbean coast is bringing access to some of Panama’s most remote outposts.
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HIGHLIGHTS

1Parque Nacional Santa Fé

SIGHTS

2Alto de Piedra

3Cascada de Bermejo

4Cerro Tute

5El Salto

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

6Cafe El Tute




TOP TIP

Santa Fé is compact; narrow lanes weave around hills and tiny family farms. Modest guesthouses aimed at adventurers are scattered around town, as are a handful of cafes and simple restaurants. Tour operators arrange active pursuits across the countryside by foot, on horseback or by kayak.



Remote Park & Bird Mountain

RAPTORS AND RAINFOREST

Vast, mountainous Parque Nacional Santa Fé covers 726 sq km of pristine wilderness, extending from the northern edge of Santa Fé to the Cordillera Central, and includes the rugged area of Alto de Piedra. An extensive trail network winds through the mountain’s primary and secondary rainforest. Local outfitters offer many options by foot and horseback to explore this dense forest.

Not far from the park, and with excellent open views of the valley, Cerro Tute is home to the area’s famed birdlife. You’ll likely hear the cooing of some of the park’s 10 species of dove or the distinctive call of one of five types of cuckoo. Watch dozens of different raptors, including osprey and various hawks. And then there’s the ever-popular toucan, with its multi-hued bill.


A Beautiful Drive to the Caribbean

After years of construction, a new road now traces a sinuous route through virgin rainforest and past tiny indigenous villages some 53km north to the Caribbean coast.

The pavement ends at Calovébora, a tiny fishing hamlet on a wild coast facing the Caribbean. The wide, gray beach stretches to the horizon to the west and east. Sodden coconuts outnumber footprints on the sand. There’s a tiny grocery stall, a barebones guesthouse and a lack of reliable power. You can charter open fishing boats to even more remote beaches and islands.

It’s smooth, if slow, driving. Watch for villagers riding horses along the road. Trees arch overhead and mists from low-hanging clouds keep things cool in the passes.



Misty Spray from Waterfalls

TOO MANY TO COUNT

It seems you can find a waterfall around here for every day of the year. Cascada de Bermejo is the focus of a superb half-day road and trail walk. There are three waterfalls in Alto de Piedra northwest of town. Though you can visit on your own, access can be difficult and affected by recent rain, so a guide is recommended. The impressive waterfall known as El Salto lies about three hours southeast of Santa Fé. This is another jaunt best done with a guide.

Santa Fé’s Very Own Coffee Roaster

COMMUNITY PRIDE AND COFFEE JOY

Santa Fé’s beloved coffee producer, Cooperativa Santa Fé, is a 50-year-old cooperative of over 350 families that grow beans on tiny plots. It was started to wrest power from local coffee barons and put the crop’s profit back in local hands. Every step of the growing, harvesting and roasting process is 100% organic. Stop in for a tour and tastings at the onsite Cafe El Tute.


Getting Around

You can walk to most places in Santa Fé in under 20 minutes. There are frequent buses to Santiago and the Interamericana, which take about an hour. Bus service on the new road to the Caribbean coast is still in development.






Beyond Santa Fé
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Absorb the centuries-old beauty of an extraordinary church, then relax in the central square of a regional center.


The village of San Francisco on the way to Santa Fé boasts one of the most extraordinary and oldest examples of baroque ecclesiastical art and architecture in the Americas. Even if you’re zipping along the Interamericana, you’ll thank yourself for making the detour.

Halfway between Panama City and the Costa Rican border and just north of the Sunset Coast on the Península de Azuero, Santiago’s old center is a fine place to stop and stretch your legs.

Before you head north to the misty peaks and waterfalls of Santa Fé, or even the adventure that awaits on the new rural road to the Caribbean coast, Santiago offers every commercial service you’ll want.
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Catedral Santiago Apóstol | Jorge Tutor/Alamy Stock Photo ©


TOP TIP

Fresh juice stands and fruit vendors line the periphery of Santiago’s central Parque Juan Demóstenes Arosemena.



Panama’s Most Surprising Rural Church

DON’T MISS THIS ARTISTIC TREASURE

Iglesia de San Francisco de la Montaña, a simple stone church built in 1727, contains nine elaborately carved altarpieces, including the ornate main altar, which is festooned with gold leaf. Although most colonial altars in the Americas were brought over from Europe, this one was carved by local indigenous people, who brought an incredible level of opulent detail to their work. The eight side altars contain images of the crucifixion and the Virgin Mary with saints, as well as portraits of the artisans themselves and prominent indigenous people. Their faces are inserted into religious scenes and onto the bodies of cherubs.

The Retablo de la Pasión de Cristo (Altarpiece of Christ’s Passion) includes both symbols with religious significance – a chalice, a wine pitcher, a pelican piercing its breast to feed its young and a skull – as well as items with special meaning for local people (three dice, a Spanish sword, a lantern and an hourglass).

The church’s original belfry, used by the Spanish as a lookout to monitor both indigenous and enslaved people, survived until 1942 when it collapsed without warning. The new one doesn’t resemble the old one. Surrounding the church are lovely grounds shaded by gnarled old trees.
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Altar, Iglesia de San Francisco de la Montaña | James Brunker/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Santiago’s Intriguing Center

Anchored by the nearly square Parque Juan Demóstenes Arosemena, Santiago’s old center combines all the elements of a Latin American hub: tall old trees, plenty of benches, a few statues of forgotten luminaries and a large church, the Catedral Santiago Apóstol. Honoring the town’s patron saint, St James, the cathedral has a beautifully painted altar.

Across the park, the somnolent Museo Regional de Veraguas has a few rooms of local archaeological finds like pottery and bones. Use a translation app to read the excellent informational signs. The building dates to 1855 when it was Santiago’s jail.

The surrounding streets offer a diverting mix of markets, old-school shops, cafes and bakeries. Pick up an ice cream from one of the many vendors.




Getting Around

Depending on Interamericana traffic, Santiago is four hours west of Panama City and three hours east of David. Buses are frequent. The highway through town is lined with motels, fast food places, local restaurants and supermarkets awaiting weary travelers. Traffic within Santiago can be surprisingly congested, but the old center south of the highway is walkable. San Francisco is an easy 18km jaunt north on the Santa Fé road.





THE SUNSET COAST
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The Sunset Coast is the name given to the west side of Península de Azuero facing the Golfo de Montijo and Pacific Ocean. The sobriquet – an invention of local tourism boosters – is apt, as it’s the only place in Panama where you can watch the sun sink into the Pacific from a beach.

Stretching for about 50km from Mariato in the north to Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya in the south, the Sunset Coast is terra incognita for most travelers. Those that make the detour discover a low-key and serene region.

Here you’ll find long, sandy beaches virtually empty of holiday-makers, excellent surfing and the chance to see three species of turtles hatching. There are nature walks in the mangroves and Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya is just down the road. The main road has been improved in many areas and you’ll see plenty of signs by real-estate interests hoping to create the next Playa Coronado.
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TOP TIP

Most of the Sunset Coast’s beaches lack any kind of commercial activity. Low-key guesthouses and eco-lodges are widely scattered and there is usually at least one worthy place to eat in every town. Services are few, although small groceries are easily located. Stock up in Santiago before heading down the coast.



Footprint-Free Beaches

LIKE A STRING OF PEARLS

Gray-sand beaches line much of the coast. Usually deserted, they offer perfect venues to laze away the day. Beware that swimming conditions can get rough.

Top picks among the many choices include Playa Malena, which has a volleyball net, a tiny playground, rows of beached fishing boats and good views of Isla Cébaco. Playa Torio is being pitched to second-home-buying expats. In the meantime, it’s nearly devoid of activity and has a waterfall to the south.
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Playa Torio | NFKenyon/Shutterstock ©


Remote Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya

On the southwestern corner of the Península de Azuero and shared by Veraguas and Los Santos Provinces, this 325-sq-km park protects the headwaters of the Ríos Tonosí, Portobelo and Pavo, as well as 30 endemic plant species, and rare fauna including the elusive carato parakeet, Azuero spider monkey, pumas and jaguars. The country’s least-visited national park boasts some of the last remaining dryland rainforests on the otherwise primarily agricultural peninsula.

The park’s terrain is difficult and steep, the trails poorly defined. Visits here are reserved for intrepid types looking for raw wilderness. That said, it’s essential to make arrangements through an outfitter such as Tanager Ecotours or Morrillo Beach Eco Resort (morrillobeachresort.com).



Seeing Sea Turtles

A HAVEN FOR ENDANGERED SPECIES

Two volunteer-run organizations, Centro AAPEQ and the Malena Beach Conservation Association, are dedicated to protecting the three species of sea turtles that flock to the usually deserted beaches. Each offers tours for viewing the turtles. The main season is from July to January, though green turtles can show up until mid-April near Morillo and Mata Oscura.

Surf the Sunset

CHALLENGING BREAKS FOR INDIE SURFERS

Playa Reina, near Mariato, and Playa Morrillo, south of Torio, are two excellent places for experienced surfers to hit the waves. Conditions can get gnarly and the lack of other surfers means that there’s little intel.


Getting Around

The gateway to the Sunset Coast is Santiago, about 60km north of Mariato. Other important settlements include Malena and Torio, 11km and 15km south of Mariato respectively. Buses ply the main road, which is paved. Most of the beaches are reached via short but very rough access roads.

It’s possible to reach Parque Nacional Cerro Hoya by vehicle. However, even with a 4WD vehicle (dry season only) be prepared for rugged driving south of Arenas. Reaching Restingue at the edge of the park requires crossing the Río Varadero three times.







CHIRIQUÍ PROVINCE
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HIGH TIMES IN THE MOUNTAINS

Spend days hiking through some of the lushest mountainous countryside imaginable, while you lose count of the waterfalls seemingly around every bend in the trail.
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Volcán Barú | Chris_Hall/Shutterstock ©

Chiriquí claims to have it all: Panama’s tallest mountains, longest rivers and most fertile valleys. The province is also home to spectacular highland rainforests and the most productive agricultural and cattle-ranching regions in the country. As a result, los chiricanos (natives of Chiriquí) take particular pride in their province and wave the provincial flag – in every sense – at the slightest opportunity.

It’s also a land of immense beauty, starting with the highland rainforests that are the heart of Chiriquí Province. From the misty hills of Boquete to the rugged mountains of Volcán Barú (3474m) and Parque Internacional La Amistad and the Continental Divide traversing the cordillera (mountain range), this is probably the only spot in Panama where you might need a sweater. Fortunately, there’s plenty of world-famous coffee to warm you up, not to mention a great range of food in Boquete.

Not that you won’t be active: across the highlands are hiking trails laced by rivers, shadowed by peaks and punctuated by waterfalls. Hundreds of species of birds add song, including the iconic resplendent quetzal. Amid the curling mists of the cloud rainforests are small family farms, many growing the region’s legendary strawberries.

The region’s lowlands are home to Panama’s second-largest city, historic David, as well as large stretches of striking Pacific coastline, quiet beaches and some lovely islands.
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Hiking in a cloud forest, Boquete | Pavel Tvrdy/Shutterstock ©


THE MAIN AREAS

BOQUETE

Get caffeinated between hikes.

VOLCÁN

Gateway to natural magnificence.

DAVID

Panama’s second city.



Find Your Way

Chiriquí Province’s southern coast is lapped by the Pacific Ocean. The elevation changes rapidly going north as the coastal lowlands give way to the highlands with tall peaks cleaved by rivers and blanketed by impenetrable cloud rainforest.
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Plan Your Time

Devote as much time as possible to the hikes, relaxed charms and wild natural wonders of the highlands, from Boquete to Volcán.
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Hiking along Río Caldera, Parque Nacional Volcán Barú | DavorLovincic/Getty Images ©


Three Days

With limited time, go straight to the adventure hub and mountain retreat of Boquete. Birdwatchers come for a glimpse of the resplendent quetzal, while adventurers come to climb a mountain, set out on a trek or raft white water. Get a taste of the beauty on the Lost Waterfalls Trail. Then learn about Panama’s coveted coffees on a plantation tour.




With Five Days

Add the beautiful highlands above the gateway town of Volcán. The Cerro Punta Valley is a natural bowl of fertile farms and beguiling villages like Guadalupe. Brave soaring Volcán Barú or set out to Parque Internacional La Amistad. Link the region with Boquete via the Sendero Los Quetzales, which weaves through gorgeous cloud rainforest.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

MARCH TO MAY

This is the best time to spot quetzals nesting in Parque Internacional La Amistad and Parque Nacional Volcán Barú.

JUNE TO AUGUST

The rainy season reliably produces one or more downpours per day. In the highlands trails can be a slippery mess.

SEPTEMBER TO NOVEMBER

By October the rains often abate a bit. The trails beckon out-of-season travelers.

DECEMBER TO FEBRUARY

High season has little precipitation, making it the best time to hit highland trails.



BOQUETE
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One of Panama’s top destinations, Boquete is known for its cool, fresh air and pristine natural surroundings. Flowers, coffee, vegetables and citrus fruits flourish in its rich soil, which also supports numerous coffee plantations, which grow varieties of beans famed in Panama and beyond.

Amid this bounty is superb natural beauty. Boquete is a hub for active travelers, who revel in the mild climate. Hiking, climbing, rafting, visiting coffee farms, soaking in hot springs, studying Spanish, canopy touring and more make it easy to fill your day. And, of course, there’s nothing quite like a cup of locally grown coffee, which you can enjoy at various cafes in the beguiling center, with its welcoming mix of shops, markets, superb restaurants and bakeries.

The region has a large population of retired expats from North America. Many live in gated communities that are replacing generations-old coffee plantations in the surrounding hills.
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Coffee berries | Gary Pearcy/Getty Images ©
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1Boquete Outdoor Adventures

2Lost Waterfalls Trail

3Pipeline Trail

4Sendero El Pianista

5Sendero Los Quetzales

SLEEPING

6Boquete Garden Inn

7Hotel Isla Verde

8Villa Alejandro

EATING

9La Ghiotta

10Morton’s Bakehouse Panaderia

11Ngädri Gastronomía Panameña

12Olga’s

13Restaurante de Mariscos La Cueva del Pitufo

14Restaurante Meye Bounore

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

15Buckle Tip Coffee Studio

16Don Pepe Estate Coffee

17Finca Lerida

18Iwanna Boquete

19Perfect Pair

20Vintage Cafe

SHOPPING

21Mercado Público

22Tuesday Market




TOP TIP

After the sweltering lowlands of tropical Panama, the mild temps of highland Boquete can be a real relief. But note that those pleasant conditions can turn chilly, even in the dry season. Frequent rains and pervasive mist call for layers of clothing. Muddy roads and trails demand sturdy footwear.




Geisha Coffee

The cool climate and rich volcanic soil of Chiriquí are perfect for the cultivation of coffee, and Panamanian coffee is praised for its high caffeine content and acidic, multidimensional flavor.

After winning multiple international competitions, geisha became a coveted variety. Originally from Ethiopia, geisha is lauded for its light body, citrus and honey notes, and jasmine-like aroma.

Geisha (aka geisa) sells for US$70 a pound or more on world markets. You can buy it at Boquete plantations for under US$30 a pound. In cafes a cup will run US$10; tastings are usually included in coffee tours.



Hiking Amid Boquete’s Beauty

TRAILS TO WATERFALLS AND BEAUTY

With its breathtaking vistas of mist-covered hills and myriad waterfalls, Boquete is an idyllic region for hiking and walking. Trails in the surrounding hills pass coffee farms, verdant fields, gardens, virgin rainforest and rushing rivers.

The Lost Waterfalls Trail (aka Three Waterfalls Trail) is a fantastic first hike. This privately run trail charges admission, which is used to maintain the trail to three soaring waterfalls. It’s a rewarding adventure that lasts a couple of hours.

The Pipeline Trail is another privately maintained hike that takes about two to three hours for an out-and-back hike through dense forest culminating in a dramatic cascade.

Ascend into enveloping cloud forest on Sendero El Pianista. This spectacular day hike is close to 9km out and back and includes an elevation change of 700m. The trail is rich with wildlife and ends at a summit with sweeping views (depending on the clouds). Although the trail heads further into the forest after the summit, the conditions are dangerous and the area is notorious for the mysterious deaths of two Dutch tourists in 2014.

Although many visitors will be content with picturesque strolls around Boquete, the more ambitious can climb Volcán Barú. There are several entrances to the Parque Nacional Volcán Barú, but the most accessible trail starts near Boquete.

It’s also possible to access the Sendero Los Quetzales from Boquete, though the trail is uphill from here; you’ll have an easier time if you start hiking from Cerro Punta above Volcán.

Excepting the Lost Waterfalls and Pipeline trails, it’s highly recommended to use a reputable local guide. Also, be prepared for muddy, rugged trails that may not be well maintained or well marked. Weather conditions can change, with rain, mist and cold winds. Bring water, very sturdy footwear and layers of clothing, and leave word of your plans with your guesthouse or hotel.
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Geisha coffee beans | VAMOSPUESANDRES/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Deaths on the Trail

The deaths of two young Dutch tourists in 2014 continue to haunt Boquete. The two women died while hiking the El Pianista trail. While the official ruling was that the deaths were accidental, rumors of murder have continued to swirl.

A popular 2022 podcast, Lost in Panama, covered the deaths and exposed a hidden world of drug-dealing and unsavory nightlife that is invisible to a casual visitor. The media also shed light on the disappearances and murders of dozens of women in the same region over the last few years.

It confirms that using a reputable guide for hiking remote trails is essential.



PLACES TO SLEEP IN BOQUETE

Villa Alejandro

Newish and in-town. Very comfortable and modern rooms, some with kitchens and balconies. $$

Hotel Isla Verde

Right in town, with a variety of welcoming rooms on a garden plot. $$

Boquete Garden Inn

On the edge of the Río Palo Alto. Cottages with canopy beds amid flowerbeds, and birds. $$

Coffee Tours

FROM BEAN TO CUP

Spending an hour or two immersed in the intricacies of coffee production at a Boquete plantation is pure delight, even if coffee isn’t your favorite beverage. Coffee beans begin as delicate white flowers that exude a lovely scent. Walking among the plants in bloom can be intoxicating. On tours, guides explain the many different types of beans grown locally and the variations that come with altitude.

The three shells that protect the flavorful bean and the complexities of the harvest will give you a new appreciation of the huge labor required to get you your morning cup of joe. After viewing the fragrant sorting and roasting areas, visitors reach the pinnacle of the tour: the tasting room. You’ll learn how to sample and savor a range of local brews, from the delicate geisha to more full-bodied dark roasts.

Top plantations with tours include Don Pepe Estate Coffee, a family-run farm that dates back to 1898, and Finca Lerida, a plantation that also has a resort. Iwanna Boquete runs excellent tours with deeply knowledgeable guides.

Tasting & Drinking Coffee

TRY HAVING JUST ONE CUP

With all the talk about coffee in Boquete, you’ll of course want to drink some. Although coffee in many forms is sold nearly everywhere, there are a few places where you can enjoy a cup that fully honors the local varieties, including the much-coveted geisha.

Right on the town’s main square, Parque Domingo Medica, the java wizards at Buckle Tip Coffee Studio offer the full range of local brews in a setting that’s welcoming and lacking in pretension. Patrons are walked through their options and then led through the brewing process.

Near the market, Vintage Cafe is another good source of local brews served with a relaxed vibe. North of town, Finca Lerida has an upscale cafe at its farm and resort.


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN BOQUETE

Restaurante Meye Bounore

A workaday cafeteria reveals an ambitious kitchen cooking Panamanian fare with accents like truffle oil! $

Morton’s Bakehouse Panaderia

European-style baked goods and sandwiches served in a large garden. $

Restaurante de Mariscos La Cueva del Pitufo

Don’t judge this Peruvian seafood bistro by its facade; inside is a warm welcome and fabulous food. $$

Olga’s

Beloved open-air breakfast spot (aka Café Punto de Encuentro) with an embracing welcome from the eponymous owner. Expect a wait. $$

Ngädri Gastronomía Panameña

Near a flowing stream. Serves creative takes on local dishes in a serene garden. $$



Rafting Wild Rivers

PLUNGE THROUGH RAPIDS

The white-water rivers, Río Chiriquí and Río Chiriquí Viejo, flow from the fertile hills of Volcán Barú, and are flanked by forest for much of their lengths. In some places, waterfalls can be seen at the edges of the rivers, and both rivers pass through narrow canyons with awesome, sheer rock walls. Boquete Outdoor Adventures leads day-long white-water rafting tours.

Explore the Town

SHOPPING, STRAWBERRIES AND CHOCOLATE

Strolling Boquete’s center is a delightful way to spend a couple of hours. Browse the Mercado Público or the weekly Tuesday Market, where you’ll find the exquisite crafts of the Ngöbe-Buglé. Browse shops selling local products such as coffee, chocolate and handicrafts. Pause at Perfect Pair to learn about chocolate-making and pick a cafe for a cup of local coffee. Cool off with gelato made with local strawberries at La Ghiotta.


Getting Around

Frequent buses ply the four-lane Hwy 41, which links Boquete with David, the large regional city on the Interamericana to the south. The town is also a major stop for shuttle buses aimed at tourists. The route to Santa Catalina is popular.

Most of Boquete proper is delightfully walkable. Get a taxi to reach the trails around the area, as the narrow roads are not ideal for walking. Most organized tours include transport.






Beyond Boquete
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The region surrounding Boquete includes incredible trekking and Panama’s only volcano as well as hot springs and more.


The 143-sq-km Parque Nacional Volcán Barú is home to Panama’s only volcano – Volcán Barú – the dominant geographical feature of Chiriquí Province. The region is laced with iconic, long-distance trails. While no longer active, Volcán Barú still has seven craters. At 3474m its summit, the highest point in Panama, affords views of both the Pacific and Caribbean coasts when clear.

Elsewhere, on the drive from David to Boquete, you can pause in the village of Caldera for La Piedra Pintada de Caldera, a site with some of the best petroglyphs found in Panama. Nearby, Los Pozos de Caldera and Los Pozos de Abuela (Grandmother’s Hot Springs) are natural hot springs good for soaking.
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Parque Nacional Volcán Barú | WIRESTOCK CREATORS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Trail conditions on and around Volcán Barú can change any time, especially after rain. Use a guide: resources for rescue are practically nonexistent.



Exploring Parque Nacional Volcán Barú

SEEKING AN ELUSIVE BIRD

This national park offers hiking, mountain climbing and camping. The Sendero Los Quetzales is one of the most scenic treks in Panama. As its name implies, the trail is one of the best places in Central America to spot the rare resplendent quetzal, especially during the dry season (from February to May). In addition, the park is home to more than 250 bird species as well as pumas, tapirs and the agouti paca, a large spotted rodent also charmingly called conejo pintado (painted rabbit).

The trail runs between Cerro Punta and Boquete, crisscrossing Río Caldera. Hiking west to east offers more downhill: the town of Cerro Punta is almost 1000m higher than Boquete. The 8km route takes between four and six hours. Getting to and from the trailhead takes another couple of hours on either side (about 23km in total). A guide is essential.
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Volcán Barú views | Alfredo Maiquez/Shutterstock ©


The Resplendent Quetzal

The lore of the resplendent quetzal originated during the era of the Maya and the Aztecs, who worshipped a deity known as Quetzalcoatl (Plumed Serpent). This mythical figure was often depicted wearing a crown of male quetzal tail feathers and was believed to be responsible for bestowing corn upon humans.

Today, quetzals are regarded in Central America as a symbol of freedom, and it’s commonly believed that they cannot survive if held in captivity. Birdwatchers visit Panama for the chance to see the most famous bird in Central America.

The best time to spot a quetzal is in April and May when they nest in the Chiriquí highlands and wait for their young to hatch. Look for their nests in rotted tree trunks.



Climbing Volcán Barú

GAZE AT TWO OCEANS

Scaling the volcano offers superb views but is not worth it if it’ll be cloudy at the summit. You can enter the national park on the western (Volcán) side of the volcano, but access from the Boquete side is easier, though it still requires a strenuous uphill hike along a 13.5km road. Like other rural hikes in the region, use a guide. Some tour operators skip the hike and use 4WDs.


Getting Around

The route linking Boquete with Volcán via Palma Real and Paraíso skirts the base of the volcano and passes through leafy farms and forests. If taking buses between Boquete and Volcán Barú, you’ll need to make a long trek via David.





VOLCÁN
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Clinging to the southwest flank of towering Volcán Barú, Volcán has a pleasant feel and serves as a good base for eating and sleeping and as a springboard to the magnificence further uphill at Cerro Punta and Guadalupe. If you want to see what Boquete was like back when it was just another town in the Chiriquí highlands, this may be the perfect stop for you.

The main road through Volcán, Hwy 43, has been massively rebuilt and now boasts sidewalks and bike lanes. Here you’ll find all services for the region, but note that Volcán is diffuse: there’s no real center.

The area’s amiability is on display just south of town on the road to the Interamericana: Arte Cruz is the workshop where master carver and artist José de la Cruz González makes and sells exquisite signs, sculptures and furniture in mahogany and other woods. Stop in for his gregarious welcome.
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SIGHTS

1Sitio Barriles

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Janson Coffee Farm

EATING

3Ceriana Café

4La Carbonera

5Panadería Tierras Altas

DRINKING

6Black Mountain Coffee Roasters




TOP TIP

Volcán anchors the region, but pause only for a coffee or two and then continue towards the Cerro Punta Valley. The main road is sporadically dotted with excuses to stop. You can’t miss the myriad fruit stands, each run by a local farmer and usually offering delectable local strawberries.



Ancient Artifacts at Sitio Barriles

MYSTERIOUS ARTIFACTS IN A GARDEN

The pre-Columbian ruins at this idiosyncratic family-run botanical garden and archeological site date from between AD 300 and 900, when the settlement had as many as 1000 residents. The owners have a variety of artifacts on display in the grounds and down into a small ravine cleaved by a stream. Not all of the artifacts were found onsite. It’s situated west of Volcán – it’s easy to miss the turn and end up on an access road to a dairy farm.
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Statue, Sitio Barriles | Trini1988/wikipedia/CC BY-SA 4.0 ©


BEST PLACES TO EAT IN VOLCáN

Black Mountain Coffee Roasters

As much a Spanish restaurant as a coffee house, stop in for tapas, baked goods and house-roasted coffee. Wines too. $

La Carbonera

On the road to Cerro Punta, this Tuscan-yellow roadside eatery serves authentic Italian pasta and pizza. It draws patrons from across the region. $$

Panadería Tierras Altas

A bustling bakery right off the main road. It’s tidy and tasty and offers hot and cold treats. Grab a snack or a picnic. $



Coffee Tours & Drinking

GRAND VIEWS AND CAFFEINE

Choose from a variety of tours at Janson Coffee Farm, located just 3km west of Volcán. You can get a quick overview of the process from bean to cup or go for a deep dive and enjoy an immersive experience that highlights every step of the process. Tours include tastings, including of the renowned geisha variety. It’s a lovely estate, reached by a scenic access road. Other activities include birdwatching and fishing tours, and horseback riding in dry season (December to March).

If you’re not up for a tour, Janson has a cafe with a terrace overlooking the farm. The shakes made with fresh local strawberries are delicious on a hot day, and you can also enjoy homemade cakes.

Nearby, Ceriana Café is in a modern steel-and-glass building surrounded by fertile fields. It has a full range of coffee drinks made from beans roasted onsite as well as a hearty lunch menu.


Getting Around

Volcán is well linked by bus south on the excellent Hwy 43 to the junction with the Interamericana and on to David.






Beyond Volcán
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An idyllic valley surrounded by family farms, raw natural splendor and crisscrossed by hiking trails is a Chiriquí highlight.


Panama’s Shangri-La, the verdant Cerro Punta Valley, is just northeast of Volcán. The road up passes through an ever-more-narrow river canyon and then opens up to a wonderland of agricultural plots curling up steep hillsides straight out of a picture book. It’s a glorious area where you can walk among meticulously tended farms and gardens.

Farms fade into forest around the edges, and wildlife abounds in the hills. The magnificent Parque Internacional La Amistad protects wild lands stretching across the border into Costa Rica. You can get a taste of this Eden on short hikes easily accessed at the park entrance.

Pause to enjoy the locally grown coffee and strawberries.
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Cerro Punta Valley | EINER GARCIA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


TOP TIP

Make sense of the hundreds of local bird species with a birdwatching tour run by Tamandua Photo in Guadalupe.



Hike Parque Internacional La Amistad

TRAILS OF MANY LENGTHS

Covering 4000-sq-km, the Parque Internacional La Amistad (International Friendship Park) spans western Panama and Costa Rica. It covers portions of both Chiriquí and Bocas del Toro Provinces. Although most of the park lies in the latter, the Chiriquí side is the most easily accessed thanks to its convenient entrance at Las Nubes, 6km northwest of Cerro Punta, which is 15km northeast of Volcán.

The park is a Unesco World Heritage Site in recognition of its mostly pristine state and huge diversity of flora and fauna. There are over 600 species of birds, including the fabled resplendent quetzal. Mammals include jaguars, pumas, sloths, monkeys and the rare tapir.

Hiking, whether for a day or longer, is the park’s top activity. Start your visit at the ranger station, which is 600m up a steep riverside access road from a parking area at the Las Nubes entrance. You may or may not find any information here, but what you will find is the Sendero Panamá Verde. This is an easy 500m loop trail offering a tantalizing taste of the park’s allures. The well-maintained trail has info boards detailing some of the natural beauty. All around are the sounds of rushing water and birds.

Two other trails begin at the ranger station. The Sendero La Cascada (Waterfall Trail) is a spectacular hike – if it’s not closed for one of its periodic reconstructions due to flooding. The 3.7km round-trip takes in three miradores (lookouts) as well as a 45m-high waterfall. At the time of research, the stairs to the bathing pool were closed due to flood damage. The Sendero El Retoño (Shoot Trail) loops a couple of difficult kilometers through secondary forest, crosses a number of rustic bridges and winds through bamboo groves.

Bring layers as well as water. At over 2300m above sea level, the park has a cool climate; temperatures are usually mild by day but can get very cold at night.
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Waterfall, Parque Internacional La Amistad | ALFREDO MAIQUEZ/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Panama’s Ngöbe-Buglé people

The indigenous people of the Chiriquí highlands, the Ngöbe-Buglé, are Panama’s largest indigenous community. The group comprises two separate ethnolinguistic groups, the Ngöbe and the Buglé, which is the reason for the hyphenated name. However, the distinction is minor, and both are commonly referred to in conjunction with one another.

Numbering close to 200,000, the Ngöbe-Buglé retain their own comarca (autonomous region) with its own system of governance and economy while maintaining their language, representation in the Panamanian legislature and full voting rights.

Like other indigenous groups in Panama, the Ngöbe-Buglé struggle to maintain their cultural identity, especially as outside pressures such as new roads in the wilderness continue to descend on their land.



WHERE TO SLEEP BEYOND VOLCáN

Hotel Casa Grande

Resort-style hotel with a beautiful setting next to a river near Bambito. Beautiful grounds, good restaurant. $$

Los Quetzales Ecolodge & Spa

Sprawling Guadalupe compound with a range of comfortable rooms; great intel on area activities $$

Los Quetzales Cabins

In the rainforest amid darting hummingbirds. Comfortable cabins with porches are serenaded by birdsong. $$

Plants Aplenty at Finca Dracula

LUXURIANT AND ENGROSSING BEAUTY

A family-run botanical garden, Finca Dracula is set amid the bodacious vegetable farms above Guadalupe, about 45 minutes northeast of Volcán. Comprising nine distinct gardens, it’s both beautiful and deeply interesting. On arrival, you download to your phone an app with dozens of audio narrations pegged to different features. The stories highlight unexpected drama in the world of plants.

Individual areas feature the local cloud rainforest and other distinct habitats in the region. Huge ferns soar towards the sky, sheltering delicate flowers. A natural spring feeds a small stream that’s surrounded by bamboo. Other areas are dedicated to bromeliads, succulents, native trees and more.

You can easily spend over an hour wandering the gardens and listening to the narration. For many, the highlight of a visit is the greenhouse with over 2000 species of orchid, including many found in the nearby Parque Internacional La Amistad. (The garden is named for the endemic Dracula orchid, which is dramatically colored with mauve spots on white flowers.) A small cafe serves coffee and snacks.
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Ngöbe-Buglé farm workers | Ray Waddington/Alamy Stock Photo ©


Everyday Ngöbe-Buglé Life

Chiriquí’s Ngöbe-Buglé people primarily survive on subsistence agriculture, much like their precolonial ancestors. Their social structure is based on a network of small villages comprised of chozas (thatched huts). Villages are widely scattered across the dense forests of the highlands and are linked by barely perceptible trails that are centuries old.

Small family plots grow plantain, banana, corn, cassava and rice. During the coffee-harvest season, younger men work as laborers in the fields around Boquete, earning much-needed cash for their families back in their villages.

Many women work as skilled artisans, producing the chacara (a woven bag of plant fibers) and the naguas (a traditional dress of handsewn appliqué, worn by women and girls). Both are sold across Chiriquí Province.



WHERE TO SLEEP BEYOND VOLCáN

Cielito Sur Bed & Breakfast Inn

North of Bambito. Retreat set in a garden; spacious guest rooms, some with kitchenettes. $

Finca Galan

Welcoming farmstay with rooms and camping sites at the entrance to Parque Internacional La Amistad. $

Parque Internacional La Amistad

Get a permit at the Las Nubes ranger station for the ultimate in adventure camping. $

Berry Good Times in Guadalupe

THE VALLEY’S TASTIEST VILLAGE

At an elevation of 2200m, Guadalupe is the end of the 18km road from Volcán. And what an end it is: this pearl of the Cerro Punta Valley is at the center of a green checkerboard of family farms growing all manner of fruits and vegetables. Flowers grow wild along the road and in seemingly every yard.

The short main street boasts a popular strip of small cafes and food vendors. Fresh sausages roast on grills while cafes serve local coffee. Everywhere you’ll find shakes, sundaes, pastries, ice cream and more made with the ubiquitous strawberries (fresa) that are grown and sold across the region. (Note the huge berry images painted on rocks above the village.)

Lines form in front of La Fresa del Pariente, a shop known for its soft-serve ice cream topped with fresh strawberry compote. Some stands sell succulents, which grow in profusion locally. Many come in beautiful hand-painted ceramic pots.


GOOD EATING BEYOND VOLCáN

Fresh produce stars in the lands around Volcán. If your accommodation has cooking facilities, you can browse the bounty at roadside stands and at the Guadalupe strip.

Restaurante La Canelita

A daytime open-air cafe in Guadalupe known for burgers and fresh-fruit parfaits. $

Los Quetzales Ecolodge

During the high season, the kitchen serves up pizza, pasta, fresh fish and more in a woodsy dining room. $$

Heladería Dulcería Alina

At the Hotel Casa Grande in Bambito, this ice-cream parlor offers excellent fresh strawberry creations and baked goods. $

Café Gourmet La Huerta

Perfect stop just west of Cerro Punta to savor fine coffee and valley views. $



Birdwatching on the Road to Costa Rica

A GETAWAY FOR THE BIRDS

From Volcán, Hwy 42 meanders through dense rainforests carpeting the undulating hills to Río Sereno, the least-used border crossing to Costa Rica. It’s a quiet area, dense with wildlife. Near the barely there hamlet of Santa Clara, Finca Hartmann is a working shade-grown coffee farm with accommodations. It’s about 27km northwest of Volcán.

The birdwatching here is simply superb, with more than 280 unique species in the area. Ardent conservationists, the Hartmann family has hosted a number of Smithsonian-affiliated scientists over the years. The estate’s hiking trails pass through a variety of habitats, and guests can go on birdwatching excursions and coffee tours. Accommodation is in rustic but comfortable cabins.


Getting Around

Hwy 41 forks in the center of town: one arrow points left toward Río Sereno, on the Costa Rican border (35km); the other points right toward the Cerro Punta Valley (16km). Buses run regularly from David to Guadalupe via Volcán, Bambito and Cerro Punta.





DAVID
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David is Panama’s second-largest city and the capital of Chiriquí Province. It’s a bustling regional city, with huge new shopping malls on its periphery attesting to its growing prosperity. The Interamericana loops past David’s traditional core, which is well worth a stop to stretch your legs or spend the night (there are some good midrange options). It’s halfway between Panama City and San José (Costa Rica). Before heading into the highlands and the many appeals of Boquete and Volcán, enjoy some time in David.

If you want to add some seaside refreshment to your David stop, detour to Playa Barqueta, a long black-sand beach 25km southwest of the city. It’s a popular weekend escape, though it remains quiet during the week. Some 14km of the eastern beach is protected from development for the benefit of four species of turtles.
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SIGHTS

1Iglesia de la Sagrada Familia

2Museo de Historia y de Arte José de Obaldía

3Parque Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra

EATING

4Gelato Café David

5Panadería La Castellana

6Restaurante Vegetariano Grace




TOP TIP

Traffic in David can get congested. A good reason to pause in David’s center is to escape the diesel-fume-belching trucks crawling along the Interamerica and the road to Boquete. Discover refreshments at one of the local cafes, bakeries or markets instead of the smear of fast-food joints along the highway.



Exploring David’s Core

TRADITIONAL CHARM AMID THE BUSTLE

In David’s traditional center, the Parque Miguel de Cervantes Saavedra, slip into the slow pace, grab a jugo de caña (sugarcane juice) and settle back on one of the many benches, shaded by palm trees. Pop into the 19th-century Iglesia de la Sagrada Familia (Church of the Sacred Heart). Peruse the market stalls, enjoy a roasted ear of corn or the fresh juice of a coconut, and then stroll over to the modest Museo de Historia y de Arte José de Obaldía, a two-story colonial home that was constructed in 1880 and is furnished with original art and decor. Don’t be too disappointed if you run afoul of its erratic opening hours.
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Playa Barqueta | Sam Valdes/Shutterstock ©


The Road to Veraguas

There are three worthy detours off the Interamericana from David east across Chiriquí.

The Golfo de Chiriquí is home to the Parque Nacional Marino Golfo de Chiriquí, a national marine park with an area of just over 147 sq km, protecting 25 islands and abundant wildlife. It’s a low-key alternative to the pizzazz of Veraguas’s Parque Nacional Coiba.

One of the longest beaches in Panama, 12km-long palm-fringed Playa Las Lajas seems to stretch forever. There’s not much here beyond a lot of sea, sand and sun.

Get a sense of pre-Columbian Panama at the small Parque Arqueológico Petroglifo El Nancito, which is 3.5km off the Interamericana. Displays detail the mysteries of the carved boulders in the grounds.



Enjoy a Meal

BAKERIES, ICE CREAMS AND SURPRISES

David’s center boasts a huge range of places to eat, from humble to tidily workaday (this is not a city that does ‘upscale’). Among many choices, Panadería La Castellana is the best bakery. Its range includes hard-to-find wholegrain breads, which you may want to stock up on if you’re heading to the highlands. A top cool treat is ice cream from Gelato Café David. For lunch, join the crowd at the popular – and vegetarian – Restaurante Vegetariano Grace.


Getting Around

If pressed for time, you can avoid the seven-hour drive from Panama City to David by flying instead. Flights between the capital and David’s Enrique Malek International Airport take less than an hour and are frequent.

Otherwise, David is the hub for bus service to all the principal towns of Chiriquí and beyond.







BOCAS DEL TORO
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PANAMA’S MOST RIVETING ARCHIPELAGO

A captivating collection of Caribbean islands where wildlife, wild nights, waterfront living, dramatic swells and deep-sea adventures await.
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Strawberry poison-dart frog, Isla Bastimentos | Curioso.Photography/Shutterstock ©

There are more than 300 islands and islets in Bocas del Toro, a part mainland, part archipelago province with two national parks: Parque Internacional La Amistad and Parque Nacional Marino Isla Bastimentos. The islands of Bocas del Toro seem to have jumped from the pages of a tropical fairytale, with their verdant rainforests, spellbinding white sands and wild beaches that witness spectacular surf tricks.

From the nine main islands, buzzing water taxis called lanchas ferry fortunate travelers from one captivating destination to the next – some only large enough to house two petite tropical trees. Jungle hikes, deserted-island visits, deep-sea fishing, caving and cacao tours are at your disposal here. There are underwater universes to be explored at shipwrecks and rich coral reefs, meaning thrillseekers won’t be disappointed. Bocas is a place for diving deep into warm waters as well as Panamanian culture and history.

With its headquarters on Isla Colón (the principal island in the archipelago), United Fruit Company and its large-scale banana production brought development to the region and ushered in labor migrations in the early 1900s. Today, Bocas’ population consists of the indigenous Ngöbe-Buglé, Afro-Antilleans, Chinese-Panamanians and English-speaking residents from Europe and North America. It’s currently a big draw for ecotourism, surfing and island-hopping, and overall an exquisite testament to Mother Nature’s generosity.
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Isla Bastimentos | AMATEUR PHOTOGRAPHER/GETTY IMAGES ©


THE MAIN AREAS

BOCAS TOWN

Your first port of call.

ISLA CARENERO

A sleepier palm-laden affair.

ISLA BASTIMENTOS

Home to Panama’s first marine reserve.



Find Your Way

Water taxis will be your primary form of inter-island transport. Whichever island you base yourself on, getting to and fro is easy. Bocas Town is highly pedestrian- and cycle-friendly and renting a car isn’t necessary.
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Plan Your Time

There are unmissable and unforgettable experiences on all of Bocas’ main islands. For optimum enjoyment, give yourself a few days to hop around and explore them all.
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View from Azul Restaurant Oceano, Bocas Town | Rosie Bell/Lonely Planet ©


3-Day Whirlwind

Begin on a Friday to witness Filthy Friday, an animated island crawl. Snorkel around Isla Carenero and wind down with ceviche and beer at Bibi’s on the Beach. Spend an afternoon at Playa Estrella with its starfish-covered sea floor. Make Cayos Zapatillas your Sunday sojourn to see two sandal-shaped cays purportedly created by God’s footsteps.




7-Day Extravaganza

Witness affable dolphins at Dolphin Bay or pygmy three-toed sloths at mangrove-rich Escudo de Veraguas. Decamp to Isla Bastimentos for lush hikes or to sleep under the stars at Palmar Beach Lodge. Shimmy down the 45m slide at Bambuda Lodge on Isla Solarte. On Isla Colón, ATV around Playa Bluff or surf gaze at Playa Paunch.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

FEBRUARY

See the diablicos sucios (Dirty Devils) cracking the whip during Carnaval, which is feverish in Bocas.

SEPTEMBER

With street food and cultural events, the weeklong Feria del Mar (Sea Fair) is a top Bocas highlight.

OCTOBER

Snorkelers, divers and boaters love Bocas in October as the seas are calmer and there is less wind and rain.

NOVEMBER

It’s all out bacchanalia when Bocas celebrates its anniversary and fiestas patrias usher in hordes of merrymakers.



BOCAS TOWN
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Isla Colón is the largest, most developed and most populated island in the Bocas del Toro Archipelago. Located on the island’s southern tip, Bocas Town (often shortened to Bocas) is the central hub with the lion’s share of hospitality businesses and one solitary bank. Now one of Panama’s primary tourism hubs, Bocas is the house that bananas built. Properties constructed in the early 20th century by the United Fruit Company (now Chiquita Brands International) stand today as homes for the culturally eclectic mix of locals. Hotels and hostels are plentiful too – Bocas’ nine avenues pack in more than 40 of these. There are good-looking waterfront restaurants with peak people-watching possibilities from which to enjoy the warm weather, and also nightlife and shopping, meaning fun is always at your fingertips. At once laid-back and hectic, Bocas Town provides a base in the middle of the action.
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Signs, Bocas Town | Rosie Bell/Lonely Planet ©
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SIGHTS

1Parque Simón Bolivar

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

2Bocas Dive Center

3Bocas Pirates

4La Buga

5LIFT Bocas

6Lil’ Spa Shop

7Mono Loco Surf School

SLEEPING

8Azul Paradise Bocas

9Bambuda Bocas Town

10Bocas Paradise Hotel

11Calipso Hostel

12Gran Hotel Bahía

13Hotel Don Chicho

14Selina Bocas del Toro

EATING

see 8Azul Restaurant Oceano

15Choco Bar Bocas

16El Ultimo Refugio

17Fincas y Estancias

18JJ’s at Bocas Blended

19La Taqueria Bdt

20OM Café

21Rosa Blanca Pizza y Jardín

22Space

23Super Gourmet

DRINKING & NIGHTLIFE

24Amaranto

see 8Buena Vista

25Café del Mar

26Panis

27Rush

SHOPPING

see 7Bella Bocas

28Duo2 Market

29Essential Bocas

30Indi Surf House

31Shambala

TRANSPORT

32Bicicletas Ixa

33Boteros Bocatoreños Unidos

34Flying Pirates




TOP TIP

People congregate in Bocas Town to enjoy the bustling bars and waterfront restaurants where crisscrossing boats provide scenic entertainment. However, one thing the town lacks is an attractive, sandfly-free swimming beach for sweltering days. When in need of a dip, visit Merén Pool Club at Tropical Suites Hotel.




BEST SHOPPING IN BOCAS

Super Gourmet

Head here for imported cheeses, deli meats, packaged Panamanian coffee and incredibly hearty made-to-order sandwiches.

Duo2 Market

An airy two-story supermarket selling everything from cleaning supplies to fresh produce.

Bella Bocas

This mini-boutique is tucked within a multi-purpose retail area that includes Mono Loco Surf School, Om Love for vegetarian dishes, and the Cacao Blessings chocolate bar.

Indi Surf House

Buddhas and bedazzled threads adorn this boutique on Calle Primera.



First Foray on Third Street

BOCAS TOWN’S BEATING HEART

Want to pick up souvenirs? Learn to dive? Book a tour to faraway isles, or devour pizza under a ceiling draped with roses (Rosa Blanca Pizza y Jardín)? All of the above can be procured on Calle Tercera (Third St), also commonly called Main St. Stretching from the marina to the Methodist church, this central spine is where most commercial businesses converge. Libations flow freely at waterfront establishments like La Buga and Buena Vista, and a broad selection of accommodations house surfers, couples and the adventurous. Built in the 1910s, Gran Hotel Bahía stands tall as the oldest building on the island, with 19 lodgings and an onsite Italian restaurant. Azul Paradise Bocas has a snazzy hydroponic garden that grows the vegetables and herbs used in the cocktails and dishes served at its sea-view restaurant. Backpackers and budget-conscious travelers are partial to the centrally located Calipso Hostel and Hotel Don Chicho. Boat-tour companies like Boteros Unidos Bocatoreños facilitate excursions to other islands during the day, while the night belongs to the Space food court for boozy alfresco hijinks and Rush waterfront club for dancing under neon lights until the wee hours. Morning or evening, much of Bocas assembles at Parque Simón Bolivar, the main park, to perch on benches and watch the world go by. Start your Bocas Town explorations by canvassing this energetic playground.

[image: jpg]

Street art on Fourth St | Rosie Bell/Lonely Planet ©


BEST DIVE CENTERS IN BOCAS TOWN

La Buga

A trusted outfitter in Bocas offering dive trips and courses, surf lessons with multilingual guides, snorkel gear and Go Pro rentals.

Bocas Dive Center

Located at Divers Paradise boutique hotel. Top-notch equipment and small group sizes. Hotel guests get discounted courses and dives. Tends to attract more mature divers.

Bocas Pirates

Not to be confused with Flying Pirates ATVs, this dive center offers day and night dives and open-water certifications.



WATERFRONT PLACES TO EAT IN BOCAS TOWN

Azul Restaurant Oceano

At Azul Paradise Bocas. The menu is as impressive as the glass displays for coral-reef viewing. $$

La Buga Gastro Market

Enjoy Caribbean, Mexican, Italian, sushi, poke or burgers in an ineffably atmospheric seafront setting. $$

El Ultimo Refugio

Lovely staff, exquisite cocktails and flawless food made with seasonal ingredients. Closed Sundays. $$

Dive & Surf

UNDERSEA WONDERS AND LEGENDARY WAVES

While the best surf and dive spots are not located in Bocas Town, the gateway schools and gear rental shops are. For novices and avid divers, a host of reputable centers offer beginner or refresher courses and facilitate adventure days and fun dives, allowing you to glide next to eels, damselfish, groupers, rays and more. The archipelago has more than 15 rousing spots for wreck, cave and reef diving. Notable sites include Isla Solarte’s Pandora shipwreck and reef, and Hospital Point, which was named after a sickbay built for United Fruit Company workers. A two-tank dive starts at around US$80, and group discounts may be available. One of the benefits of diving in Bocas del Toro is that some spectacular sites take no more than 10 minutes to get to by boat. Year-round warm waters and the diversity of coral and marine life are also draws.

As a region, Bocas del Toro has also gained infamy in surfing circles and even played host to household names like professionals Kelly Slater and Tom Curren. Nevertheless, the waves remain uncrowded and appealing to surfers of all levels. From gentle sandy breaks ideal for beginners to adrenaline-inducing shore breaks that command respect and vigilance, Isla Colón offers a comprehensive selection. Noteworthy surf spots include Playa Paunch – the closest one to Bocas Town – Dumpers and Playa Bluff, an expansive golden beach with waves only suitable for experienced surfers. Before testing your prowess in the water, get lessons with the qualified guides at Mono Loco Surf School.


FOR 30FT WAVES

Santa Catalina is Panama’s premier surfing destination. When in the province of Veraguas, skilled surfers should consider making the pilgrimage to La Punta, where waves can soar to 9m.




BEST FLOATING BARS IN BOCAS

Floating Bar

Grab a water taxi to the Floating Bar, a tavern serving bespoke concoctions, ice-cold beers and scintillating views. The bar, located just outside the Bocas Yacht Marina, is open daily, but Live Music Monday and Taco Tuesday are firm favorites.

Boya de Vida

Boya de Vida is the newer kid on the block and a short lancha ride away from the Floating Bar. Elevate your imbibing here seven days a week between noon and 7pm.



WHERE TO STAY IN BOCAS TOWN

Azul Paradise Bocas

A relatively new tropical dream on Main St. Treat yourself to an in-room massage. $$$

Bambuda Bocas Town

A clean, inviting hotel with happening events, a sunset dock and board games dotted around. $

Bocas Paradise Hotel

This pastel palace was recently renovated. For balcony views, ask for room 205 or 206. $$

Rollicking Nightlife & Daytime Soirees

REVELERS RELISH THESE REGULAR PARTIES

If you’re keen on a good old tropical knees-up, you’ve probably heard of Filthy Friday. Central America’s only island crawl takes in three islands (Colón, Solarte and Carenero), and features float races, a fire show and epic DJ sets. It’ll be hard to miss the raucous partygoers wearing branded tank tops around town from 11am when the party commences. Tickets cost US$40 and include merch, inter-island transportation and all the vibes. While the crowd certainly skews younger, all ages are welcome. Rain or shine, nothing stops this bash.

Those staying put in Bocas Town can create a crawl of their own, cavorting from one boozy spot to another. Open at noon, Toro Loco offers a bottle of beer for just US$1.50. Often starting as early as 3pm, Bocas’ strong happy-hour game means you’re never too far from a well-priced cocktail or discounted cerveza. Check out Buena Vista, La Buga or Bambuda Bocas Town to drink in waterfront views for less. Bocas is also keen on jamming to live music. Rock, reggae, reggaeton and salsa sounds spill out from the diverse collection of restaurants and bars, including the Space food court on Third St on select evenings. Space is the place to be for karaoke, tequila and an empanada or two. For winning grooves and classic cocktails, night owls pile into Rush, and on weekends dancing without a care in the world is best done at Selina. Hedonists can vibe from day to night in Bocas, which has some of the country’s best nightlife outside Panama City.


BEST CAFES IN BOCAS TOWN

Panis

Painted head to toe in white, Panis doesn’t use artificial flavoring or preservatives and caters to gluten-free patrons. It’s open until 3pm or whenever the goodies sell out. Pay with cash for a discount. $

Café del Mar

Eat, sleep, surf, repeat is the motto at this much-frequented miniature cafe opposite Hotel Bocas Town. $

Amaranto

Even coffee snobs brag about the beverages at Amaranto. Go here for your morning brews, photogenic Buddha bowls, waffles and fresh smoothies. $



WHERE TO RENT BIKES IN BOCAS TOWN

Bocas Ebikes

Free yourself to explore the breadth of Isla Colón with a rental from Bocas Ebikes.

Bicicletas Ixa

Adult and child bikes can be hired per hour (US$3), per day or for consecutive weeks.

Flying Pirates

Get an e-bike, motorcycle, scooter or quad and whizz around the island.

Work on Your Wellness

PLACES TO REST AND RECOVER

As much as it’s known as a hedonistic haven, Bocas also attracts a temperate crowd focused more on spirituality than spirited nights out. They buy heart, mind and body gifts like crystals, candles, yoga mats, and sage at Shambala, which is run by a lovely South African. Essential Bocas at Bocas Docks is the favored wellness shop for homemade tinctures, aromatic loose-leaf teas, herbs and spices. Locals even bring their own packaging for bulk purchases. Nearby at JJ’s at Bocas Blended (look out for the painted bus) there are healthy and mouth-watering smoothies on the menu (try the Hangover Elixir). If you’ve been burning the candle at both ends, a treatment at Lil’ Spa Shop may be just what the doctor ordered. You’ll be in good hands getting massages, scrubs and facials there – proprietor Donna is a warm-hearted New Yorker who’s been in the beauty industry for a lifetime. Zen-seeking travelers can get their yoga fix at Selina, which has regular morning classes in the wellness room. To work up a sweat, head to LIFT Bocas opposite the main park. You can pop in for the day (US$10) or sign up for a weekly (US$25) or monthly membership (US$50) to access the weights or join a group class (Monday to Thursday). Personal training is also available.

Get on an ATV

WINDSWEPT RIDES TO SECRET VISTAS

Zoom across the island with Flying Pirates, a trusted rental company that can help you explore Isla Colón on two or four wheels. The agency has a fleet of 27 ATVs/quad bikes and three locations where you can hire them within Bocas Town. One location is opposite Banco Nacional on Avenida E and another is on Main St across from La Buga. The third is opposite Barco Hundido on Calle Primera (First St). The main branch is outside Bocas Town at Skully’s hotel in Big Creek. To secure your adrenaline-pumping adventure, a valid driver’s license and a passport copy must be presented.

Getting an ATV blends thrills with convenience and grants access to the Isla Colón that most time-pressed travelers won’t see. Flying Pirates boasts large swaths of private land that’s the exclusive preserve of its customers. Head out towards Playa Bluff and have a blast taking on ATV trails, surging across ever-shifting landscapes and making pit stops at gobsmacking azure swimming holes like Blue Lagoon and La Piscina. Staff will patiently instruct you before your high-speed escapade and give guidance about routes and best practices. Helmets are mandatory at all times and, so as not to interfere with turtle nests, driving on the beach is not permitted. Half-day, full-day and multi-day rentals are offered as well as weekly and monthly rates in case you’re staying in Bocas Town for a while.
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Selina | Milosz Maslanka/Shutterstock ©


BEST SPOTS FOR SWEET TOOTHS
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Carolina Lescure is a Panamanian chocolate maker and the founder of Cacao Blessings and Choco Bar Bocas. @CacaoBlessings

Choco Bar Bocas

Enjoy chocolate drinks, bonbons and truffles made from scratch by Cacao Blessings, a group of artisan women who preserve and transform rainforest cacao.

Super Gourmet

Go here for Bocas Lick It popsicles and incredible bonsai cakes by Mama Panda, both small female-run Panamanian businesses.



BEST INTERNATIONAL CUISINE IN BOCAS TOWN

La Taqueria Bdt

Successfully transporting Bocatoreños to Mexico by way of bright decor and blasting beats. Cash only. $

Fincas y Estancias

When you tire of seafood, tuck into the juicy steaks at this Argentinian grill. $$

OM Café

There’s nowhere better in Bocas for tempting Indian dishes or pad Thai. Waterfront seating available. $$

Sail Away

CHERISHABLE CATAMARAN ESCAPES

Assemble your nearest and dearest and hop on a catamaran to sail into the sunset with Jager Knights. On Tuesdays and Fridays, you can watch the sun languidly descend into the sea during a two-hour sunset cruise on a 13m catamaran (US$25 plus tax). This above-water adventure takes off at 5pm and includes two beverages per person. The operator also runs a group day tour to Dolphin Bay or Starfish Beach, which culminates with a marine-rich snorkeling stop at Coral Cay. A minimum of four adults is required for this six-hour public tour (US$59 plus tax). Departure is at 10am. You can also have a magnificent day at sea with Panama Sailing & Adventours, which offers overnights and multi-day charters on Naylamp, a three-cabin trimaran. Sailing classes for adults and children are also offered for US$35 per lesson (all levels welcome). You can expect bells and whistles when venturing out on SurfnSail’s luxury catamaran, Aventura. For a flat fee, up to 10 guests can experience a glittering collection of far-flung paradise destinations with paddleboards, floats, fishing gear, snorkels, dinghies coming along for the ride. Kitted-out cabins have wi-fi and air-conditioning. Expect champagne brunches and mezze platters on this all-inclusive private charter, and meals take dietary needs into consideration. For overnights, Aventura can sleep six adults and two children. A catamaran trip is a wonderful way to experience Bocas, with 360-degree blue sea views and knowledgeable captains sailing to unique vantage points.
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THE BEST TOURS TO BOOK IN BOCAS
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Keara Mahoney created Bocas Buzz to make the archipelago more accessible to travelers post-pandemic. These are her best Bocas tour recommendations.

Bird Island

A Bocas landmark that transports you back to the Jurassic Age. This small rocky island is only inhabited by birds, including the rare red-billed chough. There’s no beach, but you can snorkel if the conditions are right.

Bioluminescence Tour

You’ll always remember this night tour, which takes you to three locations to view glowing plankton, including a snorkeling spot.

Rainforest Chemistry

Learn about the local Ngöbe and their relationship to plants for medicine, dyes and food, along with a meal and rainforest hike.




Getting Around

Bocas Town is compact and highly pedestrian-friendly. It’s fully paved and can be delightfully explored on foot or by bike. Beware of cars when walking or cycling on main roads as there are no sidewalks.






Beyond Bocas Town
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Head a little further afield to uncover Isla Colón’s most prized surf beaches, high-octane adventures and secret swimming spots.


Confining your itinerary to Bocas Town would omit Colón’s most captivating beaches and bathing bays. Step off the beaten path to find untouched and unreachable-by-car hinterlands where turtles nest. On the northwest coast, weekenders love hammock-swaying and lounging in beach cabañas at Boca del Drago’s Yarisnori restaurant before carrying on to Playa Estrella, which sparkles and summons with starfish-filled waters and beach bars. Sleeping behind bars in a mock jail is also possible outside Bocas Town. The northeastern coast has bonafide surfer hangouts like Playa Paunch and Playa Bluff, a pristine beach around 20 minutes from Bocas Town. Get on a bike and listen to tropical birdsong while pedaling through lush landscapes to arrive there.
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Boca del Drago | Joel Carillet/Getty Images ©


TOP TIP

Playa Paunch and Playa Buff have menacing waves and are not safe for swimming. Only experiences surfers should venture here.



Snorkel at Starfish Beach

THOROUGHLY WORTH THE TRIP

Predictably, Playa Estrella (Starfish Beach) is jam-packed on weekends when Panamanian families and beach lovers travel from far and wide to see constellations of carrot-colored starfish spread across the sea floor. It’s a bucket-list destination within the archipelago, and you can kill an afternoon here snorkeling in placid, shallow waters to scrutinize these echinoderms under the water. Calm and wave-free, this is one of the best swimming beaches on Isla Colón for families with little ones in tow. When thirst or hunger strikes, there are options aplenty. Solo travelers are likely to find friends when seated at one of the many seafood shacks lining the beach. Mere steps away, sloths can be spied dangling from trees. Tuck into a pargo rojo (red snapper) or lobster (seasonal) from Restaurante el Buen Sabor, Doña Mena or Restaurante Doña Agnes. Sellers of traditional artisanal wares are also about. What’s hard to miss at Playa Estrella are the countless signs reminding beachgoers not to interact with the starfish. Populations have dwindled in recent years due to irresponsible tourists and heightened boat traffic. It is crucial not to step on or touch the starfish or take them out of the water.

Playa Estrella is around 17km north of Bocas Town. It can be reached by boat straight from Bocas Town (up to US$40 both ways) or with a 50-minute bus that leaves from Parque Simón Bolivar to Boca del Drago every hour (US$2.50 one way). From there, it’s a gorgeous 15-minute jungle-meets-beach stroll to Starfish Beach or a brief water taxi (US$5).
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BEST RESTAURANTS BEYOND BOCAS TOWN

Skully’s

You can feast on everything from ceviche to spare ribs at Skully’s in Big Creek. Order a pirate punch from the tiki bar and perch on the table in the pool. First-timers receive welcome shots. $$

Paki Point

Feel the zen while lunching and watching surfer TV at Paki Point, which has beach beds right on the sand. $

La Coralina

Prepare for some gustatory and optical thrills when dining at La Coralina, an upscale Balinese-inspired hotel right on Paunch Beach. $$$



WHERE TO STAY BEYOND BOCAS TOWN

Skully’s House

A Big Creek adults-only beachfront property with dorms, private rooms and a backup generator. $

Nowhere | Remote Work Escape

Digital nomads favor the jungle eco-domes with king beds and monkeys for neighbors. $$

Hummingbird

Solar-powered Hummingbird has just six suites in an idyllic tropical setting on Bluff Beach. $$$

Repent at Castillo Inspiración

A RECORD-BREAKING SOCIAL STATEMENT

Robert Bezeau had always wanted to live in a castle, so he made his own – out of around 40,000 empty plastic bottles. Upon setting foot on the islands in 2009, the Canadian instantly fitted in, unlike the countless plastic bottles he witnessed as tourism boomed. Robert’s four-story complex, Castillo Inspiración, is the first of its kind anywhere in the world and it landed a spot in the Guinness World Records for the largest castle made of plastic bottles. Even before starting the project, Bezeau had collected roughly 1.5 million bottles in Bocas, enough for an entire village. He now invites travelers to spend a night (or more) in his prison-style hostel as a somewhat light-hearted way to repent for their crimes against the planet. This mock jailhouse has humble dorms and double rooms, and guests are free to explore the grounds, which include an outdoor pool and waterslide. Castillo Inspiración is an arresting sight that flabbergasts passers-by making their way to Boca del Drago by bus.


Seek Serenity Beyond Bocas Town

Bocas del Toro isn’t known for its opulent luxury hotels, but La Coralina Island House at Paunch is a pilgrimage-worthy property that bucks the trend. Eastern healing methods are infused into the menu at the showstopping spa, which has the widest variety of treatments on the island. The spa opens from 7am to 8pm.

Another rare find in Bocas, reformer pilates classes are also available within the same private property as La Carolina with Esther Agüero of Myshape Bocas. Join a group class with a maximum of four people for US$20 or get a private lesson for US$65.



Experience Bluff Beach on Horseback

GALLOP THROUGH COLÓN’S DEEPEST REACHES

Bluff Beach Retreat is a tranquil escape with waterfront accommodations, a 20m lap pool and a nearby fruit and horse farm. Equestrians can come here to ride well-groomed horses and trot around Bluff Beach and its rich jungle landscapes. Riders of all levels (from age 12) are welcome on this three-hour tour (US$55), which departs twice a day and calls at La Piscina – a fabled and secluded turquoise pool where you can dismount and snorkel. Reserve a day in advance and bring swimwear.


Getting Around

The best way to get around the island of Colón is by bike, ATV or taxi. Bumpy and uneven roads in some places will require a jeep or truck-style cab or a mountain bike. You can also hail a water taxi from any of the commercial docks in Bocas Town to get to other parts of the island.





ISLA CARENERO
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A stone’s throw southeast of Isla Colón, Isla Carenero (Careening Cay) is a petite gem cloaked in lush foliage and the deliciously slow-paced antidote to Bocas Town’s hum. Carenero gets its name from the maritime practice of careening, a process of tilting a vessel to one side for repair or maintenance. In the autumn of 1502, Christopher Columbus’ fleet found respite on this secluded isle, undergoing cleansing as the admiral recuperated from a perturbed stomach. Modern times have brought a handful of idyllic places for unhurried beachfront lunches and quiet hotel stays with a coastal symphony (all amenities are conveniently positioned on the waterfront). With a modest population of under 500 inhabitants and devoid of bustling streets or vehicular commotion, Isla Carenero whispers serenity with every breath. Depending on your pick-up and drop-off point on the island, it is just one or two minutes from Isla Colón by water taxi.
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ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

1Carenero Trail

2Escuela del Mar Surf School

3Sachen

SLEEPING

4Aqua Lounge

5Casa Acuario

6Casa del Fuego

7Cosmic Crab

8Doña Mara

9Faro del Colibri

10Pirate Arts Resort

11Vista Azul Lodge and Beach

EATING

12Bibi’s on the Beach

13Coquitos

14Leaf Eaters

see 8Receta Michilá




TOP TIP

Arm yourself with bug spray to combat the menacing sandflies (chitras) that wreak havoc on Carenero. They are largely invisible and leave punishing bites. Sandflies are more active at sunrise and sunset and typically favor the lower leg region. Bring repellent and soothing creams to temper the discomfort.




WHY I LOVE BOCAS DEL TORO

Rosie Bell, writer

Convinced I would adore it, a stranger in Panama City bought me a one-way flight to Bocas in 2015. He was right, and it was love at first sighting of these dreamy islands. Upon arrival, I was introduced to Bibi’s on Isla Carenero by two Christian missionaries equally fond of scriptures and sweetened libations, and to date, I haven’t had a frothier piña colada in a lovelier setting. I have since cherished every opportunity to hop into water taxis plying glistening blue waters to handpick my preferred island du jour.
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Savor Seafood & Rays

DELECTABLE BREWS AND AQUATIC VIEWS

Bibi’s on the Beach is a Carenero institution. This over-the-water restaurant serves up fresh seafood and Bocas’ most celebrated piña colada, whipped up with local coconuts. The US$3 cocktail price during happy hour (4pm through 7pm daily) is truly a steal and standout dishes include Bibi’s ceviche, the Caribbean octopus and fries, and the seafood soup. At Bibi’s, leisurely afternoons by the water become equally leisurely evenings where manta rays are known to make an appearance. The lavatory is often in a state of disrepair and the service can be slow during busy periods (such as live music Sundays), but nothing stops locals and visitors alike from coming back. If you’re staying until closing (at 9pm or 9:30pm on Sundays), ask a staff member to call you a water taxi, as these can be difficult to come by at night.

Bliss Out on the Beach

TURN DOWN THE TEMPO

Given that Isla Colón’s best beaches are a long water taxi or bus ride away from Bocas Town, Carenero is an appealing option for beach bums, who are able to lay a towel down on powdery sand in under two minutes. From any dock in Bocas Town, get a water taxi to drop you off at Bibi’s on the Beach. From that dock, you’ll immediately see a calm, shallow water beach on your right (before Bibi’s), which locals call ‘the kiddie pool’ or ‘the baby pool.’ Alternatively, taxi to Peter Kent’s dock (Vista Azul Lodge and Beach) for a wider butterscotch-soft beach.


BEST RESTAURANTS ON CARENERO

Coquitos

There are excellent vibes, appetizing Italian dishes and expertly whipped cocktails at this alfresco beach spot a stone’s throw from Bibi’s on the Beach. $$

Receta Michilá

Caramelized octopus, goat ravioli and artfully dressed patacones (fried plantains) are just some of the experimental dishes curated by chef Joseph Archbold at Receta Michilá in Doña Mara hotel. Don’t miss BBQ Sunday. $$

Leaf Eaters

Vegetarians and vegans are well-catered for at Leaf Eaters with shitake burgers and hippie bowls alongside sea views. Closed Thursdays and Fridays. $



WHERE TO STAY ON CARENERO

Faro del Colibri

Your chance to sleep in a lighthouse-shaped duplex or one of five yellow over-the-water bungalows. $

Doña Mara

Enjoy a yoga deck, an onsite gourmet restaurant and private bathrooms in all six air-conditioned rooms. $$

Casa del Fuego

A three-bedroom beachfront villa that’s perfect for families and large groups. Paddleboards available. $

The Very Best Sunset Session

NO FILTER NECESSARY HERE

Witness the sun’s fiery farewell from Aqua Lounge, an over-the-water hostel, bar, restaurant and events venue on the southwest of Isla Carenero. It is known for its regular themed parties like Reggae Night Bocas every Thursday and Domingo Paraíso, a Sunday get-together with hip local and international electronic DJs. As a hostel, Aqua Lounge is far from the most relaxing place to sleep, but it’s one of the best places in Bocas for a sunset session. Nab a front-row seat to witness the magic from a sunbed or a colorful Acapulco chair on the spacious sundeck, which directly faces Bocas Town (a one-minute, US$1 boat ride away). Fortuitously, happy hour is every day between 5pm and 7pm, so you can catch the day’s most captivating event, tropical drink in hand. Sunset-seekers also enjoy jumping off Aqua Lounge’s two-story dive tower and teetering over the ocean pool on its slack line.

Take a Hike

A SCENIC CIRCUIT

Isla Carenero is tiny enough to easily circumnavigate in under two hours (with stops). While hiking the Carenero Island Trail, which goes around the island’s entire perimeter, you’ll take in rocky viewpoints, raw jungle and rugged coastline and peek at the numerous fiddler crabs that gallivant around the island. This beachside path is the closest thing to a road on Carenero. Leave any valuables at home and bring swimwear (for the secluded swimming spots you’ll come across) and suitable footwear, as the trail has some muddy and rocky sections. Carenero isn’t well lit so stick to daylight hours for hiking.

Get Your Surf On

MUST-CATCH WAVES FOR ALL LEVELS

Surfers of all levels are welcome to ride Carenero’s waves and there are three main surf spots. Black Rock is where beginners hone their skills – meaning this A-frame reef break gets busy during the surfing high seasons that have consistent swells (December through March and also June to August). Old Mans is an intermediate and beginner-friendly left-hand point break, while the island’s namesake break, Carenero Point, gets more advanced surfers stoked. Aspiring surfers should reach out to Escuela del Mar Surf School for private or group lessons on its Carenero over-water platform, as well as for surfboard rentals (starting at US$10 per day depending on the board).


BEST DIVE SPOTS IN BOCAS
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Lucy Fisher, a divemaster living on Isla Carenero, recommends her favorite dive spots in the archipelago.

Pandora

Search for a seahorse or spotted drumfish among the many colorful sponges and corals at this much-loved dive site. Explore the Godewind sailboat at 18m, which was sunk on purpose with its sail still intact.

Sachen

There are huge coral formations where you can find macro life, including nudibranchs, flamingo tongues and cleaner shrimp. If you’re lucky, you may spot a nurse shark or two hanging out.

Hospital Point

You won’t be disappointed exploring the reef wall full of coral and fans where moray eels and spiny lobster can be found hiding in the cracks.



Play on the Water

PADDLE ALONG CRYSTAL WATERS

With minimal barriers to entry, kayaking is a splendid way to experience the inviting waters of Bocas del Toro. Paddleboarding is also ideal, particularly along the tranquil western side of Isla Carenero, which has more subdued swells. A full lap of the island can be completed only when the waters are pancake flat. Mornings are generally best for paddle and kayak excursions with less wind interference. Connect with nature with every rhythmic stroke and absorb the stunning scenery as you bypass a slanted palm tree or two. Ambitious paddlers can attempt island crossings, but always be mindful of boats darting past. Carenero accommodations that have complimentary kayaks and paddleboards for guests include Casa Acuario and Pirate Arts Resort. Head to Bibi’s on the Beach for rentals.


Getting Around

Isla Carenero is not the place for biking. With some makeshift footpaths, rocks and puddles, the Carenero Island Trail can be difficult in parts, particularly after rainy periods. When walking or hiking, also note that dogs roam freely around the south of the island where mostly locals live. Carenero’s humble dimensions make walking from one noteworthy destination to another relatively quick. You can also travel around the island by water taxi – just walk to the end of any dock and wave down a passing boat. This might be more difficult after nightfall.





ISLA BASTIMENTOS


[image: jpg]

A 10-minute boat ride from Bocas Town lies Isla Bastimentos, which is lush, green and altogether more sedate. Beloved by nature and wildlife aficionados, this large island houses untamed beaches, unspoiled jungles, thriving mangroves and Panama’s very first national marine park. Surfers muscle in on the action too, frequenting big breaks like Silverbacks and Wizard Beach for reliable waves. Ecotravelers make themselves at home in lodges with a strong sustainability focus. Many hotels on the island employ rainwater catchment systems and are solar-powered. There is little in the way of shops, and in the principal town, Old Bank, you might feel yourself transported to the West Indies when listening to locals talk. Isla Bastimentos is the place to dodge the crowds, lose your shoes and sprawl out on golden sand. Keep your eyes peeled for the island’s most famous amphibian, the strawberry poison-dart frog.
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SIGHTS

1Playa Larga

2Polo Beach

3Red Frog Beach

4Red Frog Beach Island Resort

5Up in the Hill

6Wizard Beach

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7Hospital Point

8Pandora

9Parque Nacional Marino Isla Bastimentos

SLEEPING

10Azul Paradise Resort

11Eclypse de Mar Acqua Lodge

13LaLoma

see 16Palma Beach Lodge

14Selina Red Frog

EATING

12Firefly Restaurant

15Mami’s

16Nachyo Momma’s Taco Bar




TOP TIP

Take note of Día de Bastimentos (Bastimentos Day) on November 23rd. It commemorates when the island was founded. You’ll witness a lively parade with marching bands and mild mayhem. The festivities take place in Old Bank, which is also referred to as Bastimentos Town.




How to See Salt Creek

Located on the southeastern side of Bastimentos, the Ngöbe-Buglé village of Salt Creek (Quebrada Sal) is a humble settlement of around 900 residents who ply the mangrove forest by canoe and sustain themselves with fishing. They welcome to their community visitors who come with or without guides (Spanish speakers fare better). All visitors pay a nominal entry fee and organized tours may combine the experience with hikes along various jungle trails, such as the pelican route, caiman trail or Playa Larga route.
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New Cultural Experiences in Old Bank

AN AUTHENTIC ONE-SIDEWALK TOWN

There are no ostentatious landmarks clamoring for attention in Old Bank. Rather, take the chance to familiarize yourself with the island’s singular vernacular. Many of the thousand-odd residents of Old Bank (also called Basti) are Afro-Caribbean descendants that speak Guari-Guari, a merger of Jamaican patois, Spanish and Guayami, the language of the island’s Ngöbe-Buglé indigenous group. Sample culinary offerings like smoked chicken from the restaurants, and acquaint yourself with this Jamaican-style tongue. Alternatively, start or ask to join a basketball game at the community court to meet and mingle with locals. Note that it isn’t advisable to loiter around Old Bank at night, particularly when traveling alone. Petty theft is a possibility, and day or night, women may experience catcalling.


BEST YOGA & WELLNESS SPOTS ON BASTIMENTOS

Palmar Beach Lodge

Surrender to the symphony of the sea during a waterfront yoga class at Palmar Beach Lodge. Classes are held daily and non-guests are welcome to come along. US$10 for visitors and US$6 for Palmar guests. Private classes are available, and Palmar also runs yoga retreats.

Selina Red Frog

Start your day with a meditation session at Selina Red Frog (free for guests). Aerial yoga, breathwork and yoga teacher training also form part of the wellness calendar.



Enter Panama’s First Protected Marine Park

AN ECOTOURISM FRONTRUNNER

Founded in 1988, Parque Nacional Marino Isla Bastimentos is Panama’s oldest marine park. It covers 33,000 hectares of sea and land, and it safeguards the nation’s most extensive stretch of Caribbean mangrove forests as well as countless coral species and marine invertebrates. The terrestrial region of the park includes Playa Larga, a vital sea-turtle nesting site. The miss-them-at-your-peril Cayos Zapatillas, a short distance from Isla Bastimentos, also form part of the park. These protected areas are verdant refuges for white-faced capuchins, alligators, sea turtles and a host of endangered species. Visit the park to hike raw jungles, swim crystalline waters and admire one of Bocas’ handsomest places.

WHERE TO STAY ON ISLA BASTIMENTOS

Azul Paradise Resort

Wonderful over-the-water bungalows on a secluded beach. Onsite restaurant and water toys aplenty. $$$

La Loma

An impressive lodge-meets-chocolate-farm with handcrafted bungalows and jungle-to-table dining. $$

Eclypse de Mar Acqua Lodge

Go off the grid at this solar-powered resort where bungalows only have electricity post-6pm. $$

Get Tanned on the Sand

POSTCARD-WORTHY BEACHES TO PICK FROM

Of all Bastimentos’ sandy stretches on which to lay a towel, Red Frog Beach is the most celebrated. This breathtaking shoreline derives its name from the forest-dwelling, electrically hued rana roja (strawberry poison-dart frog). While not as rampant as they once were, with some effort these fingernail-sized amphibians can be spotted lurking around leaves. There are opportunities to rent cabañas, join a game of beach volleyball or do sweet nothing on Red Frog Beach, and accessing it is part of the treat. The 10-minute walk there from the dock is via a well-maintained trail (with a US$5 entrance fee), and you might just spy a monkey or alligator along the way.

Beach lovers also flock to Wizard Beach (Playa Primera), which offers an experience that’s part adventure, part torment should you choose to get there on foot from Old Bank. This half-hour journey is more of a hike than a walk (it requires sturdy footwear) via a wilderness trail that’s arduous to traverse after heavy rains. Nevertheless, velvety, gold sands will be all you see for miles, as there is no development on Wizard Beach. Named after a sprightly local septuagenarian, Polo Beach is another beloved spit of sand for basking in the sun.
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HOW TO SPEND THE PERFECT DAY ON BASTIMENTOS
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Erin Williams owns Azul Paradise, a bungalow resort on Bastimentos. She lives in Bocas with her husband and three children. @AzulParadise

Start at the beach

Bastimentos is a lush paradise where the sea meets the jungle. Begin your day with salty air during a stroll on a powdery-soft beach before jumping in. The water feels like the perfect bath temperature.

Don’t stick to one spot

Different beaches present different opportunities for fun, and you can typically walk from one to another.

Stargaze

Time seems to stand still on Bastimentos. Choose a beachfront hotel to take advantage of the still starry nights.



WHERE TO EAT ON ISLA BASTIMENTOS

Nachyo Momma’s Taco Bar

Devour seafood tacos and margaritas with your feet in the sand then retire to a hammock. $

Firefly Restaurant

The menu rotates but staples like ceviche and seared tuna are winners. Reservations necessary. $$

Mami’s

Hearty home-style cooking in Old Bank. Mami can never be accused of serving stingy portions. $

Meet the Bats

A SENSE-TINGLING CAVE SOJOURN

Eerie, exciting and enjoyable, the Nivida Bat Cave in Bahía Honda is well worth exploration. During this half-day expedition with local guides, you’ll slip on rubber boots or wet shoes, hard hats or headlamps, and feel like Indiana Jones as you venture into the cave, which has a subterranean lake. Getting wet is a certainty, so leave your glad rags at home (swimwear is suitable) and bring a dry bag and a change of clothes. Avoid this experience entirely if you’re prone to squeamishness as the suspended bats cloaking the ceiling aren’t the only ominous creatures. Spiders and whip scorpions make an appearance too. Claustrophobics need not apply either. Despite all this, adventurous souls will appreciate gaining first-hand insight into this natural wonder within Parque Nacional Marino Isla Bastimentos as well as all the climbing, swimming, jumping and cavern navigation. The bat cave is situated deep within jungle, so visiting on your own is not recommended. Instead secure the service of a local guide. Tours cost between US$40 and US$75 and may include return transportation, a guided hike and an introduction to the Ngöbe-Buglé community of Bahía Honda.

Have a Delicious Day up in the Hill

HEAVEN FOR CHOCOHOLICS

Positioned on the island’s loftiest peak, Up in the Hill is a treasured and hidden spot on Isla Bastimentos. From Old Bank’s main park, walk for 15 minutes following the signs that lead to this family-owned 4-hectare permaculture farm and chocolate tour. The experience promises not only to tantalize your taste buds but also to foster an understanding of sustainable living in symbiosis with nature. From 11am until 1pm, you’ll be on a circuit that includes a crash course in medicinal plants, identifying tropical flora and fauna, and uncovering the secrets of cacao cultivation from bean to powder. The culmination is a wholesome farm-fresh lunch. Advance booking is required and the tour costs US$40.
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Whizzing Through Red Frog

Red Frog Beach Island Resort is laden with amenities. The only zipline in Bocas del Toro is one of them. Get stunning bird’s-eye views while soaring over the canopy during Bastimentos Sky Zipline Canopy Tour, an excellent high-octane activity for thrill-seekers and nature enthusiasts alike. Tours run three times a day at 10am, 1pm and 3pm (US$65), and there is no minimum group size requirement. Occasionally, the lines are closed for maintenance, so call ahead.




Getting Around

Isla Bastimentos is free of cars and roads, so you’ll travel by boat and on foot. Expect dirt roads, muddy trails, beach strolls and jungle hikes, so bring the appropriate footwear.






Beyond Isla Bastimentos
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Get away from it all and uncover lost histories, see misty mountains and stroll on undeveloped islands with sapphire-blue waters.


Cost, distance and insecurity are reasons why travelers might not prioritize the areas beyond Bastimentos. Some are little-known slices of paradise with unnamed surf breaks, others are laborious to reach and accessible only seasonally. Isla Bastimentos, Isla Colón and petite Isla Carenero are destination celebrities in Bocas, but intrepid travelers would be remiss to overlook turf that might warrant a longer taxi journey. The less-frequented islands provide opportunities to disconnect, swim on lonely beaches without a soul in sight and integrate into local life. For day trips, seek out tour organizers with community ties or visit the further-flung islands on a private boat.
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TOP TIP

Always negotiate prices when taking water taxis to Bocas’ outer islands and get a physical receipt for any pre-paid tours.



Feel Good on Isla Solarte

SPIRIT-LIFTING BLUE WATERS

One of the most prominent attractions on Isla Solarte (previously known as Nancy’s Cay) is Hospital Point, named for the hospital compound the United Fruit Company constructed for its disease-stricken workers. Travelers now spend gleeful days hiking to it for snorkeling, and divers marvel at the 9m sea wall there. Marine enthusiasts also enjoy Solarte’s Pandora, Manuel’s Wall and Lunch Box dive sites, where they can peek at spotted drumfish and toadfish. Good times are also available on the topside, as Isla Solarte has two other must-sees: smack-in-the-sea alfresco resto-bar the Blue Coconut and destination hostel Bambuda Lodge, which lends itself nicely to languid afternoons poolside.
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The Story of Bambuda Lodge

After riding the Trans-Siberian Railway with his best friend and business partner Tom Oman in 2009, Canadian Dan Adelman found himself in Bocas del Toro, where he conceived of a way to make money while having fun: opening a hostel. The two trudged through obscure jungle properties and wrestled ravenous insects until they stumbled upon the oceanfront property where Bambuda Lodge stands today. Securing the building involved dealings with a fugitive Brazilian caretaker, who took over from a larger-than-life American pool-chemical-supply heir. The result of their efforts is a waterfront refuge flanked by tropical trees with dorms, private rooms, a pool and a 46m slide that dips straight into the sea.



PLACES FOR NATURE & WILDLIFE SPOTTING

Cayo Crawl

Cayo Crawl (also known as Coral Cay) is a popular snorkeling stop on the Zapatilla tour route.

Sloth Island

Expect choruses of oohs and aahs when your boat pulls up to sloth island.

Dolphin Bay

A unique opportunity to admire everyone’s favorite marine mammal at play in their natural habitat.

Escape to Cayos Zapatillas

BOCAS’ CELESTIAL WHITE SAND SHOES

The Cayos Zapatillas are a duo of pristine, uninhabited, reef-ringed islands that are part of Parque Nacional Marino Isla Bastimentos. Translating to ‘shoes’ in Spanish, the name Zapatillas aptly describes the islands’ appearance when viewed from above, as they resemble a pair of shoes strolling towards Bastimentos in the sea. A local legend holds that the cays are celestial imprints left by God when he descended from heaven. Day tours to these virgin islands usually depart early, with several stops for snorkeling and wildlife spotting on the outbound or return leg. Access is only granted to one of the islands, which can be circumnavigated in under an hour. Equip yourself with snacks and any necessary provisions as there is nothing in the way of infrastructure. Don’t forget your camera either. The cays are at their aesthetically pleasing best on sunny, rain-free days, so don’t book too far in advance in case of inclement weather.

See the Sloths of Escudo de Veraguas

AN ISOLATED HOTBED OF DIVERSITY

Roughly the same size as New York’s Central Park, Isla Escudo de Veraguas is small but carries great significance as it’s the only place where the three-toed pygmy sloth resides. The unique Bradypus pygmaeus is endangered and endemic to the island, which is rich with mangroves and dense forests. A veritable wildlife sanctuary, Escudo de Veraguas has turned out to be a hotbed of endemism as the Zamia hamannii plant and diminutive golden-collared manakins (birds) are also endemic to the island. To see this tropical dream for yourself, an organized tour including transportation is preferable, as it’s around two hours from Bocas Town by boat. Select operators offer tours seasonally from March to May and August to October when the waters are calmer.


Making It to Mainland Bocas Del Toro

Bocas del Toro is part archipelago and part mainland, but most travelers will only find themselves on the latter when en route to the more developed tourism areas. Almirante is a port town with stilted homes in varied states of dishevelment, and it serves as the gateway to the islands by way of a half-hour water shuttle. Changuinola has an international airport and a hidden history as the location of Panama’s first man-made canal, the Snyder Canal. The mainland’s mountains and coastal towns have a handful of lodges of note and residents from myriad indigenous communities, including the Bribri and the Naso Tjër Di Comarca, a group with a monarchy and a reigning king.



Head Out to Isla San Cristóbal

HOP INTO A CAYUCO

Remote San Cristóbal is a tonic for those seeking to escape city life. Half an hour by speedboat from Isla Colón, boutiques and bar chatter are replaced with the calls of hummingbirds and oropendolas, and there are no roads on the island. Though not the cheapest water-taxi ride, Isla San Cristóbal is a rich territory for authentic cultural and wildlife encounters. Kawi Voyage’s Piying Creek tour packs in birdwatching, snorkeling, a two-hour trek with a bilingual guide and passing caimans while floating down a river in a wooden cayuco canoe. Transportation, a made-by-locals meal and snorkeling gear are included. Independent exploration is also possible by chartering a boat from the docks on Colón or Carenero.


Getting Around

Cayo Crawl, Sloth Island and Dolphin Bay often form part of day tours to Cayos Zapatillas from Isla Colón, but you can visit them on your own, ideally with a responsible boat captain or guide who adheres to safe dolphin-watching practices. For remote islands, ensure you book a return journey or have a way to call a boat driver to pick you up. While on the islands, your tropical explorations will be conducted on foot along unpaved roads.







COLÓN PROVINCE

[image: jpg]

FORTS, FORESTS AND THE FAMED CANAL

Remarkably unspoiled forests along the edge of the Panama Canal give way to paradisiacal Caribbean islands, colonial-era forts and towns rich in Afro-Panamanian culture.
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Black Christ, Portobelo | Marek Poplawski/Shutterstock ©

With its colonial grandeur in decay and its neighborhoods marginalized, Colón is the city that Panama forgot. Despite vigorous efforts to attract Caribbean cruises, including a shiny new duty-free plaza opened in 2022, much of it feels on the verge of collapse. Yet there is much to love along its periphery in greater Colón Province.

Centered on the ruins of the Spanish colonial fortress of Fuerte San Lorenzo, the Área Protegida San Lorenzo includes the former US military base of Fort Sherman as well as intact rainforest, coastal reefs and secluded beaches. It’s an emerging hiking destination and a prime spot for birdwatching as species migrate between the Americas.

Nearby is the Atlantic terminus of the Panama Canal and the mindboggling locks of Gatún and Agua Clara, the latter of which is the region’s biggest attraction. Its visitor center offers a wide-angle view of ships as they enter from Lago Gatún, one of the largest manmade lakes on Earth.

Further east, near Portobelo, are more Spanish-colonial forts, protected forests and idyllic Caribbean islands that attract day-trippers from Panama City. The snorkeling and diving here is among the best in the nation, and the water is perfectly calm for kayaking too. Portobelo is the place to learn about the culture of the Congos, descendants of African slaves who have preserved the legacy of their ancestors through art, dance and electric street parades.
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Fuerte San Jerónimo, Portobelo | PHOTO HEDGE/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


THE MAIN AREAS

SAN LORENZO & LAGO GATÚN

The storied Canal Zone.

PORTOBELO

Forts, reefs and Congo culture.



Find Your Way

The main attractions of Colón Province all lie within a 100km radius, making travel distances relatively short. Buses connect cities, though rural areas require a taxi or car. Some islands and beaches are only accessible via water taxis.
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Plan Your Time

Given its proximity to Panama City, Colón Province is often visited on day trips. However, it really is worth spending more time in the national parks, on the Caribbean islands and, especially, in Portobelo.
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Lago Gatún | Design Pics/Alamy Stock Photo ©


The Day-Tripper

Depart Panama City for the Agua Clara Locks on the Atlantic side of the Panama Canal, watching as boats file in from massive Lago Gatún. Check out the abandoned US military base of Fort Sherman before lunching at the marina in Shelter Bay. Head over to the Spanish-colonial Fuerte San Lorenzo, followed by a late-afternoon hike in surrounding rainforest.




Four Days to Explore

After visiting the canal on day one, head to Portobelo for nights two and three to explore Spanish-colonial history at forts like Fuerte San Jerónimo or stop by Casa Congo to learn about the city’s vibrant Congo culture. Take a snorkeling trip to Playa Huerta before visiting the tropical Caribbean beaches of Isla Grande or Isla Mamey.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

DECEMBER TO APRIL

Peak dry season is the ideal time to snorkel or dive for Caribbean treasure. Great visibility, but higher hotel prices.

MAY

Rainy season begins (and goes until November), but showers rarely last an entire day. Great time to find cheaper lodging.

JULY

On July 16, Isla Grande honors its patron, the Virgen del Carmen, with processions as well as a large-scale mass.

OCTOBER

Tens of thousands of pilgrims walk for days (or weeks) to reach Portobelo for the Festival del Cristo Negro.



SAN LORENZO & LAGO GATúN
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The northern stretch of the old Canal Zone is a remarkably wild place given how close it is to Panama City, just an hour south. Yet, other than the impressive locks of Agua Clara, which guide ships across the isthmus, few international tourists spend much time here. It’s a shame. You’re graced with serene water views (Lago Gatún to the south, the Caribbean to the north), and much of the area is protected in the 120-sq-km Área Protegida San Lorenzo, whose forests are spectacular for birding – the Audubon Society once counted 357 species here in a single day. The hiking, too, is excellent, particularly for quick romps in the jungle with low effort and high rewards. If that’s not enough, explore the ghost towns left behind by the US military, step back in time at a Spanish fort or embark on a train journey down the epic railway line that preceded the canal.
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SIGHTS

1Agua Clara Locks

2Fort Gulick

3Fort Sherman

4Fuerte San Lorenzo

5Gatún Dam

6Gatun Locks

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

7V Land

SLEEPING

8Centro El Tucán

9Marina Hotel at Shelter Bay

10Radisson Colon 2000

EATING

11Istmo Coffee & Bakery

12Restaurante Cascá

see 9The Dock




TOP TIP

The city of Colón may seem like a natural base for visiting San Lorenzo, Lago Gatún and the old Canal Zone, but its high homicide rate (double the national average) and unkempt streets mean you’re typically better off sleeping in the countryside in places like Fort Sherman or Achiote.



Of Forts & Forests

HIKING THROUGH HISTORY

The Spanish fortifications of Fuerte San Lorenzo sit on a dramatic promontory overlooking the mouth of the Río Chagres where it meets the Caribbean. Declared a Unesco World Heritage Site in 1980, it’s one of the finest examples of early European military architecture in Panama, constructed in blocks of cut coral and armed with rows of cannons. Despite a violent history of pirate attacks by the likes of Henry Morgan and Francis Drake, much still remains from the 17th century onward, including San Lorenzo’s moat and vaulted chambers. Most travelers visit explicitly to see the fort, but the surrounding nature preserve, Área Protegida San Lorenzo, is rich in wildlife with wonderfully accessible trails.

The protected coastline here – stretching from Piña to Fort Sherman (an old US military base turned marina) – is a mix of mangrove forests, wave-eroded cliffs, rocky banks, reefs and secluded coves. Meanwhile, the interior is all undulating forests home to 436 bird species (including Swainson’s toucans and slaty-tailed trogons), 81 species of mammals (like jaguars, coatis and sloths) and rare amphibians such as the poison dart frog. The best infrastructure lies on the east side of the Río Chagres near Fort Sherman, where heavy investment has resulted in extensive English-language signage, illuminating roadside information panels and a visitor center.

Several short hikes pass relics left by the US Army, which used this area for canal defense and jungle training. Among the best is Cerro Pavón, a 1.5km trail along an old army road to a hilltop watchtower with 360-degree forest views. Hike early in the morning to hear the roar of howler monkeys and cries of colorful birds. Nearby, the 1.5km Punta Bruja trail is a great way to combine hiking with snorkeling, offering a chance to swim at one of the best reefs along Panama’s central Caribbean coast (check for strong currents).

On the west side of Río Chagres is Centro El Tucán, a run-down information center in Achiote. Its guides (Spanish only) can organize birdwatching boat trips on Lago Gatún, Río Chagres or Río Lagarto, plus direct you to park hikes like the 1km Sendero El Trogón or 5km Las Tablitas.
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Control tower, Agua Clara Locks | ACKATS/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


Sweet Dreams in the Ex-Den of Dictators

On the north end of Lago Gatún lies the old American base known as Fort Gulick before the USA transferred it to Panama. Within this compound is the infamous Building 400, which was the onetime home of the School of the Americas. Established in 1949, it trained more than 34,000 Latin American soldiers (ostensibly, to keep the region free from communism).

The school graduated some of the worst human-rights violators of our time, including Argentine dictator Leopoldo Galtieri, who ‘disappeared’ thousands during Argentina’s Dirty War of the 1970s, and El Salvador’s Roberto D’Aubuisson, who led death squads that murdered thousands in the 1980s.

In a bizarre twist, Building 400 now houses a luxury resort: Meliá Panama Canal.



WHERE TO STAY NEAR SAN LORENZO AND LAGO GATúN

Centro El Tucán

The large male and female dormitories may be spartan, but there’s a great focus on community ecotourism. $

Marina Hotel at Shelter Bay

These standard marina-facing rooms are slightly overpriced, but you can’t beat the location for park hikes. $$

Radisson Colon 2000

You won’t find anything better in Colón than this generic chain hotel with pool, gym and restaurant. $$

Panama Canal Old & New

LOCKS ON A DAMMED LAKE

When the Gatún Dam shored up the Río Chagres in 1908 it submerged 262 sq km of jungle to create what was, at the time, the world’s largest artificial lake: Lago Gatún. This sprawling waterway is now filled with giant tankers, container ships and cruise liners passing through the Panama Canal toward the Gatún Locks (1914). Just the size of them is mind-boggling: three sets of double lock chambers stretch on for 3km. Each chamber could have accommodated the Titanic with room to spare. A new visitor center should open in 2024.

For now, most tourists head to the newer Agua Clara Locks, completed in 2016 as part of a US$5 billion expansion. The visitor center here offers an expansive view over both the lake and locks. There’s a theater with a 10-minute introductory video, a gift shop and some informational panels (though no onsite museum). A short 700m trail leads down below to the base of the watchtower, where you can stand in awe as ships pass by at eye level. Exhibits close at 5pm, but you need to enter by 3:30pm. Allot about an hour for the full experience.
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Panama Canal Railway train | GUALBERTO BECERRA/SHUTTERSTOCK ©


BEST SURF SPOTS IN COLóN PROVINCE

V-Land

Off Área Protegida San Lorenzo, this right-hand reef break has great tubes when there’s a big swell.

Playa Maria Chiquita

In front of Maria Chiquita village. Beach breaks with lefts and rights, but limited to big swell.

Isla Grande

In front of La Guaira and best reached by water taxi, it’s a reef bottom break with three peaks, rights and lefts.

Playa Palenque

In front of Cuango village, 50km east of Isla Grande. It’s an exposed beach break with consistent surf.



WHERE TO EAT NEAR SAN LORENZO AND LAGO GATúN

Restaurante Cascá

This no-frills restaurant in Achiote serves basic but tasty meat dishes with rice and beans. $

The Dock

Mix with yachties by their catamarans while dining on crowd-pleasing Panamanian and international staples. $$

Istmo Coffee & Bakery

Your best bet for a strong coffee – plus empanadas, tequeños and sandwiches – near Agua Clara. $

All Aboard the Panama Canal Railway

A RIDE THROUGH HISTORY

To appreciate the extent (and function) of the Panama Canal, travel from Panama City to Colón along the historic Panama Canal Railway. This vintage train features time-warping wood paneling, carpeted interiors, open-air viewing decks and, occasionally, a glass-domed car. Its hour-long journey parallels the canal, traversing thick rainforest en route to Lago Gatún and the bustling locks.

Rail travel declined across the isthmus following construction of the canal, with the infrastructure falling into disrepair under the Noriega regime. Yet in 1998, the government partnered with an American-based railway holding company to revive the old Panama Railroad as the rebranded Panama Canal Railway Company (PCRC). PCRC introduced a passenger service in 2001, which operated five-times a week before the pandemic. It’s since run more sporadically on dates announced via social media (instagram .com/ panamarailway).

On the journey, you may learn how the Panama Railroad was the highest-priced stock on the New York Stock Exchange in the mid-19th century, peaking at US$295 a share. With a total construction bill of US$8 million, it was also (for its time) the most expensive railroad per kilometer ever built (despite being only 76km long, it required 304 bridges and culverts). Of course, these facts pale in comparison to the human costs: an estimated 12,000 laborers died during its construction, mainly from malaria and yellow fever.


Colón’s Zona Libre

One of the many attempts to rescue Colón’s economy – which has struggled ever since the canal opened in 1914, sending rail traffic here into decline – is the Zona Libre, the second-largest free-trade zone in the world after Hong Kong. It generates around US$19 billion in annual commerce, though little benefit seems to trickle down to area residents.

The fortress-like complex spans 1064 hectares and is filled with giant international stores selling everything from Japanese electronics to Italian silks and French perfumes. Most only deal in bulk merchandise and aren’t well set up for foreign tourists. To enter, you have to present your passport and pay a US$5 fee at the gate.




Getting Around

A car really is best to explore the spread-out attractions of San Lorenzo and Lago Gatún. Many also visit on organized tours from Panama City. Otherwise, a taxi from Colón to Fort Sherman is US$25, while a taxi to the Agua Clara Locks and back is around US$20; there is no direct public transportation to either. The ‘Costa Abajo’ bus connects Colón with Centro El Tucán in Achiote.





PORTOBELO
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Jungle-clad hills wrap around a deep horseshoe bay holding the languorous fishing town of Portobelo. Though economically depressed today, in colonial times this was one of the greatest Spanish ports in Central America, stockpiling gold and silver from throughout the Americas for onward transport to Europe. All the famous Caribbean pirates of the era lusted after the treasures of Portobelo, tirelessly ransacking its many forts in the 17th and 18th centuries. Most modern tourists come to explore this history. Yet one of the greatest joys of visiting in the 21st century is to experience the art, music and dance of the Congo culture, which Unesco describes as ‘the contemporary vision of a collective celebration of the black rebel descendants enslaved during the colonial period.’ In the galleries, at the church or on the streets during the vibrant festivals, there’s often an air of magic that enchants the unsuspecting visitor.
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SIGHTS

1Fuerte San Fernando

2Fuerte San Jerónimo

3Fuerte Santiago

4Galería de Arte Casa Congo

5Iglesia de San Felipe

6Mirador Perú

7Real Aduana de Portobelo

ACTIVITIES, COURSES & TOURS

8Escuelita del Ritmo

9Fundación Mama Ari

10Taller Portobelo

SLEEPING

11El Otro Lado Private Retreat

12Hostal Portobelo

13Scuba Portobelo

EATING

see 4Casa Congo

14Cueva de Morgan

15El Castillo de Portobelo

16Panaderia Y Restaurante Rico Rico

17Restaurante La Torre




TOP TIP

Portobelo is charming any time of the year, but planning your trip around one of its many festivals is a great way to appreciate the resilience of the Congo culture. October (Festival del Cristo Negro), February (Festival de Diablos y Congos) and March/April (Semana Santa) are among the best times to visit.



Discovering Portobelo’s Glory Years

FORTS, PIRATES AND GOLDEN TREASURES

Portobelo was, in the 17th- and 18th-centuries, among the most coveted ports in the Caribbean, controlling Spain’s imperial trade between the Americas and Europe. Stroll through its storied history, beginning at the entrance to town at Fuerte Santiago. This small fort, built in 1753, has walls up to 3m thick made of cut coral, which the Spaniards called ‘reef rock.’ The ruins include officers’ quarters, artillery sheds, a sentry box, barracks, watchtowers and a dozen cannons. Just behind the fort, you’ll find a staircase up to Mirador Perú, a lookout over the bay.

Take the main road into the center of town, where you’ll find the Real Aduana de Portobelo, a 17th-century customs house where the king’s gold was counted. The building underwent a dramatic US$3.8 million facelift and reopened in 2023 as a cultural center with galleries focused on the Afro-Panamanian experience.

Next door is Fuerte San Jerónimo. Some two dozen embrasures with 16 cannons face the sea – many exactly where the Spanish troops left them. Beyond the impressive gateway, there are the remains of the officers’ quarters, barracks, a guardroom and a huge observation terrace over the water. Just across the bay (only reached by water taxi) is Fuerte San Fernando, which was built in the 18th century over the ruins of the San Felipe and San Diego forts. Sadly, it was largely dismantled by American engineers, who used the walls for breakwaters on the Panama Canal.

End your walk at the Iglesia de San Felipe, a periwinkle Catholic church dating to 1814 that pilgrims visit to see Portobelo’s famed Black Christ. This church was the last structure built by the Spanish before they withdrew from Panama.
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BEST DINING IN PORTOBELO

Cueva de Morgan

Pastas are the specialty at this atmospheric rooftop restaurant; great cocktails, empanadas and charcuterie boards too. $$

El Castillo de Portobelo

This classic remains a winner with unrivaled bay views, superb seafood and a funky pirate-castle aesthetic. $$

Panadería Y Restaurante Rico Rico

Cheap coffees, baked goods and sandwiches make this the go-to no-frills budget pick. $

Restaurante La Torre

Expect amazing service, plus inexpensive and delicious Panamanian dishes, at this beloved roadside lunch spot. $



WHERE TO STAY IN PORTOBELO

Hostal Portobelo

This hilltop hostel offers happy hours, a pool table and bargain tours, plus a bog-standard dormitory. $

Scuba Portobelo

The best sea-facing budget rooms in town; it’s also a good base for intel on diving and snorkeling. $

El Otro Lado Private Retreat

This extraordinary luxury resort is steeped in the Congo culture; your stay subsidizes Portobelo’s artistic institutions. $$$

The Enchanting Congo Culture

AFRO-PANAMANIAN ART, DANCE AND MUSIC

Once you’ve unpacked the Spanish-colonial history of Portobelo, dive into the living Congo traditions of its current residents, most of whom are the descendants of the African slaves and cimarrónes (those who liberated themselves by fleeing into the jungle) who built this town and its fortifications. The best place to get your bearings is Casa Congo, a colorful waterfront inn and restaurant run by Fundación Bahía de Portobelo (Portobelo Bay Foundation; the organization spearheading the town’s cultural revival). The attached Galería de Arte Casa Congo holds museum-quality artworks made by Afro-Caribbean craftspeople, as well as small informational displays explaining some cultural and historical background on Congo festivals and traditions. The staff here is also extremely helpful in arranging the below cultural workshops, which range from about $40 to $80 per person.

At the artist-run studio Taller Portobelo, located in the chill photographer’s house-turned-hotel, La Morada de la Bruja, local painter Tatú Golden contextualizes Congo art on hour-long tours where you get to paint a wood carving. You can also simply stop by to watch resident artists at work. Nearby, the Escuelita del Ritmo offers classes on Congo drumming and stages occasional concerts.

Separate from the Foundation, Aristela Blandón (known as ‘Mama Ari’) runs the dance preservation association Fundación Mama Ari, located in the bright-yellow house with the town’s tourism office. In addition to tailored dance classes, you can also book fascinating historical walking tours or workshops on drumming, staff painting and colorful Congo festival hats. Check in advance (mamaaarrii15@ gmail .com) about the availability of an English-language translator.


The Legend of the Black Christ

Portobelo’s Festival del Cristo Negro honors a 1.5m statue of the ‘Black Christ,’ which is known for its many miracles. Its exact origins are the subject of much speculation. One story claims that a Cartagena-bound ship tried to leave Portobelo five times, but on each occasion, a storm blew it back. The crew lightened their vessel by tossing a heavy box overboard, after which the weather calmed and they departed. Several days later, fishers found the box with the Black Christ inside. A second story says the box was found floating at sea during a cholera epidemic. After being retrieved by fishers and placed inside Iglesia de San Felipe, the epidemic passed and the infected were cured. Or so the story goes…




Getting Around

Buses depart for Portobelo every 30 minutes from Colón’s Terminal de Buses up until about 6pm. If traveling from Panama City, transfer to a Portobelo-bound bus in Sabanitas. Portobelo is just 15 square blocks and easily navigable by foot. However, many hotels (especially those with scuba operations) lie about 3km before town near Buenaventura. Taxis are widely available.






Beyond Portobelo
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Remote beaches, prismatic coral reefs and lush jungle trails lure active travelers into Portobelo’s namesake national park.


Portobelo lies within the 360-sq-km Parque Nacional Portobelo, making the surrounding area a playground of possibilities for thrill-seekers. Inland, you’ll find thick tropical rainforests, rambling rivers and stone-hewn stretches of the Camino Real, the first path linking Panama City with the Caribbean. Along the coastline, mangrove forests lead to a string of wild beaches only accessed from the sea. Dotted with shipwrecks and blanketed in coral reefs, this is also one of Panama’s most popular diving destinations. Several small islands just offshore lure day-trippers from the capital in search of white sands and calm turquoise waters. Spend the night and you’ll have them largely to yourself as you dine on fresh lobster or down your final mojito.
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TOP TIP

Try to gather a group of fellow travelers for excursions, as many water taxis charge per boat not per person.



Beach Escapes in Parque Nacional Portobelo

SUN, SAND AND SNORKELING

The wild Caribbean beaches of Parque Nacional Portobelo make an excellent day trip from Portobelo town. Packed with local tourists on weekends and holidays, you typically have these beaches to yourself at other times. There’s no road access to most, so you’ll need to hire a water taxi or organize a tour from Portobelo, expecting to pay between US$40 and US$70 per boat.

The closest beach to Portobelo is Playa Huerta, a small bay with crystalline waters considered by many to be ideal for snorkeling. Playa Huerta is also the site of a coral reforestation project from the local Reef2Reef Foundation (reefpty.com), based out of Scuba Portobelo. Strong paddlers could kayak here as many hotels offer cheap rentals. A bigger beach at Puerto Frances provides open-sea views and consistent breezes. Further to the northeast, Playa Blanca is the most famous Portobelo-area beach, with white sands tucked into a protected cove surrounded by dense wilderness. Many visitors combine trips to all three with the nearby Venas Azules, a natural canal of mangroves around Isla del Padre (note: swimming here damages the fragile ecosystem).

Puerto Lindo is about 30 minutes by car or bus from Portobelo and is the launchpad for boat trips to Isla Mamey, a tiny sandy island with a big reputation on Instagram. Campers with their own tents can stay overnight on the island, which boasts water, bathrooms and a small restaurant with beach cabañas. Most people simply visit for the day.
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OUTDOOR ADVENTURES IN PORTOBELO
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Francesco Miale, owner of Portobelo Tours and Casa Vela Restaurant, shares his recommendations for outdoor adventures.

Hiking

You can hike – or horseback ride – near the historic Camino Real trail alongside Río Cascajal, stopping at waterfalls and swimming holes along the way.

Snorkeling

There’s a great ridge of corals just off Playa Huerta that is about 3m deep, which is rich in Caribbean reef fish.

Kayaking

I love to take guests on kayaking trips across the bay into a mangrove tunnel. Then we hike in rubber boots through the forest, looking for monkeys until we reach a secret beach with no name (but lots of fish for snorkeling).



WHERE TO SLEEP IN PUERTO LINDO AND ISLA GRANDE

Hotel Sister Moon

Isla Grande’s top digs. Elevated on a hill with sweeping views, great cocktails and a charming aesthetic. $$

Macondo Hostel

Nestled in a verdant Isla Grande garden. Guests rave about the cleanliness and value of rooms here. $

Ranchos De Chalia

This thatch-roofed boutique hotel overlooks Puerto Lindo. Serene pool and tropical gardens. $$$

Accessible Paradise

CARIBBEAN VIBES ON ISLA GRANDE

Palm trees, white-sand beaches and isolated island vibes await on lovely little Isla Grande, just 20km northeast of Portobelo. Most trips begin at its namesake beach, Playa Isla Grande, which is a perfect crescent backed by virgin forest. With placid turquoise waters, excellent shade and shacks selling food and drinks, many Panama City day-trippers never set foot anywhere else. Of course, you most definitely should. In fact, it’s worth taking a 4km walk around the island – and even spending a night – to ease into the chill pace of life.

There are no roads; just a footpath along the southern coast, backed by pastel-colored cottages. For lunch, follow it a few steps east from the beach to El Muro, an unassuming seafront dive that serves fresh and affordable lobster plates you’ll be licking your lips to remember the rest of the day.

Continuing east, you’ll pass two great day-drinking options: the Floating Rum Bar and La Isla. The former is exactly as you might imagine, while the latter has a beach club atmosphere with tables and chairs atop the sands. Look out for the replica Cristo Negro in the waves as you make your way further east toward Hotel Sister Moon, a secluded retreat hidden amid swaying palms. Veer inland and uphill from here toward El Faro, a wimpy lighthouse with a bold view. Backtrack 100m to link up with the cross-island path, which takes you to the north side of Isla Grande. This area side is currently undergoing rapid development, so you can only walk about 1km before crossing up and over the central hill back to Macondo Hostel on the main southern footpath.


Diving the Portobelo Coast

Though the visibility (about 10m at the best of times) can’t compare to more traditional Caribbean dive destinations, the variety of underwater wrecks makes up for it, including a 34m-long cargo ship and a C-45 twin-engine plane. Additionally, the waters around Portobelo are home to soft coral-laden walls, offshore reefs and rock gardens, some of which are also good for snorkeling. Nurse sharks, black-tip reef sharks and eagle rays are all on the cards here. Most dive operators are located on the Sabanitas-Portobelo road, about 3km west of Portobelo, and include Panama Dive Adventure and Golden Frog Scuba, both of which offer English-language instructors and discover dives for beginners.




Getting Around

Water-taxi services such as Santiago de la Gloria or Rancho Sin Fronteras offer trips from Portobelo to Playa Huerta, Puerto Frances, Playa Blanca and Venas Azules. There are separate water taxis to Isla Mamey (from Puerto Lindo) and Isla Grande (from La Guaira), which leave as they fill. If arriving by car, you’ll also have to pay to park for these island transfers (about US$5). Regular buses travel from Colón to La Guaira via Portobelo and Puerto Lindo. From Panama City, it’s best to transfer in Sabanitas.







COMARCA GUNA YALA
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HOP FROM ISLAND TO ISLAND

An indigenous homeland of hundreds of tiny islands sprinkled throughout a luminous blue sea, the Guna Yala is pure magic.
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Guna flag | MAREK POPLAWSKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Just a three-hour drive from Panama City, the Guna Yala is an enchanted archipelago of hundreds of tiny palm-studded tropical islands that feels a world away from the gleaming glass towers of the capital.

Home to the proud Guna people, the first indigenous group in Latin America to gain an autonomous homeland, the islands have been spared large-scale development and remain idyllic slices of paradise.

Most islands are barely the size of a football field and are ringed by powdery white sands that slope down to fluorescent turquoise waters filled with corals, reef fish and enormous sea stars. Simple wooden huts equipped with a bed and little else open directly onto the sand just steps from the brilliant sea.

There’s splendidly little to do on the islands apart from indulge in shipwreck fantasies, drinking from freshly harvested coconuts while swinging on a mesh hammock suspended between two of the handful of trees growing from the sandy soil.

But a trip to the Guna Yala is not only about soaking up the sun and swimming through warm transparent waters. The Guna are one of Latin America’s most distinctive indigenous groups, and a visit to one of the densely populated community islands provides an opportunity to discover more about their fascinating traditions and pick up some magnificent hand-crafted textiles.
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Cabañas, Guna Yala | WANDERLUSTER/GETTY IMAGES ©


THE MAIN AREAS

CAYOS LIMONES

Guna Yala’s most famed island group.

RÍO SIDRA & CAYOS LOS GRULLOS

Tranquil islands for independent travelers.



Find Your Way

The Guna Yala stretches along the coast for more than 200km. Most visitors stick to the western edge, which is accessible by boat from Gardi and lies at the end of the only road into the territory.
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Plan Your Time

Time passes slowly in the Guna Yala, with snorkeling, kayaking and swimming the main daily activities. A couple of days is usually more than enough for each island.
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Shipwreck, Guna Yala | Alfredo Maiquez/Getty Images ©


A Quick Trip

Base yourself on one of the inviting islands between the port of Gardi and the Cayos Limones such as spacious Icodub or tranquil Ariyaladub from where you can organize a boat to take you to Assudub Dummad to enjoy the soft sandy beach. On your second day, head north to Assudub Bibbi to snorkel around the sunken ship before taking a swim at the La Piscina sandbar.




Five Days in Paradise

For your first few nights, choose lodgings on Wissudub in order to wander its long beach and snorkel the vibrant coral reef. Take a boat trip through the Cayos Limones to Banedup Bibbi to sip cocktails in hammocks suspended over the sea. For your last two nights, head to Narasgandup Bibbi to immerse yourself in village life, taking a side trip to Río Sidra to shop for molas.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY TO MARCH

Trade-wind season brings clear skies and brilliant glowing waters as well as the best sailing conditions.

APRIL TO JUNE

Sunshine lasts until mid-May when rains begin in earnest and annoying sandflies appear on some islands.

JULY TO SEPTEMBER

Rains and thunderstorms are frequent but the lack of wind makes for good snorkeling across the archipelago.

OCTOBER TO DECEMBER

The heaviest rains of the year limit outdoor activities, although crowds are reduced.



CAYOS LIMONES
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With dozens of picturesque tiny tropical islets separated by narrow stretches of brilliant turquoise water, this expansive island chain less than an hour boat ride from the port at Gardi is the most popular destination in the Guna Yala.

The soft powdery white sands and totally transparent waters attract crowds of day trippers and overnight visitors alike, but most tours take in the same few islands, meaning there are plenty of less busy cays on which to lie back and admire the spectacular scenery.

The Cayos Limones are also home to some of the best snorkeling spots in the archipelago, with vibrant coral reefs, dense beds of seagrass and sunken ships found just a few steps offshore from many of the islands.

Add in great beach bars, breezy restaurants serving ultra-fresh seafood and hammocks suspended above shallow waters and you’ve got one seriously relaxing vacation destination.
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SIGHTS

1Assudub Bibbi

2Assudub Dummad

3Banedup Bibbi

4Chichime Islands

5Gagandub

6Gorbinski

7Gorgidub

8Misdub

9Niadup

10Nugnudub

11Wissudub

12Yandub

13Yansailadub

SLEEPING

14Ariyaladub

see 2Assudub Dummad

15Guasiridup

16Icodub

see 11Wissudub

see 13Yansailadub




TOP TIP

The Cayos Limones are the most popular destination in the Guna Yala and the favored destination of day trips to the region. Visit during the week for smaller crowds and less noisy boat traffic. Staying overnight means you can have the sands to yourself before and after the tour rush.



Guna Yala Island-Hopping

BEACHES, HAMMOCKS AND COCONUT WATER

Most tours to the Cayos Limones call at the same islands; hire a private boat to visit a wider selection of cays.

First port of call for many is Niadup (Isla Diablo), which has sheltered swimming, a good restaurant and a social vibe popular among young travelers. Less than 200m across the channel, Assudub Bibbi (Isla Perro Chico) is the most visited island in the Cayos Limones due to the sunken ship beside the beach.

Heading north, idyllic Gorgidub (Isla Pelicano) is mostly composed of brilliant white sand surrounded by luminous blue waters and has just half a dozen coconut palms giving shade to a little restaurant. Quieter than its diminutive namesake, gorgeous Assudub Dummad (Isla Perro Grande) is awash with coconut palms and ringed by a lovely beach and transparent waters.

Further north the seascapes just get better. Banedup Bibbi (Isla Frigata Pequeña) has hammocks strung out in the light-blue sea and a fun bar-restaurant on stilts over the water. A short boat ride away, La Piscina is a fabulous sandbar where visitors can paddle in warm waist-deep waters in the middle of the sea. Neighboring Nugnudub has just opened to visitors and is mostly undeveloped, with a long sheltered palm-lined beach.

On the eastern edge of the Cayos Limones, remote, elongated Misdub (Isla Gato) is among the group’s loveliest islands. It even has its own offshore sandbar sprinkled with giant sea stars.

Don’t miss Wissudub (Isla Icaro), just north of the Cayo Limones in the Chichime Islands, an enchanting spacious isle with a forest of palms and long empty beaches.
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Assudub Bibbi | JOHN CRUX PHOTOGRAPHY/GETTY IMAGES ©


Guna Yala Regulations

The Guna go to great lengths to protect their homeland. Scuba diving, kitesurfing, Jet Skis and other motorized water sports are prohibited across the archipelago.

If you’re not staying on a particular island, you may be charged a small landing fee to use the facilities.

In theory boats are only permitted to dock at islands that have tourism permission from the Guna authorities. Overnight stays on uninhabited islands are banned, and this is vigorously applied.

Don’t insist that drivers go off piste – they can be fined or even lose their operating license.




MORE IDYLLIC ISLANDS

For a very different but equally gorgeous Caribbean island experience, head to the Archipiélago de Bocas del Toro, where more breezy beachfront huts and delicious fresh seafood meals await.



BEST PLACES TO STAY IN CAYOS LIMONES

Wissudub

Colorful wooden cabañas (cabins) open up onto a wide soft stretch of sand. $$

Assudub Dummad

Bring a tent and food to enjoy this quiet beauty with a tremendous beach. $

Guasiridup

A quiet grass-covered island with the most comfortable cabañas in the cays, albeit with shared bathrooms. $$

Bastions of Island Culture

VISIT TRADITIONAL GUNA COMMUNITIES

Most visitors are drawn to the Guna Yala by images of perfect desert islands, but once they reach the archipelago it becomes apparent that much of the region’s magic is its culture. The first indigenous group in Latin America to gain independence, the Guna adhere steadfastly to their traditions and take their autonomous status seriously.

While most of the beach-ringed cays that receive travelers don’t have traditional Guna communities, there are a number of populated islands where visitors can spend a day or stay overnight to immerse themselves in the daily life of the archipelago. Take a stroll through the narrow sandy streets and you’ll soon pick up an entourage of curious children, and women of all ages will appear in doorways to showcase their wonderful hand-crafted molas.

When visiting communities, it’s fine to photograph landscapes and street scenes, but ask permission before snapping shots of the locals – especially women dressed in traditional attire – and expect to pay a small fee.

Unlike communities in the Gardi Islands, just offshore from the port, where concrete and zinc roofing abound, houses on the densely populated islet of Yandub are built the traditional way with wood and thatched roofs. Stop here for a guided stroll before hitting the beaches further offshore.

Near Porvenir, the administrative capital of the comarca, the island of Corbinski is a friendly island with four over-water cabañas and a busy school that brings together students from surrounding communities. It’s just a short boat ride from some great beaches too.
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Crafting Guna molas | DUCOIN DAVID/Getty Images ©


A COLORFUL TRADITION

Panama’s most sought-after handicraft, Guna molas are made of brightly colored squares of cotton fabric sewn together to form intricate designs featuring vivid landscapes, birds, sea turtles and fish – often surrounded by geometric patterns.

Unique to the comarca, the artworks are a source of tremendous pride to the Guna and form a key part of the traditional dress.

Molas are classified by differences in the technical process:

Abiniguat

One color; a single layer of color sewn onto a base layer.

Obagalet

Two colors; two layers sewn onto a base.

Mormaralet

A few colors; several layers sewn onto a base.

Morgonikat

Many colors; two or more layers sewn onto a base with additional filler layers, embroidery and/or appliqué.



BEST PLACES TO STAY IN CAYOS LIMONES

Icodub

A spacious and well-organized island with good service between the port and the Cayos Limones. $$

Yansailadub

Great meals and friendly service on this less-visited reef-ringed island. $$

Ariyaladub

A pretty, narrow island close to the port with a row of simple thatched cabañas and towering coconut palms. $$

Snorkel Around the Archipelago

A FANTASTIC UNDERWWATER WORLD

The above-water beauty of the Guna Yala is matched below by vibrant corals and swaths of sea grass populated by an array of marine life.

Scuba diving is banned throughout the Guna Yala, but fortunately the waters surrounding the islands are for the most part extremely shallow, so most of this enchanting subaquatic realm can be observed with just a mask and a snorkel. The shallow gradient and usually calm waters mean the area is great for young snorkelers and novice swimmers.

Across the Guna Yala visibility is top notch – especially in the dry season when the seas are crystalline – and the water is always warm, meaning snorkelers can while away hours floating around spotting colorful parrotfish, moody barracudas, rays, sharks and enormous starfish.

While most hotels and some restaurants rent snorkel gear, masks are often leaky and dodgy snorkel valves give frequent salty mouthwashes, so it’s a good idea to bring your own.

The region’s most popular snorkeling spot is Assudub Bibbi (Isla Perro Chico), where a sunken ship encrusted with sponges and corals lies in shallow water just steps from the beach. The wreck attracts trumpetfish, sergeants, scrawled filefish and other wonderful reef species adorned with patterns lifted straight from 1970s trousers. On the island’s other side, a healthy coral reef begins just offshore in 2m of water.

Other islands with excellent snorkeling include the spacious Wissudub (Isla Chichime) and Yansailadub (Isla Yanis) on the northern edge of the Cayos Limones and Gagandub (Isla Yierba) on the western edge of the group.


FAVORITE ISLANDS
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Adial Martinez Tejada is a Guna boatman who spends his days carrying visitors around the archipelago. Here he shares his favorite islands for relaxing in his spare time.

Isla Chichime

My absolute favorite because of the size of its white-sand beaches and the brilliant color of the turquoise water all around it.

Gagandub

I like to visit this island due to the many surrounding reefs and the dense coconut plantations, which make it look very beautiful. It has a great restaurant with a wide range of seafood and even cocktails.

Anmardub

This island is a great place to spend the night in a tent with your family; it has great soft sand and fantastic crystalline water.




Getting Around

Nearly all accommodations in and around the Cayos Limones offer guests boat trips to neighboring islands and the La Piscina sandbar. This often involves being packed onto visiting day-trip boats. If staying a few days, you may be able to join tours to additional islands for a small fee. To go further afield or visit popular islands when they’re less crowded, you’ll need to hire a private boat. Swimming between islands is prohibited by Guna authorities.






Beyond Cayos Limones
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You don’t have to travel far to leave the tour boats behind and discover the pristine desert islands for which the archipelago is famous.


Heading east of the Cayos Limones, the islands of the archipelago quickly become less populated and those further out to sea are completely free of development. Volleyball courts and restaurants are replaced by uninterrupted swaths of palms.

Some of the most beautiful landscapes in the archipelago are found in the uninhabited Cayos Holandeses, the northernmost island group in the Guna Yala. Made up of three large islands and more than a dozen smaller ones, this is the remote desert-island paradise of shipwreck fantasies.

There are no hotels on the islands, but there is one island where you can pitch a tent; otherwise you can visit on a sailing cruise or a motorboat day trip.
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Sail boat, Guna Yala | Maximilian Stimmel/Shutterstock ©


TOP TIP

Before booking a boat, contact the skipper to find out where you’ll be sleeping and how many passengers will be aboard.



Sailing the Guna Yala

A SUSTAINABLE ADVENTURE

There is no more exhilarating way to explore the Guna Yala than on the breezy deck of a yacht with a refreshing beverage in hand. On a sailing trip through the remote reaches of the archipelago, you’ll spend your day swimming and snorkeling in crystal-clear waters off tiny uninhabited islands before raising the anchor and gliding along to another slice of paradise

Traditionally the Guna have not been huge fans of sailing trips, as they cut out accommodation and meal expenditure on the islands, but the application of new anchorage fees mean trips are now above board.

Multi-day sailing cruises permit visitors to explore far-flung islands most visitors never get to see. Whether you leave a trail of footprints on the endless expanses of snow-white sand of the Cayos Holandeses or swim around the perfectly formed palm-studded islands of the Cayos Coco Bandero, a sailing trip through the far-flung reaches of the archipelago is sure to be a highlight of your travels.


WHY I LOVE THE GUNA YALA
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Alex Egerton, writer

For me the Guna Yala is a place that makes me feel like I’ve been transported to a time that’s refreshingly free of modern distractions, to an era of simple pleasures like jumping out of bed to snorkel around the circumference of a tiny island or staying up under flickering generator-powered light and chatting with gracious hosts about their incredible traditions.

It’s a place where, while doing next to nothing, I feel I’m able to learn so much, and where the magnificent panoramas continue to inspire long after returning home.



Destination Colombia

AN IDYLLIC BORDER CROSSING

While the Darién Gap gets in the way of intercontinental-road-journey dreams, travelling by sea on a multi-day adventure through the Guna Yala archipelago is a magnificent alternative to flying between Panama and Colombia.

There are two ways to travel between the two countries. Sleep-aboard sailing boats call at some of the outer Guna Yala islands before crossing the open sea to Cartagena de las Indias, while small motorboats stick closer to the coastline to reach the tiny Colombian border village of Sapzurro, with nights spent on tiny desert islands or in traditional Guna communities.


Getting Around

Speedboat tours to the Cayos Holandeses and other remote island chains will pick up guests at their cabañas in the Guna Yala or at the dock in Gardi if it’s just a day trip.

Sailing boats offering cruises of the Guna Yala tend to be anchored somewhere off Gardi and will send a small boat to the dock to transfer guests.

Yachts heading to Colombia either leave from close to Gardi or from near Portobelo in Colón. Motorboats to Colombia usually pick up travelers at the Gardi dock.





RíO SIDRA & CAYOS LOS GRULLOS
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Not far from the mainland to the east of Gardi, the bustling community of Río Sidra sits in the shadow of imposing forest-covered mountains just across the channel on the mainland and is the gateway to a collection of stunning less-visited islands.

Rarely included on day trips and with a good selection of budget accommodations, the islands north of Río Sidra are hugely popular with young independent travelers. To the northeast, the Cayos Los Grullos are screensaver-worthy undeveloped beauties that are popular anchorages for sailboats and offer top snorkeling.

But Río Sidra is not just all sand and sun. The island of Río Sidra is divided into two Guna communities, Mamardub and Urgandí, which are great places to pick up some wonderfully detailed molas. The island is also the jumping-off point for hikes through the rainforest of the Guna mainland to a refreshing waterfall.
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SIGHTS

1Anmardub

2Gorgidub

3Narasgandup Bibbi

4Río Sidra

5Senidub

SLEEPING

see 1Anmardub

see 3Cabañas Narasgandup

see 5Franklin’s Place




TOP TIP

Sand-floored huts are cheaper than those with elevated wooden floors but can shelter pesky sandflies; traditional thatch roofs are much cooler than zinc ones.



Islands of Río Sidra

PICK A PIECE OF PARADISE

Just a short boat ride from Río Sidra lies Senidub, one of the longest operating and most popular islands in the Guna Yala, where travelers spend their days sunbathing and swimming before socializing by bonfires on the beach at night.

Nearby Narasgandup Bibbi (Isla Naranja Chico) is a great choice for those looking to add a dash of culture to their beachside relaxation with four guesthouses tucked within a small Guna community. The three beachside places have simple rooms but open onto a spectacular wide beach with turquoise waters and mountain views. Guests of each establishment mingle on the white sands.

On the southern tip of the island, Cabañas Narasgandup has breezy and comfortable overwater cabañas from which you can watch the village children splashing around in the water.

Having been confiscated by Guna authorities due to illicit activity, the stunning slim Anmardub (Isla de Todos) is now managed by the community and is one of the best islands on which to pitch a tent. Surrounded by shimmering shallow waters, it has a bar-restaurant, toilet facilities and blissfully little else.

The furthest east of the bunch, Gorgidub (Isla Pelicano – not to be confused with the identically named island in the Cayos Limones) is famed as the setting of the hit Spanish television series La Casa de Papel and is the gateway to the pristine Cayos Los Grullos. It’s a small island that can feel a bit crowded but is surrounded by inviting luminous waters and guests can visit a lovely tranquil sandbar and an uninhabited island ringed by fine corals.
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Río Sidra | Hemis/Alamy Stock Photo ©


PACKING LIST

There are few stores in the Guna Yala, so supplies are essential, especially for longer stays.

Insect Repellent

During the wet season sandflies and other biting pests are a problem on some islands.

Snacks

While fresh seafood and plantain is delicious, after a few days you’ll probably crave a bit of variety.

Water

Fresh water is a huge issue on the islands and many places only sell tiny water bottles; bring in a couple of gallon jugs; purifiers often aren’t much use due to the salty ground water on offer.

Sunscreen

Some islands have little shade and the sun is scorching.

Cash

Most businesses only accept cash, although occasionally online payments are an option.

Passport

Checked at the entry point to the comarca.



WHERE TO STAY IN RíO SIDRA & CAYOS LOS GRULLOS

Franklin’s Place

A sprawling friendly backpacker haven with dorms and private wooden cabañas just steps from the sea. $$

Cabañas Narasgandup

Enjoy meals on your private balcony overlooking the reef at these breezy elevated cabañas. $$

Anmardub

Sleep in tents on this stunning sliver of beach perfection owned by the community. $





DARIÉN PROVINCE
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EXPLORE THE UNCHARTED JUNGLE

One of Latin America’s last great frontiers, the legendary wilderness of the Darién is difficult to visit but offers unparalleled nature experiences.
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Piragua (motorized canoe), Yaviza | GONZALO BELL/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

Just the name Darién evokes images of impenetrable jungle and adventure. Located in the extreme east of the country where the isthmus joins South America, Panama’s least visited and most undeveloped province is a wild frontier land of cattle ranches, nature reserves, national parks and jungle-framed beaches.

It’s populated by remote indigenous communities that safeguard ancestral knowledge and traditions and continue to serve as custodians of these biodiverse lands.

The Darién is home to a staggering variety of fauna from tiny hummingbirds to majestic harpy eagles, and grass-munching capybaras to powerful hunters like the puma and jaguar. There are also six types of monkey, tapirs and enormous tarantulas.

Traveling up chocolatey rivers in motorized canoes to reach remote overgrown trails that wind deep into the jungle is the kind of authentic adventure that fulfills the dreams of amateur explorers and nature lovers alike.

But there’s another side to the Darién that is often overlooked due to the focus on the legendary wilderness of the interior.

The Pacific coast of the province is home to vibrant Afro-Panamanian communities, including the regional capital La Palma, where locals make a living from the bounty of the sea and fertile surrounding lands.

Further along the coast, you’ll also find spectacular bays framed by jungle-covered headlands and backed by imposing mountains where tiny Emberá villages lie on unspoiled expanses of sand.
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Southern mealy parrot | NEIL BOWMAN/GETTY IMAGES ©


THE MAIN AREAS

YAVIZA & THE INTERIOR

Real jungle adventures.

THE PACIFIC COAST

Stunning dark-sand beaches.



Find Your Way

To move around the Darién, you’ll need either a lot of patience or funds. With the exception of towns along the Interamericana, transport here is usually by boat, be it on infrequent collective lines or private charters.
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Plan Your Time

It doesn’t pay to be on too tight a schedule in the Darién – irregular transport and unpredictable nature means unscheduled overnight stays are not uncommon.
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Pale-bellied hermit | Juan Carlos Vindas/Getty Images ©


A Brief Darién Escape

From Yaviza hop straight on a boat down the scenic Río Chunchanque before transferring to a pickup for the drive to the indigenous Emberá community of Pijibasal. Spend the night in the community lodge and rise with the cockerels to hike with a community guide to the ranger station at Rancho Frio in Parque Nacional Darién where paths lead to waterfalls deep in the jungle.




A Week in the Darién

Spend a night at the riverside Wounaan indigenous community of Puerto Lara before continuing on to the provincial capital of La Palma. If your budget allows, rent a fast boat to visit the remote Emberá village at Playa Muerto or board a public service up the Río Sambú. Finally, travel through Yaviza to spend a night camping in the Parque Nacional Darién.



SEASONAL HIGHLIGHTS

JANUARY TO MARCH

Dry weather across the region means firm hiking trails, great light for photographers and the chance to spot macaws.

APRIL TO JUNE

Rains begin to fall, but there is still plenty of sunshine and the ground remains fairly firm underfoot.

JULY TO SEPTEMBER

Magnificent humpback whales make their way along the Pacific coast on their marathon migration from Chile.

OCTOBER TO DECEMBER

Heavy rains make hiking a challenge, but small rivers become navigable by piragua.



YAVIZA & THE INTERIOR
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After running through ice, tundra, soaring mountains and deserts for more than 12,000km, the Interamericana highway comes to an abrupt end by a muddy river in the tiny town of Yaviza, stopped in its tracks by the dense jungles of the Darién.

But Yaviza doesn’t revel in its position as the famed end of the road – there are no big billboards or tourism information office, rather there’s a constant bustle of folks coming and going to destinations further into the wilderness at the busy river port in the heart of town.

Beyond Yaviza lie agricultural outposts, indigenous communities and Parque Nacional Darién, the province’s largest and most pristine tract of forest, where visitors can hike beneath towering old trees in search of magnificent harpy eagles.

Easier to access are a number of smaller forest reserves that also boast fine birdwatching off the highway near the commercial hub of Metetí.
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Piraguas, Yaviza | Gonzalo Bell/Shutterstock ©
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TOP TIP

The Darién region is rigidly controlled by SENAFRONT, the Panamanian border police, and you’ll need permission to travel pretty much anywhere off the main highway. It’s best to sort out permissions in Panama City before arriving in the region in order to avoid waiting in hot agricultural towns.



Last Stop: Yaviza

GATEWAY TO THE DARIÉN GAP

The end of the road, literally, Yaviza is a strangely busy place. A ramshackle collection of concrete houses, wooden shacks and well-stocked grocery stores, it’s the last sizable town before the jungles of the Darién Gap. To continue your travels from here, you’ll have to take to the river.

Slightly rough around the edges and prone to flooding, it’s the kind of place in which you’d expect to bump into the protagonist of a Graham Greene novel, standing at the dock waiting patiently for a boat out. While it may not be a destination in its own right, Yaviza is a fascinating place to watch merchandise and passengers being loaded tetris-style onto narrow piraguas (motorized canoes) destined for remote communities deep in the jungle.

The town is a pilgrimage point for those driving the North American section of the Interamericana and an obligatory stop for entry into Parque Nacional Darién and surrounding villages.


Mind the Gap

Ever since it was first floated at the inaugural Interamericana Congress in Buenos Aires in 1925, the nations of the Americas have been working on the creation of an integrated hemispheric road system.

Fast forward a century and only 106km of unfinished business prevents the project from being completed – the so-called Darién Gap. This stretch of wilderness is the sole barrier to an otherwise unbroken 30,600km highway from Alaska to Chile.

But don’t get your hopes up: you won’t be cruising from Anchorage to Puerto Mott anytime soon. In Panama opposition to building the final stretch is widespread, with deforestation, the spread of agricultural diseases and increases in the trafficking of everything from narcotics to migrants cited as reasons to maintain the status quo.



WHERE TO STAY IN YAVIZA & THE INTERIOR

Hospedaje Sobia Kiru

Yaviza’s most comfortable rooms are in this friendly two-story place with powerful air-conditioning. $

Ya Darién

Basic rooms right by the river in Yaviza with a small balcony overlooking the action. $

Hotel Bellagio

Best accommodations in the busy transit town of Metetí, although the view isn’t up to much. $

Indigenous Communities

DISCOVER TIMELESS TRADITIONS

The Darién region is home to many indigenous communities of the Emberá and Wounaan peoples located in two comarcas – or autonomous region – as well as scattered throughout the rest of the province.

A number of villages have turned to tourism as a sustainable way to generate income and welcome visitors for overnight stays in community-run lodges. Conditions are rustic, with beds often in shared spaces without walls. But the extraordinary experience of waking to the sounds of the roosters under the thatched roof before hiking into the jungle to harvest medicinal plants more than justifies the lack of luxury.

Just a short walk from the entrance to Parque Nacional Natural Darién, the Emberá village of Pijibasal is located on the banks of a lovely clear river. Many residents are expert guides who know the trails and will help you spot wildlife in the park and the surrounding area.

Down a spur road off the Interamericana near Santa Fe, Puerto Lara is a welcoming Wounaan community with two well-run lodges, one in the middle of the village and the other on a tranquil riverbank just outside.


JUNGLES OF DARIÉN
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Erasmo de León is co-founder and lead guide at Ecotour Darién. Here he shares his favorite places to relax amid nature in the region. @ecotourdarien

When I’m not out on tour, I love to go to Chunchunaque Lodge to check up on the jaguar conservation project, which is designed to prevent conflicts between the big cats and cattle farmers, and also see which species of birds I’m able to spot.

If I have more time, I love to go camp in the middle of the jungle in Pijabasal and Pirre in the area of Parque Nacional Darién, where I spend my days birdwatching and hiking the trails.



WHERE TO EAT IN YAVIZA & THE INTERIOR

El Patacón

This cute little Yaviza spot puts in extra effort in both decoration and tasty seasoning. $

Avicar

Stop at this long-running place on the Interamericana in Torti for top traditional dishes. $

Fonda Yumayuis

Enjoy excellent shrimp and fish at this cheap lunch place on the outskirts of Metetí. $

Parque Nacional Darién

CENTRAL AMERICA’S GREATEST WILDERNESS

Covering a mammoth 5750 sq km of dense rainforest, Parque Nacional Darién is the most ecologically diverse land-based national park in Central America and the star of Panama’s national-park network. Highly valued by researchers, including botanists and biologists, it’s not an easy place to visit for the independent traveler – access is difficult and you’ll need to hire an authorized guide – but it’s a destination without peer for those who want to explore virgin wilderness.

Nearly all park visitors enter at Rancho Frío, 17km south of El Real, an agricultural outpost accessible by boat from Yaviza. After a one-hour hike in from the road, you’ll find the Estación Pirre ranger station where a basic two-story dormitory lodge has a total of 14 bunk beds accommodating 28 visitors.

It can get hot and humid inside, and many visitors prefer to string a netted hammock in the shady campsite outside. Visitors must bring their own food, and purified water and reservations need to be made in advance through the national parks office in Panama City or Yaviza.

The area around the station is home to many rare bird species, including the crimson-bellied woodpecker, the white-fronted nunbird, the gray-cheeked nunlet and the striped woodhaunter. Birdwatchers could spend days on end chalking off species without having to leave the base.

From Rancho Frio the trail network includes a muddy two-day trek to the ridge of Cerro Pirre (1615m). The mountain is one of the most rewarding wildlife-watching locations in the country, with tanagers, manakins and macaws joining howler and spider monkeys in the treetops, and tapirs and white-lipped peccaries found on the forest floor. Another trail extends an hour through jungle to a lovely series of refreshing waterfalls.


DARIÉN PRE-DEPARTURE CHECKLIST

Hire a Guide

In order to get permission to enter the jungle you’ll need to hire the services of a registered local guide, who will be responsible for your safety in rural areas.

Police Permission

Contact the SENAFRONT border police, either in Panama City or Metetí, with a letter in Spanish stating your planned itinerary and a copy of both your and your guide’s identification. Once your documentation is stamped, make several photocopies.

National Park Reservations

You’ll need to pay for accommodations at Parque National Darién at a bank before arrival.

Local SIM Card

Wi-fi is hard to find in the Darién – purchase a local SIM card and activate data before leaving the city.



In Pursuit of the Harpy Eagle

STAKE OUT NESTING GIANTS

The lowland forests of the Darién are one of the best places in the Americas to spot the magnificent harpy eagle, the world’s strongest eagle and Panama’s national bird.

These powerful birds can lift sloths and monkeys weighing up to 20lb, and exert tremendous pressure with their talons, but have a relatively short wingspan compared with other large birds of prey due to the need to maneuver through thick forest canopies.

Generally, the birds return to the same very tall tree to nest every two or three years. Local guides keep track of active nests in the region, so your chances of seeing the bird are excellent. Nests are often deep in the forest but are sometimes found adjoining farmland, which means you don’t always have to trek for hours to see them.


Getting Around

Buses ply the Interamericana roughly hourly from Panama City to Yaviza, calling at towns throughout the interior of the Darién along the way.

From Yaviza, small speed boats and traditional long canoes called piraguas run to El Real and other riverside communities. You’ll need to check in with the police post at the port and show your permission before boarding any boat.

From the port of Mercadeo in El Real, irregular pickups run along the rough dirt road to Pijibasal, passing the trailhead to Rancho Frio in the Parque Nacional Darién along the way.





THE PACIFIC COAST
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While most visitors to the Darién make a beeline for the nature reserves of the interior, many of the most enchanting landscapes in the region are found along the province’s little known Pacific coast.

Only accessible by boat, the towns and villages of the Pacific Darién are among the most impoverished in the country and traveling here can be a challenge, but the rewards are great for those that make the effort.

The largest town in the region is La Palma, a fascinating bastion of Afro-Panamanian culture wedged between forested hills and a tranquil inlet. But the real highlights of the area are further afield.

Picture breathtaking wild black beaches backed by walls of dripping jungle where the only footprints on the sand are your own, or a wide chocolatey river that winds from the sea to a remote indigenous homeland where local guides can lead you deep into the forest.
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TOP TIP

Once you head into the wilderness electricity will be limited if available at all. Bring a head torch with spare batteries and physical books rather than relying on your devices. For extended stays also pack some favorite snacks – meals are served early in the Darién and are not always gringo-sized.



Rio Sambú

PLOT A COURSE TO ADVENTURE

The wide, muddy Rio Sambú snakes into the Darién wilderness from the Pacific, carrying adventurous travelers to remote indigenous communities at the heart of the Comarca Emberá-Wounan.

Near its mouth, the Sambú is lined by spectacular mangrove forests – five of the world’s seven known species grow here – while further upstream the rainforest vegetation of the interior takes hold, lining the riverbanks with an impenetrable wall of greenery that filters the tropical sunlight. While it can be uncomfortable at times, a boat trip up the Río Sambú is exhilarating not only for the gorgeous landscapes, but also for the wonderful sense of motoring up into the unknown.

Arriving at the largest settlement on the river, Sambú, you’ll be jolted out of your Heart of Darkness experience by a busy little agricultural town where the hum of chainsaws and loudspeakers pierce the silence of the jungle. Although Sambú isn’t a beauty, it’s a good base from which to launch trips with an indigenous guide into the forest-covered Emberá-Wounan homeland, which begins just across the creek in the adjoining town of Puerto Indio, the capital of the comarca.

During the wet season, you can continue deep into the jungle up the ever-narrowing Sambú as far as the hamlet of Pavarandó, overnighting in indigenous villages along the way. If you don’t have the time or the budget to travel upriver, the Emberá village of Bayamón is accessible on a collective pickup from opposite the park and is a tranquil place where you can take a dip in a lovely tree-lined stream.


WHY I LOVE THE PACIFIC COAST
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Alex Egerton, writer

Few experiences sum up the magic of the Pacific Coast like sitting with a beer in a boisterous bayside bar in La Palma salsa music blaring, while watching a pod of dolphins jumping playfully just 50m offshore.

I love the combination of culture-rich communities and unspoiled nature that you find throughout the region, a place where you can be alone in the wilderness by day and dance to your heart’s content in the evening.

Whether I’m staying in a little town or a remote indigenous community, being immersed in village life far from modern distractions is every bit as rewarding as the magnificent nature.



WHERE TO STAY IN THE PACIFIC COAST

Pension Tuira

La Palma guesthouse with basic rooms and a superb terrace with sweeping inlet views. $

Villa Fiesta

Offers four spacious rooms above a general store opposite the port in Sambú. $

Playa Muerto Community Lodging

Basic lodging at the heart of a friendly beachside Emberá community. $

La Palma

THE DARIÉN’S DIMUNITIVE CAPITAL

As far as provincial capitals go, little La Palma is about as undeveloped as it gets. Set on a lovely wide inlet backed by forested mountains where the broad Río Tuira meets the Golfo de San Miguel, there’s just one main street and only a handful of vehicles.

Running along the road, rickety pastel-colored houses on stilts stand over the muddy waterfront, from where groups of dolphins can often be spotted frolicking just offshore.

La Palma might be small, but it definitely isn’t sleepy. It’s a stronghold of Pacific Afro-Panamanian culture and the waterfront is abuzz with commerce, bars and the coming and going of little boats that connect the capital to far-flung corners of the region. Most travelers pass quickly through La Palma to take a boat ride to somewhere else, such as the Emberá villages of the Río Sambú or the beaches further south, but it’s an enjoyable place to spend a night, eat some great fresh seafood and have a drink with the fun-loving locals.

If you have a bit of spare time, hire a small boat to take you five minutes across the bay to the ruins of 18th-century Spanish fort Fuerte San Lorenzo, which is slowly being consumed by the jungle. Built to protect the lucrative gold mines at Cana further south, there’s not much left now save the 10m-tall watchtower with arrow slits, but the trip over is a pleasant excursion out on the bay, during which you’ll be able to see a variety of marine birds.
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Ancestral Body Art

One of the most distinguishing characteristics of members of Emberá and Wounaan communities is the patterns painted on the faces and bodies of many villagers.

Created using dyes extracted from the unripe fruit of the sacred kipará (jagua) tree, the temporary blue-black patterns last from 10 to 20 days.

The patterns often represent diverse aspects of the natural realm including animals, mountains and rivers and can have both spiritual and social significance.

In pretty much every Emberá and Wounaan community that receives visitors, you’ll find local women who will paint your skin for a small fee.



WHERE TO EAT IN THE PACIFIC COAST

Lola Grill

The best seafood in La Palma is found at this welcoming restaurant close to the dock. $

Fonda Yeny

Serves a good plate of mixed fried rice by the dock in La Palma. $

Restaurante La Marina

Enjoy tasty local favorites while waiting for your boat at Puerto Quimba. $

Playa Muerto

AN ENCHANTING EMBERÁ VILLAGE

Travel destinations in Panama don’t get much more remote or adventurous than Playa Muerto, an enchanting Emberá village nestled between Parque Nacional Darién and the Pacific.

Spread along the length of a magnificent black-sand beach that is framed by walls of foliage in all shades of green, the village receives few visitors but is surprisingly well set up for travelers, with a number of rustic accommodations choices.

Due to being located within the boundaries of the national park, economic opportunities for the community are limited. With large-scale farming ruled out, tourism has been identified as a potential source of income.

The community offers travelers the opportunity to immerse themselves in traditional Emberá village life while enjoying pristine nature. You’ll spend your days swimming at Playa Fondeadero, walking in the jungle, splashing in hidden waterfalls, learning to paddle dug-out canoes and enjoying the freshest food imaginable cooked over an open fire.

There is no airport nearby. The fastest but most expensive way to arrive is by hiring a boat in Puerto Quimba near Metetí. The most adventurous way to reach the village is to hike through the jungle, either from the coastal town of Garachiné, itself accessible by a regular boat from Puerto Quimba, or via the spectacular Cerro Naipe from Sambú. You’ll need to be very fit and hire the services of a jungle guide to make the trip.

Long-running local agency Ecotour Darién has good community connections and organizes direct boat transport to Playa Muerto as well as hike-in, boat-out combination tours.


Comfort in the Wilderness

While most accommodations in the Darién are very much on the rustic side, with walls and lights far from standard, travelers looking for a bit of luxury amid the wilderness are well catered for at the region’s most accessible ecolodge, just a short drive off the Interamericana highway.

Located on a forested property that backs onto the lush jungle-covered mountains of the Reserva Hidrológica Filo del Tallo, the well-run Canopy Camp has luxurious tents with hardwood floors and porches from which to spot hummingbirds.

While it mainly caters to serious birdwatchers with excursions to the different viewing points each day, it’s also a wonderful place to just relax with a good book surrounded by nature.




Getting Around

Collective motorboats leave Puerto Quimba near Metetí for La Palma when full from sunrise to sunset.

Faster boats with bigger engines leave Puerto Quimba once a day for Sambú early in the morning, usually stopping for a moment in La Palma on the way. To travel upstream from Sambú, you’ll need to hire a local guide and transfer to a narrow piragua (wooden canoe with a small motor).







TOOLKIT


The chapters in this section cover the most important topics you’ll need to know about in Panama. They’re full of nuts-and-bolts information and valuable insights to help you understand and navigate Panama and get the most out of your trip.
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Arriving

Most visitors arrive in Panama via the immense Tocumén International Airport, 30km northeast of Panama City, although some budget carriers from neighboring countries fly into the Panama Pacifico International Airport on the west side of the canal. It’s possible to arrive in the country via road from Costa Rica via the Interamericana, the Caribbean Coast or the Chiriqui mountains.
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Entry Requirements

All travelers arriving in Panama may be required to show an onward ticket, accommodation reservations and proof of funds. Enforcement is rare in airports but is more common at land borders.




Wi-Fi

Thirty minutes of free wi-fi is available in both Terminal 1 and 2 at Tocumén, although it’s patchy once you get outside the baggage-claim area where transport app drivers pick up.




Withdrawing Funds

Many ATMs and exchange desks can be found both before migration and after baggage claim in Terminal 1 of Tocumén airport, but they’re less prevalent in Terminal 2.




Transportation Card

If you plan on traveling from the airport by bus or on the Metro, you can purchase a rechargeable transportation card inside Terminal 1 at Tocumén or at the airport Metro station.



REACHING SOUTH AMERICA

While the Darién Gap makes it impossible to travel between Panama and Colombia by road, it is possible to reach South America by sea via the idyllic islands of the Comarca Guna Yala. Sailboats run from Portobelo near Colón or Gardi in the Guna Yala to Cartagena de Indias in Colombia, calling at remote desert islands along the way. Smaller motorboats stick closer to the coastline, connecting Gardi with the Colombian border village of Sapzurro, from where regular boats travel to Necocli and Turbo, which are connected by road to Medellín and Cartagena.

Transportation from International Arrival Location to Panama City
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Getting Around

Having your own vehicle in Panama is the best way to see remote areas of the country. However, local buses will get you pretty much anywhere, although not always in comfort.



TRAVEL COSTS

Rental
From US$45/day

Petrol
US$1–1.20/liter

Panama City–Bocas del Toro Bus
US$30

Bicycle hire
US$3 per hr



Hiring a Car

While quoted rates online for car hire may appear cheap in Panama, they often don’t include insurance, which can greatly inflate the price. If you plan on heading to remote towns or national parks, a 4WD is recommended, especially during the wet season.

Road Conditions

Most major roads in Panama City and the Interamericana highway offer a fairly smooth ride, but once you leave the main thoroughfares conditions deteriorate. Large potholes can appear out of nowhere and roads in mountainous districts often resemble lunar landscapes.

PIRAGUAS OF PANAMA

In a country with two long coastlines and an interior crisscrossed by navigable rivers, it’s not surprising that the humble piragua is the main form of transportation for many rural Panamanians. A long, motorized canoe with a shallow draft, piraguas move passengers, freight and even livestock between villages and towns. They’re often only wide enough to fit one passenger on each bench and sit perilously low in the water, but can travel to places no other form of transport can reach.


Buses

Long-distance buses running across the country tend to be moderately comfortable air-conditioned affairs that stop every few hours for meals and a toilet break. On shorter runs expect small Toyota Coaster buses, known as chivas, which will test taller travelers.




Boats

In many isolated areas of Panama boats are the main way to get around, particularly in Darién Province, the Archipiélago de Las Perlas and the San Blas and Bocas del Toro island chains. While riding a tour boat is straightforward, local transport tends to run on unpredictable timetables.




Domestic Flights

Regular domestic flights connect Panama City’s central Albrook airport with David and the islands of Boca del Toro, but during high season you’ll need to book well in advance. Other remote destinations including Las Perlas and Comarca Guna Yala can be reached by charter flights.




TIP

Toll roads in and around Panama City are fairly economical and save a lot of time during rush hour.
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DRIVING ESSENTIALS
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Drive on the right. Seatbelts are obligatory.
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Speed limit is 40km/h in residential areas; 80–100km/h on highways.

.00

Blood alcohol limit is zero








Money

CURRENCY: BALBOA (US$)

ATMs

ATMs are widely available in Panama with the exception of the Daríen and Guna Yala, but they tend to charge hefty fees (around US$5 to US$6) and limit withdrawals for foreign cards to US$250 a pop, so using them as your main source of funds can get expensive.

Cash

Panama uses the US dollar as its currency. The official name for it is the balboa, but it’s exactly the same bill and Panamanians use the terms dólar and balboa interchangeably. The country does have its own coins, which are the same size as the corresponding US ones.

Digital Payments

International digital payment platforms are not widely accepted in Panama, although hotels in larger cities and more established vacation areas may accept some form of online payment for accommodation bills.

Tipping

Restaurants Tip around 10%, but check first to see if it’s included in the bill.

Taxis Tipping is optional, but you can round up a dollar or two, especially at night.

Guides It’s customary to tip around US$10 per person for day tours; tips are usually higher for naturalist guides.


HOW MUCH FOR…

Metro card
US$2

museum entry
US$15

a boat ticket to Isla Taboga
US$12

a boat trip through the Canal
US$195




BUDGET TRAVEL

After spotting the megayachts anchored in the shadows of Panama City’s impressive skyline, you’d be forgiven for assuming Panama isn’t a budget-friendly destination. In fact, it’s not difficult to travel here on the cheap.

Entry to national parks and many historic attractions is free and it doesn’t cost a dime to chill on the beaches. And in Panama it’s perfectly acceptable to take a picnic, a cooler full of booze or even a barbecue and bag of coal pretty much everywhere.
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HOW TO… Save on Admission

Senior citizens get discounted admission to attractions across Panama – just carry photo ID and ask if there is a descuento de jubilados. Discounts are often up to 50% and generally apply to women over 55 and men over 60.

Likewise student travelers can generally get discounted admission at museums and other attractions by showing a valid student identification card from their foreign institution.
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Local tip

Many smaller businesses won’t change US$50 and US$100 banknotes; you can usually break them in supermarkets, but you may be asked for ID.








Accommodations

Cabañas

Mostly found beside the beach or in rural areas, cabañas are usually pretty basic affairs made from natural materials that may or may not have their own bathrooms. In the Guna Yala you can bed down in sand-floored, thatch-roofed numbers made from sticks, while in the mountains of the interior they’re usually small wooden houses with tin roofs.

Lodges

From the Darién to the mountains of the Continental Divide and up to Bocas del Toro, Panama’s lodges offer comfort and even luxury in spectacular natural surrounds. Expect light-filled rooms with big windows and hardwood floors, onsite spas and excursions with naturalist guides as standard. Remote locations mean packages usually include all meals in the lodge’s restaurant.

Yacht Berths

The space might be tight, but sleeping on a sailboat while cruising the brilliant blue waters of the Guna Yala archipelago is one of Panama’s travel highlights. Berth quality varies enormously, but you’ll be spending most of your time sunning yourself on deck, swimming, lying on the beach and snorkeling, regardless of which boat you choose.

B&Bs

Mostly found in Panama City and around Boquete and Bocas del Toro, B&Bs in Panama are often converted family homes attended by their owners. Great for getting local insights and destination tips, they’re also a good way to get a taste of Panamanian suburban life away from the busy hotel strips in commercial areas.


HOW MUCH FOR A NIGHT IN...

a hostel bed
US$18

a beachside cabaña
US$80

a jungle ecolodge
US$300
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Camping

You can pitch a tent for free in many of Panama’s national parks, but you’ll usually need to bring your own food and cook or arrange with local villagers to prepare your meals. Camping is also the cheapest way to visit the Guna Yala and permits overnight stays on a number of islands that have no permanent lodgings.



COMMUNITY ACCOMMODATIONS

In remote indigenous communities across the country, you’ll find collectively owned and run guesthouses that offer visitors the chance to learn about the traditions of Panama’s original inhabitants while ensuring their visit benefits the local community.

Conditions are often very basic. Some have no external walls, and at first you may feel like you’re in a fishbowl in the middle of the village, but after a while you discover that your vantage point is the perfect place from which to observe daily life in an unobtrusive manner.






Family Travel

Wherever you travel in Panama, you’ll find natural wonderlands that will enthrall young travelers. From walking among brilliantly colored butterflies in El Valle to spotting turtles and frogs in Bocas del Toro, it’s easy to get among the country’s incredibly diverse wildlife, and spectacular beaches on both coastlines offer warm, sheltered waters and soft expanses of sand.


Facilities

Baby change facilities are hard to find in Panama outside of airports and some shopping malls. Most larger hotels, especially those catering to international visitors, can provide cots for rooms, but they are harder to come by in B&Bs and guesthouses. Dedicated breastfeeding rooms are not usually found in Panama, but attitudes to feeding babies are relaxed.


Eating Out

Panamanian food is generally popular with young travelers. Most spice is added at the table, and many restaurants have a menu section with special meals for children – usually smaller portions that are gloriously vegetable free. Highchairs in restaurants are rare.



Getting Around

In general, Panama’s sidewalks are not stroller-friendly, with uneven surfaces, potholes and a lack of ramps. They are often a challenge even for walking toddlers and their proximity to fast-moving traffic can be a concern. On buses small children that ride on the knees of their parents usually travel for free, and for older children discounted tickets are the norm.


Admissions

Most attractions across the country have concession rates for younger visitors. Children under five are often free, and those under 17 usually pay between 50% and 60% of an adult ticket. Discounted family tickets for two adults and children offer additional discounts.




Kid-Friendly Picks

Biomuseum

An enormous interactive museum dedicated to Panama’s phenomenal biodiversity.

Butterfly Haven

El Valle’s fantastic butterfly enclosure lets visitors get up close to hundreds of brightly colored fluttering insects.

Assudub Bibbi

Older kids can don a snorkel and mask to explore a sunken ship and a vibrant reef in just a few feet of water.

Centro de Visitantes Miraflores

For lovers of mega-machinery, it doesn’t get much better than watching immense ships pass through the canal.
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EASY JUNGLE ADVENTURES

One of Panama’s greatest attractions is its verdant nature full of weird and wonderful creatures. There are a number of wonderful ecological experiences suitable for young travelers that don’t require hiking for hours through the jungle.

Right in the middle of Panama City, Metropolitan National Park protects 230 hectares of dripping jungle crisscrossed by trails. It’s home to hordes of monkeys, sleepy sloths and bright-billed toucans. Just outside the city, the Panama Rainforest Discovery Center is situated in a swath of jungle beside the canal and has a smooth stroller-friendly gravel trail and a deck visited by hummingbirds.






Health & Safe Travel

HIKING SAFETY

Although Panama is a tropical country, weather in remote regions can change quickly from scorching hot to quite cold, especially at higher elevations. Ask local residents or rangers about trail conditions before heading out, and ensure you go adequately prepared. Carry plenty of water, even on short journeys, and always bring food and various layers of clothing.
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Theft & Robbery

Unfortunately petty crime, including pickpocketing, can be an issue in Panama, and although most visitors won’t have issues on their travels, extra caution is required in some areas of the country, including outlying and residential districts of Panama City and parts of Colón. Also make sure to lock windows in both hotel and rental-home accommodations.

Fresh Water

Tap water is potable in most mainland areas in Panama and generally tastes pretty good. However, in remote rural areas such as the Darién, it’s a good idea to boil or chemically purify it first. On many islands, including those of Bocas del Toro, Guna Yala and Isla Taboga, the water is salty and bottled water is the safest option.


REQUIRED VACCINES

No vaccines are required to enter Panama with the exception of yellow fever for travelers arriving from endemic areas.



BEACH SAFETY

[image: jpg]

Green flag
Swimming is safe

[image: jpg]

Yellow flag
Swim with caution
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Red flag
Swimming prohibited

Driving at Night

While the blood alcohol limit for drivers in Panama is legally zero, it’s not stringently enforced and driving under the influence remains a major cause of accidents around the country. Take extra care when driving late at night, both with regard to other drivers and those walking on the shoulder of dark highways.


BEATING THE BUGS

From hordes of mosquitoes in the jungles of Darién to annoying sandflies on otherwise paradisiacal beaches, Panama has its fair share of bugs.

If you’re traveling to remote areas, take plenty of light clothing that covers both your arms and legs, strong insect repellent and disinfectant for bites. A compact personal mosquito net is also worth considering.








Food, Drink & Nightlife


Meal Times

Desayuno (7am to 9am) Breakfast is taken fairly early in Panama. After 9am you may struggle to find much variety.

Almuerzo (11:30am to 2pm) The main meal of the day for most Panamanians usually takes the form of comida corriente.

Cena (6pm to 9pm) Panamanians tend not to be late eaters and many prefer street food to a large sit down meal in the evening.



Where to Eat

Mercados Fresh produce markets that usually have cheap food stalls attached serving breakfast and lunch. The best place to pick up fresh tropical fruit.

Panaderías For a quick bite head to a panadería (bakery), where you’ll find both salty and sweet snacks, or a pastelería (pastry shop) for a coffee and cake.

Fondas Small, often family-run diners serving comida corriente, an inexpensive set meal.

Restaurants Range from casual places serving regional specialties in smaller towns to chic international gourmet affairs in the capital.

[image: GettyImages-117535277jpg]

ANDYD/GETTY IMAGES ©


MENU DECODER

A la plancha Grilled on a hot plate.

Asado Barbecued.

Bistec A thin steak.

Carne Literally meat but usually refers to beef.

Cerveza Beer.

Chicha A sugary, watered-down fruit juice.

Chicheme A nonalcoholic drink made from milk, mashed corn, cinnamon and vanilla.

Comida corriente Economical set meal of rice, protein, beans, plantains and salad.

Entrada Appetizer.

Frituras Assorted deep-fried snacks or breakfast items.

Gallina de patio Free-range, non-industrial chicken.

Guisado Cooked in a thick, salty sauce with vegetables.

Hojaldras Deep-fried wheat-flour flatbreads.

Mariscos Seafood other than fish.

Patacones Fried slices of plantain.

Pescado Fish.

Plato principal Main course.

Postre Dessert.

Puerco Pork.



HOW TO… Order at a Buffet

At lunchtime many fondas (informal small restaurants) serve lunch from a glass fronted bain-marie much like in a cafeteria. Your first decision will be whether you want rice, after which you’ll be offered a choice of side dishes with black beans always being among the options alongside vegetables such as mashed pumpkin.

Now comes the fun part – if you get in early, you’ll have a choice of chicken, beef, pork and fish dishes cooked every which way. Finally, at the end of the line you’ll add your garnish, which could be grilled plantain or some kind of salad.

At the end of the line, you’ll pay before heading off to find a place to sit. If there are no free tables, join other diners by enquiring: ¿Esta silla está ocupada? (Is this chair taken?), at which point you’ll almost certainly be beckoned to take a seat.


HOW MUCH FOR…

typical breakfast
US$4

comida corriente
US$5

empanada
US$1.50

three-course gourmet meal
US$50

small raspado (flavored shaved ice)
US$1

beer
US$2

brewed coffee
US$2.50



HOW TO… Find the Perfect Cuppa

Panama produces some of the world’s finest – and most expensive – gourmet coffee beans. However, the quality of brewed beverages around the country varies enormously.

In Panama City there are a number of specialty coffeehouses that serve gourmet brews from small batches of local single-origin beans, but many cafeterias and restaurants around the country still serve watery, low-quality filtered coffee or even – gasp! – instant.

When choosing a cafe for your morning cuppa, the first question should be about the origin of the beans. Which region are they sourced? Are they from a single farm or batch lot?

Coffee has been grown commercially in Panama since the early 20th century, but for a long time it was just a mass commodity, with beans of all qualities thrown together. It’s only since the turn of the century that specialty coffees have become big business and batches from individual farms have found their way onto the market.

While hotter lowland areas tend to grow lower quality robusta beans, the highlands of Chiriquí department produce highly valued Arabica beans, which are usually wet processed, giving growers greater control over the end product.

Once you’ve found your beans, you’ll need to choose a preparation method. Many local coffeehouses offer espresso, pour over, aeropress and cold-brew techniques, among others. Try the same bean a few different ways to find your favorite.
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A Pricey Cup

While Panama grows many varieties of Arabica, the country is most associated with the geisha variety grown in Chiriquí, which has repeatedly smashed world price records at auction – reaching over US$2000 a pound.




DANCING UP A STORM

Going out in Panama usually involves two key components: alcohol and dancing. From the chic rooftop clubs in Panama City to floating bars and cocktail lounges in Bocas del Toro, there is always a party going on.

If you want to make the most of the country’s nightlife, learning a few basic dance moves is a great start. Most Latin genres are popular here, but salsa, merengue and bacchata are the most popular rhythms in dance venues, while in big clubs reggaeton and trap songs are often on high rotation, with techno also popular. For the full Latin dance experience, book a table at a venue with live bands.

In general Panamanians are very adept at guiding clumsy gringos through songs, and you shouldn’t have any trouble finding partners with whom to try out your steps, although the process of getting your partner onto the dance floor is still fairly old fashioned. It’s customary for men to invite women to dance, and once the proposal is accepted, lead their partner to the dance floor by the hand.

Panama City has the most varied and sophisticated nightlife in the country. You’ll need to dress up and wear good footwear for high-end clubs and be prepared to pay a cover charge ranging from US$10 to US$25.

In rural areas, fairs and festivals are still one of the main ways locals let their hair down, and parties go on well into the night.








Responsible Travel

Climate Change & Travel

It’s impossible to ignore the impact we have when traveling, and the importance of making changes where we can. Lonely Planet urges all travelers to engage with their travel carbon footprint. There are many carbon calculators online that allow travelers to estimate the carbon emissions generated by their journey; try resurgence.org/resources/carbon-calculator.html. Many airlines and booking sites offer travelers the option of offsetting the impact of greenhouse gas emissions by contributing to climate-friendly initiatives around the world. We continue to offset the carbon footprint of all Lonely Planet staff travel, while recognizing this is a mitigation more than a solution.

BYO Water

Water shortages are a huge issue on the islands of the Guna Yala. Bring in your own gallon jugs and avoid the tiny bottles imported from the US sold throughout the archipelago.

Local Guides

Explore the dense jungles of the Darién with the most knowledgeable guides around from the tiny Emberá village of Pijibasal, where around a dozen residents have become certified tourism guides.

Visit Private Nature Reserves

Its estimated Panama loses 1% of its primary forest every year. Private nature reserves serve as a bulwark against illegal logging, and visitors are essential to making them a viable option for landowners.

Buy Handicrafts at the Source

While handcrafted molas are a hot item in downtown boutiques and souvenir stores, buying direct from the artisans in the Guna Yala provides greater benefit to the community.
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Every Sunday morning, long stretches of Panama City’s waterfront roads are closed to vehicles to enable cyclists, runners and walkers to get out and exercise without having to worry about traffic.




In 2021, Panama expanded the Coiba Marine Protected Area to reach the edge of Colombia’s Malpelo reserve. Visitors are key to warding off illegal fishing in the zone.



STOCK UP AT MARKETS

Shopping at farmers markets and local marketplaces gives an unfiltered view of rural life and ensures produce travels less distance and benefits small stall owners and local producers.

 

RIDE THE METRO

Panama City’s traffic is notorious. Using the Metro is often the fastest way to move during peak hour and dramatically reduces the carbon emissions of each journey.

Sustainable Adventures

Head deep into the forests of the Talamanca Cordillera to spot hummingbirds and toucans with non-profit Panama Wildlife Conservation (panamawildlife.org), helping fund projects across the country in the process.

Fashion from Fibers

A traditional sombrero pintado from Coclé is a stylish addition to any wardrobe, made even better by the fact that they’re handmade from just four local fast-growing fibers.

[image: jpg]

PANAMACASCOVIEJO.COM/SOMBRERO PINTADO ©

Whale-watching

Watch majestic humpback whales off the Pacific coast on a sustainable tour. Look for operators with small four-stroke engines that make less noise under the water and burn less oil.


Panama has six comarcas or indigenous territories, which develop their own tourism policies.




Panama was the first country in Central America to ban single-use plastic bags.




33%

Around 33% of Panama’s land is set aside for conservation – more than any other Central American country. Panama’s forests also contain the greatest number of species of all the New World countries north of Colombia.




RESOURCES
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ANCON
Panama’s leading conservation organization.
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Centro de Incidencia Ambiental
Promotes environmental advocacy through grassroots campaigns.
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Fundación Mar Viva
Patrols protected marine areas to end illegal fishing.








LGBTIQ+ Travelers

Attitudes to the LGBTIQ+ community in Panama are open compared to many of its neighbors, although the culture remains generally discreet compared to many Western countries. Panamanians are more out than ever, though this openness is much more prevalent in Panama City than in smaller, more rural towns. Meeting openly gay locals is quite common.


Bocas del Tolerance

Bocas del Toro is Panama’s most gay-friendly beach destination, with a more open and relaxed atmosphere than most other parts of the country. Over the years, many LGBTIQ+ expats have chosen to set up in Bocas, opening businesses and helping to change attitudes in this frontier region.

While the scene in the area is not big by any means – there are no large LGBTIQ+ dedicated clubs – there are a couple of gay-owned adults-only accommodation options that are popular with travelers from the community.
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Panama Pride

Every June Panama’s LGBTIQ+ community celebrates the country’s diversity with Panama Pride, a series of workshops, events and parties that culminates in a march through the streets of the capital. From small beginnings the event is growing every edition and travelers are very much made to feel welcome.



A CONSERVATIVE COURT

In early 2023, Panama’s Supreme Court dealt a blow to the LGBTIQ+ community when it ruled against recognizing same-sex marriage, finding that such unions are not a universal right recognized by the Panamanian Constitution. The decision effectively closes the path to same-sex civil unions in the country, but international human-rights organizations have urged the government to step in and enact new legislation.


Going Out in the City

Most of Panama City’s gay scene is found in the colonial district of Casco Viejo and the El Cangrejo neighborhood. The Casco Viejo scene is more mellow, with members of the community congregating at gay-friendly rooftops and bars, while the El Cangrejo clubs are the place to party until the early hours. Bring an original photo ID – no copies.



LGBTIQ+ RESOURCES
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Gay Pride PTY (facebook.com/gaypridepty) A useful resource for finding out about LGBTIQ+ venues and events that is very responsive to traveler queries.

Fundacion Iguales (fundacioniguales.org) Works to provide legal support to members of the LGBTIQ+ community fighting for equality. Also accepts volunteers.


Discrimination

Building upon campaigns by local community-based LGBTIQ+ groups, the national human-rights watchdog has launched a new body that is tasked with documenting discrimination and ensuring Panama meets its international treaty obligations.








Accessible Travel

While Panama City has improved accessibility in recent years as part of its drive to modernize infrastructure, many parts of the city and vast swaths of the rest of the country remain challenging places to travel for visitors with vision, mobility and hearing impairments.


Accessible Outdoors

While most Panama nature trails are uneven, it’s possible to get a taste of the country’s lush vegetation at Parque Omar Torrijos in the capital, which is traversed by a wide smooth path.


Airport

Tocumén International Airport has staff dedicated to assisting travelers with reduced mobility. Ideally arrangements should be made through your airline in advance. In Terminal 2 you’ll find reserved blue seats near the boarding gates.




Accommodations

Some hotel chains and high-end accommodations in the city have accessible rooms, but they’re very much in the minority, and in many smaller towns finding adequate accommodations can be difficult.



PERILOUS PATHS

Panama’s sidewalks are for the most part narrow, uneven and ill-equipped for visitors with limited mobility. Ramps are rare and uneven steps the norm, even in built-up commercial areas.

Visiting Museums

Most major museums in Panama City are fairly accessible, including the Centro de Visitantes Miraflores. It’s equipped with ramps, audio descriptions of displays and an elevator.

Panama City Transport

Panama City’s expanding Metro service has elevators, dedicated wheelchair areas and priority seating for passengers with reduced mobility. The integrated Metrobus service vehicles are fitted with driver-operated ramps.

INTERCITY TRANSPORT

One of the biggest accessibility challenges in visiting Panama is traveling between towns and cities using public transportation. Buses and vans are usually elevated, tightly packed and lack lift facilities and wheelchair anchor points.


RESOURCES

Panama Accesiblé (instagram.com/panamaaccesible) A local tour operator specializing in organizing tours and activities for visitors with vision, mobility or hearing impairments. In addition to organizing transportation around the country and sightseeing trips to major attractions, it also works with local outfitters to operate adventurous activities such as snorkeling in the Caribbean near Portobelo.
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Explore Casco Viejo

Unlike many parts of Panama City, the sidewalks of the historic Casco Viejo district are very much wheelchair friendly, and the short distances between attractions make it a great place for mobility-impaired travelers to get out and explore.
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Nuts & Bolts

OPENING HOURS

Banks 8am–3pm Monday to Friday, 9am–noon Saturday

Bars and clubs Bars from 9pm; clubs 11pm–3am or 4am

Government offices 8am–4pm Monday to Friday

Malls and shops 10am–9pm or 10pm

Offices 8am–noon and 1:30–5pm Monday to Friday

Restaurants 7–10am, noon–3pm and 6–10pm (later in Panama City); often closed Sunday

Supermarkets 8am–9pm; some open 24 hours

Smoking

Smoking is banned in all public indoor spaces, workplaces and on public transportation.


Weights & Measures

Panama uses the metric system, but occasionally weights are given in pounds.

Internet Access

Wi-fi access is increasingly common in bus terminals, town plazas, libraries and restaurants.




GOOD TO KNOW

Time zone
GMT -5

Country code
507

Emergency number
911

Population
4.35 million



Electricity
110V/60Hz
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PUBLIC HOLIDAYS

New Year’s Day (Año Nuevo) January 1

Martyrs’ Day (Día de los Mártires) January 9

Good Friday (Viernes Santo) March/April

Labor Day (Día del Trabajo) May 1

Founding of Old Panama (Aniversario de Panamá La Vieja; Panama City only) August 15

Independence Day (Día de la Independencia) November 3

Colón (Columbus) Day (Día de Colón) November 5

First Call for Independence (Primer Grito de la Independencia) November 10

Independence from Spain (Independencia de Panamá de España) November 28

Mother’s Day (Día de la Madre) December 8

Day of the Fallen (Día de los Caídos) December 20

Christmas Day (Día de la Navidad) December 25






Language

With an entire continent of gregarious Spanish-speaking locals to chat with, you don’t want to be limited to ‘gringo lingo’ – and you’ll find that revving up your eres ‘e·res’ (r’s) and grunting out your jotas ‘kho·tas’ (j’s) is fun.


Basics

Hello. Hola. o·la

Goodbye. Adiós. a·dyos

Yes. Sí. see

No. No. no

Please. Por favor. por fa·vor

Thank you. Gracias. gra·syas

Excuse me. Perdón. per·don

Sorry. Lo siento. lo syen·to

What’s your name? ¿Cómo se llama usted? ko·mo se ya·ma oo·ste (polite)

¿Cómo te llamas? ko·mo te ya·mas (informal)

My name is … Me llamo …  me ya·mo …

Do you speak English? ¿Habla inglés? a·bla een·gles (pol)

¿Hablas inglés? a·blas een·gles (inf)

Directions

Where’s ...?

¿Dónde está …? don·de es·ta …

What’s the address?

¿Cuál es la dirección? kwal es la dee·rek·syon

Could you please write it down?

¿Puede escribirlo, por favor? pwe·de es·kree·beer·lo por fa·vor

Can you show me (on the map)?

¿Me lo puede indicar (en el mapa)? me lo pwe·de een·dee·kar (en el ma·pa)

Signs

Abierto Open

Cerrado Closed

Entrada Entrance

Hombres/Varones Men

Mujeres/Damas Women

Prohibido Prohibited

Salida Exit

Servicios/Baños Toilets

Time

What time is it? ¿Qué hora es? ke o·ra es

It’s (10) o’clock. Son (las diez). son (las dyes)

Half past (one). Es (la una) y media. es (la oo·na) ee me·dya

morning mañana ma·nya·na

afternoon tarde tar·de

evening noche no·che

yesterday ayer a·yer

today hoy oy

tomorrow mañana ma·nya·na

Emergencies

Help! ¡Socorro! so·ko·ro

Go away! ¡Vete! ve·te

I’m ill. Estoy enfermo/a. es·toy en·fer·mo/a (m/f)

Call ...! ¡Llame a …! ya·me a …

a doctor un médico  oon me·dee·ko

the police la policía  la po·lee·see·a

Eating & drinking

What would you recommend?

¿Qué recomienda? ke re·ko·myen·da

Cheers! ¡Salud! sa·loo

That was delicious.

¡Estaba buenísimo! es·ta·ba bwe·nee·see·mo


NUMBERS

1

uno oo·no

2

dos dos

3

tres tres

4

cuatro kwa·tro

5

cinco  seen·ko

6

seis seys

7

siete sye·te

8

ocho o·cho

9

nueve  nwe·ve

10

diez dyes




DONATIONS TO ENGLISH

Numerous – you may recognise armada, aficionado, embargo, fiesta, patio, plaza ...



DISTINCTIVE SOUNDS

The strong and rolled r, and kh (pronounced as in the Scottish loch).

To Lisp or Not to Lisp

If you’re familiar with the sound of European Spanish, you’ll notice that Latin Americans don’t ‘lisp’ – ie the European Spanish th is pronounced as s in Panama and elsewhere in Latin America.

Grammar

Spanish has a formal and informal word for ‘you’ (usted and tú respectively). The verbs have a different ending for each person, like the English ‘I do’ vs ‘he/she does’.


Spanish in Panama

Here’s a rundown on some of the local expressions and colorful colloquialisms you may hear while traveling in Panama.

salve – street slang for propina, or tip

tongo – street slang for ‘cop’

hota – street slang for ‘police car’

diablo rojo – literally ‘red devil’; refers to public buses

¡Bien cuidado! – ‘Well taken care of!’; often used by a street person asking for a tip for taking care of your car (in parking lots at restaurants, cinemas, bars)

una pinta/fría – literally, ‘one pint’ or ‘a cold one’; means ‘a beer’

guaro – hard liquor

vuelve loco con vaca – literally ‘makes crazy with cow’; refers to drinking seco and milk

buena leche – literally ‘good milk’; means ‘good luck’

Eso está bien pretty – refers to something nice

¡Entonces laopé! – Hey, dude!

¡Juega vivo! – Be alert!

¡Ayala bestia! – Holy cow!

pelao/pelaito – common expression for a child

¡Pifioso! – a show-off, or something that looks cool



WHO SPEAKS SPANISH?

Over the last 500 years, Spanish in Latin America has evolved differently to the Spanish spoken in Europe. Influenced by indigenous languages, Latin American Spanish varies slightly from country to country, especially when it comes to vocabulary./strong>
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STORYBOOK

Our writers delve deep into different aspects of Panamanian life


A History of Panama in 15 Places

From the pre-historic era to the cutting edge of our contemporary times.

Harmony Difo

Meet the Panamanians

People in Panama are willing to help you to get what you need and always with a big smile on their faces.

Carlos Antonio Jurado

The Poetic Soul of Panama

Panamanian literature from colonial times until the contemporary age.

Harmony Difo

Heaven for Sustainable Travel

Panama leads the way to a sustainable future in travel.

Harmony Difo

A Timeless Festival for the Body & Blood of Christ

This unique religious festival is a quintessential Panamanian celebration for the ages.

Harmony Difo
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A HISTORY OF PANAMA IN
15 PLACES

Panama’s fascinating and dynamic history ranges from the ancient, pre-historic era to the cutting edge of our contemporary times. Archaeological findings support evidence of life on the Panamanian isthmus dating back to 10,000 years BCE. The nation’s modern fate was, ultimately, decided by its singular topography and unmatched geographic location. By Harmony Difo


ROAMING HUNTING-GATHERER TRIBES were the very first settlers of Panama around 10,000 BCE. Because of their symbiotic and sustainable survival practices, they left little imprint on the land at first. Clay pottery has been found dating from 2500 to 1500 BCE. From this point on, hand-carved tools and crafts took hold and the tribes quickly began to evolve. Spanish colonials arrived around 1501, built their first settlement in 1510, then in 1523, a Spanish conquistador became the first European to ever see the Pacific Ocean due to his swift moves across the country. Panama would gain its independence from Spain in 1821. The USA then negotiated an agreement to build a railway across Panama, which was completed in 1855 – the first precursor to the canal! France made the first go at digging a canal across Panama, but it proved unsuccessful due to lack of funds. Over 20,000 lives were also lost due to disease and dangerous conditions. Panama was, at this time, still part of Colombia, but finally gained its independence in 1903, encouraged by President Theodore Roosevelt, who signed a treaty with Panama giving the US power over the canal zone. US-funded canal construction began in 1904, the first ship passed through in 1914, and the canal was officially opened in 1920.

1. Ancient Caribbean Coast

THE YEAR 10,000 BCE

The Cueva, Choco, Guaymi and Cuna indigenous groups were the first inhabitants the Spanish conquistadors encountered on the shores of Panama. Indigenous groups had been inhabiting this land since ancient times, with the oldest recorded human activity documented at 10,000 BCE. These groups were nomadic, gathering local fruits and vegetables, fishing, and hunting. Over time, communities were established in coastal areas and along the riverbanks. Due to the population’s nomadic nature and positive co-existence with the land, only faint traces of these early settlers remain. However, their hunting and gathering practices would affect the ecosystems and wildlife that would come to exist in Panama for years to come.

2. Península de Azuero

PENINSULA OF POTTERY

The Península de Azuero is not only a lovely area to visit in contemporary times, but this region is also home to a type of ceramics that have been radiocarbon dated back to a whopping 2500 BCE to 1200 BCE. These are considered the earliest ceramic pottery samples in all of Central America. These studies also provided an important foundation for further study about Panama’s economic and technology limits during ancient times. This particular area in the Gulf of Panama is also home to a relentlessly thriving marine ecosystem that has been enjoying its circle of life, undisturbed, for 7000 years.

3. Volcán Barú

ANCIENT VOLCANO, MODERN HERITAGE

Volcán Barú, Panama’s only volcano, has quite a legendary history. Located in Chiriquí Province, it is dated at 9000 years old, with its very earliest rumblings beginning almost 500,000 years ago. This sleeping giant is quite active and has had four eruptions over the course of the past 1600 years – its most recent eruption was about 400 to 500 years ago. Volcán Barú is also notable because it is the site of geothermal exploration projects that may determine whether it could be a potential source of sustainable energy. It is located in La Amistad, labeled a Unesco Biosphere Reserve property in 1982 and a Unesco World Heritage site in 1983.

4. Pacific Coast

THE NEW WORLD SPRINGS TO LIFE

When the Spanish first arrived on the Atlantic Coast they mainly explored in horizontal directions, spreading out along the Atlantic coastal areas in search of new vistas. Vasco Núñez de Balboa, the same Spanish conquistador that founded St Mary the Ancient of Darién, however, was the first to cross the isthmus to the Pacific Ocean. He maintains the title of being the first European to dip a toe into the Atlantic Ocean. With no modern machinery and only axes and machetes at his disposal he and his compatriots hacked through miles of dense virgin tropical rainforest, risking their lives to discover the Pacific Ocean on the other side. Their hard work paid off and he claimed the Pacific Ocean of Panama and the entire coastline for Spain in 1513.

5. Casco Viejo

ARCHAEOLOGICAL AND COLONIAL MARVEL

A Unesco World Heritage site, and forever stunningly preserved, Casco Viejo is the oldest European settlement on the Pacific coast of North and South America. It was originally founded by Pedrarias Davila, a Spanish explorer who put his flag down in 1519. Perhaps the best part is that the European settlement retained the vestiges of the Cuevan indigenous town also built upon the same site. It is ancient history built on top of even more ancient history and it is incredible to be a part of it all. The best preservations are the churches to Saints Felipe Neri, Joseph and Francis.

6. Panama City

PANAMA’S CAPITAL IS BORN

Just six years after the Spanish crossed from the Atlantic to the Pacific and planted their flag, explorer Pedrarias Dávila founded Panama City on August 15, 1519. Panama City’s extremely convenient location on the Pacific Coast and proximity to South America made it a bustling hub of activity, commerce and trade within just a few short years. Most importantly it became the stopover point for gold, silver and other precious valuables before they headed through the isthmus back to Spain. The city would also be a launching point for the exploration of Peru, which is part of why Peruvian cuisine and ceviche remain in style.
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7. Portobelo

THE PEARL OF PANAMA’S ATLANTIC COAST

The beautiful city of Portobelo is located on the Atlantic side of Panama. Its name was born of the area’s innate natural beauty – ‘puerto bello’ means ‘beautiful port’ in Spanish. Established in 1597 as a key port, the naturally U-shaped portion of the coastline made it perfect for launching and receiving ships. Gold and silver were regularly shipped from Peru and the South American coastlines to Panama City on the Pacific coast, across the isthmus to Portobelo on the Atlantic coast, then off to Spain. Unesco labeled the ruins of a fortress that protected Portobelo, Fort San Lorenzo, as a World Heritage site in 1980.

8. Taboga Island

THE GOLDEN AGE OF PIRACY

Panama’s southern coast creates a perfect pipeline for the arrival of South American goods, while the northern coast creates a perfect pipeline back to Europe. Henry Morgan, the formidable pirate of contemporary rum fame, seized this unique opportunity to seize ships sailing past Taboga Island on their way to or from the riches of Peru, Taboga Island quickly became a main target of his and he attacked then seized the island in 1671. As time continued, Morgan and his companions began to use Taboga Island consistently as their top harbor for attacking riches-laden Spanish ships. And, as a beautiful island on which to catch their breath between plunders.

9. La Iglesia de San Pedro

CELEBRATED COLONIAL ISLAND CHURCH

La Iglesia de San Pedro, located just 20km from Panama City in the Pearl Islands archipelago, has seen an incredible amount of history. The building dates back to 1685, during the colonial era, and is cute, small and simple with one single bell tower and a cross at the top. An inscription, ‘Salve Regina’ (‘Hail, Holy Queen’ in Latin), referring to Mother Mary, is a stand-out feature on its front steps. Time seems to stop inside this church and visitors are transported to a bygone era – an experience not to be missed.

10. Darién Gap

ATTEMPT ON THE DARIéN WILDERNESS

The Darién Province, especially the Darién Gap, has remained a relatively untamed wilderness both past and present. Some of the fiercest wildlife in the country lives here in one of the densest rainforests worldwide. In 1698, Scotland made a ‘Hail Mary’ attempt at building a land passageway through Darién from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The first expedition, led by the famous ship St Andrew, set sail in July, arriving in November. Unfortunately, due to ill-advised planning, difficult terrain and widespread disease, the colony was not a success. A siege by Spanish forces in March of 1700 left the attempt in ruin, bringing it to a quick end.

11. Independence Plaza

REPRESENTING FREEDOM

The beautiful Independence Plaza, located in the Unesco World Heritage site Casco Viejo in Panama City, is the site of some of Panama’s most inspiring moments. The Declaration of Independence of Panama is the official document declaring the nation’s independence from Spanish rule on November 28, 1821. The 12 articles of the decree were publicly announced in Independence Plaza. The first article boldly reads, ‘Panama, spontaneously and under the general vote of the people of understanding, is declared free and independent of the Spanish government’ – permanently calling off Panama’s ties to the Spanish Crown and joining forces with the then ‘Republic of Gran Colombia’.

12. Canal Zone

TWO HEMISPHERES, UNITE!

The Canal Zone was first imagined by France who, unfortunately, did not fully foresee the deadly challenges ahead. Nonetheless construction began in January 1881. An enormous death toll ensued due to disease, unfit equipment, unsafe worker housing and more. The plan went bankrupt at $2.6 million. It took years for the region to be ready for another canal attempt due to trauma and discouragement from the former tragedy. But, in 1903 a one-time $10 million payment and annual annuities of $250,000 for a 10-mile wide strip of land was negotiated for the US to build a canal. This attempt was successfully completed in 1920!

13. Guna Yala

INDIGENOUS INDEPENDENCE

The Gunas, the indigenous group that call the stunning paradise that is the Guna Yala archipelago home, declared their independence during a revolution in February 1925 known as the Dule Revolution. Shortly thereafter, in 1938, the Guna Yala District was created under the law and declared a protected reserve in 1957. The area has 365 small islands all with beautiful white-sand beaches and perfect turquoise waters. The Guna General Congress maintains the highest authority in the region and operates autonomously – administering its own laws and statutes. Both culturally and topographically, the archipelago is one of Panama’s most perfect and priceless gems.

[image: jpg]

Tradtional Guna dance, Guna Yala | HANOHIKI/SHUTTERSTOCK ©

14. Parque Nacional Coiba

DIAMOND OF THE GULF OF CHIRIQUI

The Gulf of Chiriqui is known for being one of the most beautiful natural displays that Panama has to offer. Its diamond is the incredible Coiba National Park, which Unesco took the time to document and designate as a World Heritage site in 2005. The park protects Coiba Island, which is the largest island in Central America, and 38 other small islands lying in the Gulf of Chiriqui. Its placement keeps it protected from cold winds so its rainforest allows ongoing, undisturbed evolution of new species. Animals that are endangered, like the crested eagle and the scarlet macaw, survive and thrive freely here. Amazing!

15. Boquete

SUSTAINABLE EX-PATRIOTISM

An exciting historical moment for Panama arrived very recently with a large wave of expats emigrating to enjoy its atmosphere, location and beauty. As of 2023, Boquete, with its mild weather and bucolic scenery, has the highest expat population. With its annual coffee and jazz festivals, dreamy cloud forests and overall welcoming climate, it’s no wonder it attracts people globally. Best of all, the expats contribute to sustainable travel, tourism and ex-patriotism by throwing an inspiring annual fundraiser that brings in over $100,000 – all of which is given right back to the community to finance local charities.





MEET THE
PANAMANIANS

People in Panama are willing to help you to get what you need and always with a big smile on their faces. CARLOS ANTONIO JURADO introduces us to his people,
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PANAMA IS A small country in central America with one of the strongest economies in the area. It is a tropical paradise connecting North and South America.

In Panama City one of the major characteristics that you will notice is the diversity of races and ethnic nuances. You can see colorful scenes populated by humble people who go out to work day by day, whether selling things on the streets such as a delicious and sweet raspado, or selling lottery tickets or handicrafts, as well as construction workers, building painters, and people who just go out to enjoy the beauty of the city.
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In the central provinces of Panama you can see the contrast. People speak Spanish with a totally different accent and celebrate their traditional parties almost weekly. There is always a reason to party and celebrate with traditional music and traditional food such as carne ahumada, tortillas, buñuelos, hojaldras, enyucados, arroz con guandu, fried plantain and chicheme.

There are a variety of religious beliefs, but I would say most people in Panama are Catholics.

Chiriquí Province is known as the breadbasket of the country and for its hard-working people, because it is one of the most productive provinces and it has the strongest economy after Panama city. It is known for its agricultural products and cattle raising, as well as the most expensive coffee around the world, which is called arabica geisha. Most coffee grows in the mountain areas of Volcán, Cerro Punta and Boquete. The coffee harvest starts around November and ends in April and the coffee beans are all picked by hand by the Ngöbe indigenous people.
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The Ngöbe-Buglé tribe is the biggest in the country and their income comes from working in agriculture and coffee fields. When you take a walk around Boquete town you will find a lot of women and girls wearing their beautiful and colorful native dress called nagua, which they make themselves. The triangles around their naguas represent the mountains and the lines around the dress represent the rivers. The language they speak is called Ngäbere, which is a dialect and has no similarities to Spanish language.

Bocas del Toro on the Caribbean side is the most touristic place in Panama, and you will notice the mixture of races. Bocas is a party town ideal for young people, but there are activities for all ages. In Bocas the locals speak Spanish as the main language, but they also speak guari-guari, a mixture of Spanish, English and Ngöbe.

The official language in Panama is Spanish, although there are seven indigenous languages. Only 10% of Panamanians speak English. Panamanians in general are very friendly, happy and hard-working people. Even if you do not know how to speak Spanish, they will be willing to help you to get what you need.
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Who?

Most Panamanians are mestizos and the rest are white, Black, indigenous or mulatos. There are seven indigenous tribes in Panama, which speak their own languages and have their own reservations.


MY STORY

I am an indigenous Panamanian, born in the province of Chiriquí in 1979, in a little town called Boquete. My mother was an indigenous woman who came from the Ngöbe tribe. She grew up in the Ngöbe village, but ran away at 16 years old because her father wanted her to marry a man that she did not like. My mother did not go to school, and worked on a coffee farm as a coffee picker. When I was 10 years old I started working on a coffee plantation, harvesting coffee beans. At 17 I started working in a coffee processing plant called Cafe Ruiz. I learned how the coffee beans get processed, from planting to roasting and brewing. I worked in Cafe Ruiz for about 25 years, until December 2021. Due to the tourist growth of the area, I was able to practice conversation in English, especially when tourists wanted to know more about the culture of coffee. Today I am taking an English course at the university because I want to improve my skills in writing and reading, and working at Iwanna Boquete Tours Company as a tourist guide. Now coffee and tourism are the main economic activities in the area. Nevertheless, I hope Boquete keeps its greenery and the beauty of its mountains for many years.







The Poetic Soul
OF PANAMA

A sweeping history of Panamanian literature from colonial times until the contemporary age. By Harmony Difo


[image: jpg]

Ricardo Miró | ALL RIGHTS RESERVED TO EDITORIAL MARIANO AROSEMENA (INAC) ©

THE LITERARY HISTORY of Panama is profoundly rich and storied, with working records of prolific poets and writers dating back to the 1500s. As the centuries progressed, Panama produced an increasing number of talented wordsmiths whose work lives on to this day. Historian and essayist Rodrigo Miró, perhaps the most famous of them all, has cited a work called Historia General y Natural de las Indias, the story of a character named Andrea de la Roca, as the very first Panamanian literary work. It was published during the colonial era (1535); the next official recorded Panamanian work wouldn’t arrive on the scene until the 17th century. This anthology, considered the first literature created mostly by writers born on Panamanian soil, is dramatically and beautifully titled Crying from Panama at the Death of Don Enrique Enríquez and is comprised mainly of poems.

Panama was not excluded from the sweeping literary movements that would take over the world during the Industrial Revolution, pre-Modern and Modern periods. Romanticism, specifically romantic poetry, took Panama by storm in the late 18th century. Some of the finest romantic Panamanian poets, such as Manuel María Ayala, Tomás Miró Rubini, José María Alemán, Gil Colunje and Tomás Martín Feuillet – just to name a few – created works that demonstrate a mastery of the Spanish language and its intricacies that are beautiful to read and impossible to forget. The poems at times also carry a tinge of Panamanian patriotism that is lovely to read and witness. Ricardo Miró is particularly known as a beautiful nationalistic poet of Panama. He spent many years traveling away from Panama and thus waxed nostalgically about Panama in his poetry and novels. One of his most notable and famous poems is ‘Native Land’, written in 1909.

Another patriotic poem entitled ‘To Portobelo’ (1918) yearns for Portobelo, the beautiful port city on the Caribbean coast of the country located in the Colon province. Miró is also responsible for the writing of many novels including Maria Flower, which he wrote in 1922, and The Pacific Legend, penned in 1919. Like many Panamanian writers of his time he was also heavily influenced by Panama gaining its independence on November 28, 1821.
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The Modern & Contemporary Periods

Panama separated from Colombia in 1903, just as the underground rumblings of WWI began to percolate. It was at this time that the modernist literary movement began to shine throughout Latin America. The very first modernist in the country was Dario Herrera, who died in 1914, the same year that WWI began. León Antonio Soto, another famous poet of the time, was tortured by police and died in his youth while defending Panama’s cause, just a year before Panama separated from Colombia in 1903.

The literary avant-garde movement took Panama by storm in 1930 and writers of the time quickly began to distance themselves from the modernist movement as it waned in popularity. Dreamlike images, metaphors and symbolism entered into many Panamanian writers’ work, changing the literary landscape forever. The avant-garde arrived in Panama rather suddenly, as an almost direct result of an author named Rogelio Sinán from Taboga Island, who traveled to Europe and became enraptured by the surrealist movement in Paris. Two of his seminal surrealist works, ‘Fires’ (1944) and ‘Holy Week in the Fog’ (1945) are signature examples of the strong influence the world of dreams and the supernatural had on his work. An excellent example of a writer who was able to capture and use the essence and influences of this unique era in order to combine them with his own sense of Panamanian patriotism and nationalism is Mario Augusto Rodríguez. Rodríguez was both a journalist and a writer of short stories, and in 1957 published a history of Panama in poetry called ‘Canto de Amor para la Patria Novia’, a must-read for any poetry-lover wishing to be inspired by Panama’s unique beauty.

On an international scale, Panamanian literary history was, most recently, beautifully recognized in the contemporary sphere by Pope Francis, on his visit to Panama City for World Youth Day in 2019. He shared a direct quote from Ricardo Miró’s ‘Native Land’, which reads: ‘When they see you, my native land, they might say that you were shaped by God’s will, so that beneath the sun shining down upon you, all humanity can come together in you’.

Perhaps the best part of looking into the history of Panamanian literature is the ability to see how it has transformed and re-shaped itself for the contemporary world. A new generation of fresh, young, contemporary poets began publishing work after 1990. Some of the greats include Sofía Santim, born in 1982, from Panama City, and Javier Romero Hernández, born in 1983 in La Chorrera. A well-decorated Panamanian-born American author, Veronica Chambers is a fiction author and co-author of many successful books. The poignant Mama’s Girl is a particularly beautifully written book that hearkens back to her roots. She is also the editor for Narrative Projects at the New York Times and received prestigious awards such as the Hodder Fellowship for emerging novelists at Princeton University and the John S Knight Journalism Fellowship at Stanford University.
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The Perfect Primer for Your Trip

Panama’s literary evolution and revolutions are a fascinating journey through art and time. The best way to experience the true spirit of a nation is through its poetry and art: taking a flip through a Panamanian book of poetry or short stories by a great local writer is an excellent addendum to any trip to this special and creative nation.
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HEAVEN FOR
Sustainable Travel

Panama leads the way to a sustainable future in travel. By Harmony Difo
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PANAMA HOLDS THE incredible title of being one of only three countries in the world that consumes more carbon than it emits, officially making it a ‘carbon-negative’ country. Its lush rainforest lands comprise approximately 65% of the country and the nation is quickly becoming a beacon of hope for global environmental goals and sustainable tourism initiatives. The distribution of tourism income in Latin America is very unequal and indigenous communities are often the hardest hit. Beginning with 10 inspiring pilot projects with a focus on nature and tradition, Panama and its minister of tourism are putting real action behind their grandest ideas for sustainable tourism and equality. Indigenous people comprise less than 5% of the world’s population, but protect 80% of the entire world’s global biodiversity. Panama seeks to protect the people who are protecting these precious natural resources.

The groundbreaking ‘Panama Sustainable Tourism Model’ has been spearheaded by the Tourism Authority of Panama (ATP) to ensure that tourism gives authority to local and indigenous communities so they can continue to care for and regenerate Panama’s invaluable ecosystem as well as the ancestral practices that make these communities gatekeepers of the earth’s natural wealth. The Panama Alliance for Community Tourism (PACT) has been implemented to work with local populations to put these philosophies into tangible action.

The first phase worked with 10 pilot communities that reflect the diversity of Panama including indigenous, Afro and Spanish heritage populations. The 10 communities include La Pintada, Isla Cañas, Rio Caña, Mata Oscura, Achiote, Bonllik, Santa Fe, Jurutungo, Soloy and Bahía Honda. The PACT team worked together to identify marine trails, land trails and activities visitors can partake in that would showcase each area’s unique natural wonders. PACT also participated in the ‘1000km of Trails’ project, initiated by the ATP, which will comprise a national network of trails to help introduce local communities to the world of tourism development.

Panama is a leader in environmental protection and continues to move the needle as the world strives toward a more sustainable future. The country is set to be well ahead of the global 30 x 30 sustainability challenge – the global initiative for governments to designate 30% of the earth’s lands and oceans as ‘protected’ by 2030. This is a direct result of a bill signed in June 2021 by the president of Panama and the minister of environment to protect the Coiba Ridge. This protection, in effect, tripled the marine protected area of Panama’s Pacific Ocean region, making it a ‘Blue Leader’ – a nation that actively protects 30% or more of its oceans, ocean life and marine ecosystem. This expansion created a fully protected marine area of over 67,000 sq km, which is almost the size of the entire country of Panama itself!

The Panamanian government was, then, proudly named host of the 8th international ‘Our Ocean’ conference held in Panama City in March 2023.

For visitors looking to participate in Panama’s impressive sustainable travel offerings, there are many ways to dive in. Visiting the Smithsonian Tropical Research Institute in Panama City is a great start. Panama is already 100 years deep in high-level scientific research of tropical rainforests and marine ecosystems. The Smithsonian representation in Panama includes 12 advanced research facilities, including Barro Colorado. Barro Colorado island is considered the most studied tropical rainforest in the world and is a great first or last stop on a sustainability tour of Panama. Visits to indigenous territories and villages, like Guna Yala and Emberá villages, as well as hikes and dives guided by locals throughout the nation are a great way to return tourism revenue right back into the community. Donating to any local church or cathedral is also, most often, a direct pipeline for funds to reach the most underserved populations in any city or town.
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PANAMA SEEKS TO PROTECT THE PEOPLE WHO ARE PROTECTING THESE PRECIOUS NATURAL RESOURCES





A TIMELESS FESTIVAL
FOR THE BODY & BLOOD OF CHRIST

This unique religious festival is a quintessential Panamanian celebration for the ages. By Harmony Difo
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IF THERE IS any feast day that is, perhaps, most emblematic of Panama’s position as a very distinctive and rare jewel in Latin America’s crown, it is its annual Feast of Corpus Christi. This pious, colorful and deeply Panamanian celebration has led it to the esteemed honor of being added to the Unesco Representative List of the Intangible Cultural Heritage of Humanity – there really is nothing quite like it. Panama is over 70% Catholic and this heritage shines through in most of their religious celebrations, but this one has that extra ‘something special’. The feast name’s literal translation is the ‘Solemnity of the Most Holy Body and Blood of Christ’, and it celebrates the presence of the Body, Blood, Soul, and Divinity of Jesus Christ in the bread and wine served at catholic religious services. Just two months earlier, during the Thursday celebration of Semana Santa – the Holy Week leading up to Easter Sunday – the Catholic liturgy speaks of the famous Last Supper, where, on the night before he was crucified, Jesus broke bread and drank wine one last time with his disciples. This bread and wine would later be celebrated as his body and blood which would be shed for the world through his crucifixion – a familiar story worldwide. In the Bible, during this last meal, the gospel of Luke says ‘he took the bread, said the blessing, broke it, and gave it to them, saying, “This is my body, which will be given for you; do this in memory of me.” And likewise the cup after they had eaten, saying, “This cup is the new covenant in my blood, which will be shed for you.’” (Luke 22:19-20) And on that very day the feast of Corpus Christi sprang to life and has been a momentous occasion for inventive and colorful celebrations ever since.

New Life to An Ancient Tradition

Panama elevates this ancient feast to a whole new level of artistic innovation and sophisticated detail. The country’s unique festival combines the aforementioned Catholic tradition with its own personal celebration practices including specific costuming, lively music, burlesque dancing, theatrical performances and, most famous of all, extremely colorful and dramatic masks which each hold their own specific meaning. On the day before the festival, a musical theater performance re-enacts an age-old battle between good and evil. The ‘good’ is represented by St Michael the Archangel, a saint and angel after which many towns and cities are named throughout Panama. And the ‘evil’ is represented by the devil and his legion. In giant masks which take months to carefully craft and prepare, on the feast day of Corpus Christi, members of the community re-enact this epic battle over the human soul. Although many separate Panamanian towns have their own Corpus Christi traditions, the towns along the Península de Azuero put on a truly incredible show with two kinds of masked dances. There are masks and elaborate costuming for the diablicos sucios (‘dirty little devils’) and the same for the diablicos limpios (‘clean little devils’). Together they dance and sing the story of this fight between good and evil wearing their own specifically crafted elaborate masks made of clay, papier-mâché and bright paint. The masks are first sculpted in clay, with each mask artist creating a unique shape for each individual diablico sucio mask – a task requiring tremendous attention to detail, skill and craftsmanship! A layer of papier-mâché is then layered over the clay form and set out to dry. After the clay and papier-mâché bust has fully dried, specially carved wooden teeth are added one by one, then the mask is hand-painted in vibrant colors like red, yellow, hot pink, turquoise, cobalt blue and bright, pearlescent white among many others. The devil masks are massive and sometimes quite frightening to look at but this only adds to the excitement and thrill of the overall event. The ‘clean little devils’ wear white, and sometimes beautiful angel wings made of feathers from local tropical birds, and are adorned with gorgeous flower crowns made with real, fresh local flowers picked for the occasion. They also often have colorful handkerchiefs and bells to carry with them that chime as they dance. In addition to bells, they also often dance to a skilled local orchestra of flute, accordion and triangle.

The dance of the diablicos limpios is unique and involves the same very specific characters every year. There is the Great Devil, The Captain of Devils, the Devilless and of course, the hero St Michael the Archangel. The dance is an elaborate battle in which the devils fight with St Michael and his angles of light for the ownership of human souls.

The diablicos sucios, in addition to their massive scary masks, wear feathered headdresses made of bright, vibrant macaw feathers. Their suits are a dramatic assortment of black and red and usually come worn with an ominous cape. One of the most thrilling parts is that, as they dance, the dancers click castanets to mimic the sound of the devil’s gnashing teeth. A stomping sound is created by the beating of a dried cow bladder, which makes a hollow drumming sound. The dance begins in the street and surrounds the church and plaza, and the diablicos sucios have been known to dance their thudding, extraordinary dance for over nine hours at a time, making the dance a blend of incredible ritual and also literal athletic endurance.

Different areas of Panama dance different forms of the Corpus Christi celebration. For example, in Colón the dancers are called ‘mirror devils’ (diablos espejos) and often carry large and small mirrors to catch and reflect light. The fact that these specific styles of Corpus Christi celebration are unique to Panama, and incredibly colorful and awe-inspiring to witness, sets the nation’s Catholicism traditions apart from almost every tradition in Latin America. The music, dancing, clicking castanets, rhythmic drumming, bold masks and dramatic costumes are overwhelming to all of the senses. Generations have worked to keep these gorgeous traditions alive and continue to do so year after year to thundering global applause. Although it’s in June, during Panama’s ‘rainy’ season, this is a once-in-a-lifetime display of deep cultural singularity that is not to be missed.





“The energetic Pijibasal welcome turned out not to be in my honor but rather for the buckets of ice traveling beside me.”

ALEX EGERTON
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“I have never been closer to jolly dolphins than I was at aptly named Dolphin Bay in Bocas del Toro.”

ROSIE BELL
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“Having sniffed the brew’s bouquet and swirled a sip in my mouth until it dissolved down my throat for sample after sample, I finally found my favorite coffee in Boquete.”

RYAN VER BERKMOES
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Boats are the backbone of the Darién’s
transport network. To some destinations, boats
work much like buses, leaving at fixed hours or
when full. To other places, you'll need to find
someone from the community who s traveling.
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BUSES

With the exception of the large air-conditioned
vehiclesthat ply the Interamericana, buses

in the Darién tend to be tightly packed
minivans or, on rough roads between remote
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CAR

Driving down the Panamerican
Hwy is the most independent
way to see the province.

Rental agencies are plentiful

in Panama City and a standard
carshould do it. A 4WD is best
for venturing into the gorgeous,
but sometimes off-road, nether
lands of Punta Chame.

®

BUS

Buses are a great option for
long-distance travel between
most of the larger mainland
destinations and attractions,
particularly between major
towns and cities. The buses
are usually air conditioned
and sturdy but, be forewarned,
bigger luggage will be strapped
to the roof.
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BOAT

Ferries from Panama City are a
great way to reach the islands
from the mainland. Ferries can
also be taken from popular
‘port’ islands like Contadora
Island to the less inhabited
islands. For bigger budgets,
boats canalso be chartered via
local travel agencies.

Gulf of
Darien
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0Nz,

®Nurra

Ziy ¢,
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The Pearl

Islands

Located off of the Pacific
Coast in the Gulf of Pan-
ama, there are over 200
Pearl Islands. Most are
only home to wildlife.
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BUS

Buses and minivans are cheap,
fairly frequent and reach most
towns and villagesin the
region but are often hot and
not particularly comfortable.
They rarely travel the spur
roads where many attractions
are located.
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RENTAL VEHICLE

The best way to explore

the region fully is with your
own vehicle, which not only
permits you to move at your
own pace but also to detour to
attractions along the way. For
remote destinations a 4WD is
recommended.

Penonomé
Bustling regional capital
just a short drive from
white-sand beaches,
storied colonial towns,
pre-Hispanic ruins and
immense national parks
lined with cloud forest.
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Atranquil little town
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surrounded by hiking trails,
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great birdwatching.
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Parque Nacional
Colba

Explore the astounding
naturalbeauty of this
Unesco-recognized
national park, both
above and below the
infinitely blue water.

®

CAR

Veraguas has good roads and
bus service. Having your own
wheels helps you get off the
beaten path, particularly if you
want to explore the Sunset
Coast or around Santa Fé and
onto the Caribbean.
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SantaCatalina
Surf some serious waves at
Panama's best breaks then
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SantaFé

This highland village is famous for its
waterfalls, steep hills, dense forests,
good coffee and lack of pretension.

Sunset Coast
Venturing to this delight-
fully untrampledregion

for remote and empty
beaches, great surfing,
idiosyncratic guesthouses
and turtletours.

Golfo de Panama

BOAT

The magnificence of Coiba can
only be reached by boat, usually
from Santa Catalina. Whether on
your own charter or on tour, either
a day trip or something longer,
the journey often encounters
dolphins and whales.
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Chitré
The beating heart of the
peninsula and gateway to
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grey-sand beach, search
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BUS

Chitré, Las Tablas and Tonosi are
the key transportation hubs. You
typically need to reach one of
these cities first before transferring
onward to the southernbeaches.
Private shuttles from Panama

City are more convenient (though
expensive!).

CAR

Toreach small craft villages, surf
remote breaks or hike in most
parklands, it really is best to have
your own wheels. Alternatively, you
can often arrange group tours to
these places from key tourism hubs.

3

Playa Venao

Surf, swim or salute the sun. Then
dine at inventive restaurants or
dance to the beat of global DJs.
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CAR

Most visitors will find a normal
carwill suffice as the roads to all
the top sights are good. But for
advanced explorations, a 4WD will
offer both flexibility, capability and
peaceof mind.

®

BUS

The Chiriqui destinations most
interesting to visitors are easily
reached by bus. Service to
Boquete, for instance, is frequent
from David, a city where you'll
change buses often as you explore
the province.
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Caribbean

S Isla Carenero
Wild yet pristine, Carenero is
the closestisland to Isla Colén.
The entirety of this near-picture-
perfect island can be traversed
inless than two hours.
LasTablas
Ch%nguinola Isla Car?
sla Carener Parque Nacional
i g 8+ -
ibe Bocag®: ° fod g Beact
\\\\‘ o Town a bastimentos
& =5 T
Parque Punta 5 - Isla Bastimentos
i Laguna de
Internacional %, Robalo Chiriqui. Golfo de los | Whereseaturtles nestand
crifut Mosquitos |  strawberry poison-dart frogs
Parque Grande * croak, Bastimentos feels worlds
Nacional Reserva dg(l;??o away from Isla Col6n despite
Volean Bart Forestal de Chiriqui being just 10 minutes away
Fortuna | 2 by boat.
\‘\\~ -
o
Golfo de
Chiriqui
Pacific
Ocean

WATERTAXIS

The most popular form of
transportation, motorized boats
called lanchas can be hired from
any commercial dock. Prior price
negotiation is always wise. Expect
to pay anywhere between US$1and
US$30 one-way depending on the
time of day and your destination.

Bocas Town

The main hub ofthe archipelago, this town
features clapboard houses, Caribbean vibes,
various spoken languages and something to
appeal to every traveler.

®

BUS

White cross-island buses
depart from Parque Simén
Bolivar. The journey to Bocas
del Dragois windy and bumpy
and takes about an hourata
costof US$2.50. A separate bus
leaves for Playa Bluff every hour
(US$3.50) from the same spot.

Golfo de
Panama
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YYour Panama City adventure will be offto a
running start as Tocumen Airport isonly a brief

®

a, SUBWAY

2_2-mi[1ute caror _taxi ridg fro‘m the cepter of the K2 2% % After major investment and planning,

city without traffic. A taxi hailed outside of the Bosques Urbanos %, Panama City opened the most intricate and
airport will cost US$30. deliCerrodncon oy

sophisticated Central American metro system
A Ca: in 2014. Costing just $0.35 for a one-way

e @i /s Cerro Ancon Santa Rita journey, the trains are clean, frequent and
Canal Sosal> Casco Vieio% reliable. They operate until llpm on weekdays
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Panama City has two main bus stations. The
major station for both local and long-distance
bus journeys s Albrook Bus Station. Nestled
betweenthe downtown neighborhoods of
Calidoniaand Santa Ana you will find the
_second station, Plaza Cinco de Mayo. . -

CAR

The roadways in Panama City are not for the
faintof heart! If planning a car rental, brace
yourself for erratic driving and limited traffic
law adherence. Aggressive driving is the norm,

s0 be sure to bring your GPS - and all of your
bravery.
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Bocas del Toro

PANAMA'S MOST RIVETING ARCHIPELAGO

Bocas del Toro comprises a chain of islands
inthe Caribbean Sea and a piece of the
Panamanian mainland. Unbeknownst to many,
Bocas del Toro and its ecological diversity
has made it the ideal locale for a laboratory on
climate change and a hub for studies on marine

ecosystem preservation.
Chiriqui Province M
q Chiriqui
HIGH TIMES IN THE MOUNTAINS 5
Province

Chiriqui, in the northwestern region of
Panama near the Costa Rican border,
is a hotbed of ecological biodiversity
and fun activities. The Gulf of Chiriqui
is great for marine-life lovers while
hikers will enjoy climbing Panama’s
only volcano, Volcan Baru. The lovely
town of Boquete is also a fan favorite.

Veraguas Province
NATURE UNBOUND COAST TO COAST

Veraguas is the only province that reaches from
the Caribbean Sea in the north to the Pacific
Oceanin the south. Itis home to Unesco World
Heritage site Coiba island, which has one of the
top marine life displays on the planet. Sante Fé
National Parkis also a must-see.

Coclé Province
BEACHES, BIRDS AND HISTORY

Coclé is a beautiful province on
the Pacific side of Panama with
muchto explore. The Pacific
Riviera in this region has perfect
white-sand beaches, while Valle
de Anton is a gorgeous mountain
town tucked into the crater
of an extinct volcano. Parque
Arqueoldgico El Canoisalso a
Coclé favorite.

Bocas

del Toro Coclé

Province
Veraguas
Province

Peninsula
de Azuero

Peninsula de Azuero

OLD TRADITIONS AND
YOUTHFUL BEACH RESORTS

Peninsula de Azuero in southern Panama is
surrounded by the Pacific Ocean and thus has
many beautiful beach areas. Itis also part of

asmallregion called arco seco (dry arc) that
receives a lion's share of wonderful weather.
One of the liveliest Carnaval celebrations in

Panama occurs here annually.

Colén Province

FORTS, FORESTS AND
THE FAMED CANAL

Colénis home to the Caribbean
side of the canaland serves as a
haven of Panama’s well-preserved
culture. Beautiful towns like
Portobelo and La Guaira give
itits lively Caribbean flair. The
traditional Congo dances of the
province were even declared an
Intangible Heritage of Humanity
by Unesco.

Colén
Province

Panama

Province
o

PANAMA
CITY

Panama City

GATEWAY BETWEEN WORLDS
AND HEMISPHERES
Panama City is a glittering
metropolis with a pleasing skyline
of high rises that resembles
Miami's. It always provides enough
entertainment for a thrilling visit.
Home to hundreds of exciting
attractions, the city is also a Unesco
Creative City in gastronomy due
toits world-renowned eclectic
cuisines and flavors.

Comarca Guna Yala
HOP FROM ISLAND TO ISLAND

Comarca Guna Yala, also known as San Blas, is the
ultimate postcard-perfect beach paradise. But,
rather than a commercial island hotel vacation,

hammocks, thatched huts and sailboat living are

onthe menu. Learning about the roots of the rich

indigenous Guna culture, their textiles and cuisine
is the region’s main draw.

Comarca

Guna Yala Darién Province
EXPLORE THE UNCHARTED
JUNGLE
The Darién lies in Panama's
eastern region and shares a border
with Colombia. The border area is
abeautifully untouched rainforest
wilderness called the Darién
Gap - aroadless forest full of
wildlife. Parque Nacional Darién is
delightfuland full of coastal tide
pools and lagoons, swampland,
and other natural wonders.

Darién
Province

Panama Province
CITY LIFE AND OUTDOOR LIFE UNITE

Home to phenomenal attractions such as
the incredible Panama Canal, Lago Gatin,
Soberania National Park, the Pearl Islands

and much more, Panama Province has many
beautiful sights and exciting moments to offer.
The Pearl Islands also have a fascinating and
storied history involving pirates, gold and other
exciting adventures.
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PRIVATE MOTORBOAT
Hiring a private boat with a driver
isthe best way to reach quieter
islands away from tour groups
as wellas to call at local Guna
communities throughout the
archipelago. Boats can hold up to
adozen passengers so gettinga
group together cuts costs.
Golfo

de los
Mosquitos

Parque Nacional
Reverendo Padre Jestis
Héctor Gallego Herrera

Parque

COLON

Caribbean

Sea

Gaigirgordub
SAILING BOAT (ELPorvenir)
If relaxation is a priority, an Parque [
ecologically friendly sailing Nacional i
cruise is the best way to see more Chagres el

of the islands. Boats often head RO
out to far-flung groups of cays o
with spectacular white sands that

few visitors lay eyes on.

PANAMA
OESTE Bahia de
N Panama
COCLE
Golfo de
Panama

Rioo 0 oMamartupy
i Nargané Maguebgand\

Cayos Limones
Picture-perfect tiny islands with
soft-sand beaches and breezy
bars and restaurants overlooking
vibrant coral reefs and sunken
wrecks teeming with colorful fish.

GUNA
Hirdreandi Urupa Guif of
THEA Lago iligand( e
Bayano oAchutupu
Ustupu® lsta
o Navagandl°
Rio Sidra & Cayos Nuevo SasardMulatupuo Tubuala
Los Grullos g Caledonia
Atranquil collection of DARIEY Caserlo o Puerto Escocés
palm-studded cays with socia- Hi d{f’” e ganeto
ble budgetaccommodations Serrania Anachucuna

and great snorkeling backed
by the jungle-covered moun-
tains of the Guna mainland.

de Darién ©Sapzurmo
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Portobelo

Caribbean
Sea

This stunning U-shaped bay holds
crumbling Spanish-colonial forts and
vibrant cultural institutions showcasing
Afro-Panamanian art, music and dance.
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Golfo de
Panama

COCLE

PLUi?]rdm Nombre
deDios palenque

Chagres
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BUS

Buses regularly travel between
Panama City and Col6n in about an
hour. Portobelo is well connected
to both, and you can book tours

or water taxis onward to nearby
beachesand islands.

®

CAR

To explore Area Protegida San
Lorenzo and the old Canal Zone,
you really do need a car; buses
don'ttravel all the way here. You
GUNA" could take abus to Colén and hire
taxis fromthere.
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Gaton

Dense forest surounds the
Atlantic side of the Panama Ca-
nal, where giant ships navigate
creaky locks and avid hikers
explore accessible jungle trails.
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GIFET TITLES

Unlock the secrets of this beautiful planet
with our inspirational range of illustrated
non-fiction and gift titles.

<

365 THINGS TO DO

& THE PERFECT DAY
TO DO THEM
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