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We arrived a day prior to the start of the trip, staying at the
Courtyard Multiplaza, the hotel used by Caravan. It’s
located at a shopping mall, and not too far from the Pacific
Ocean. Our room faced east but we saw the Pacific Ocean
from our window, due to the way Panama is situated--it’s not
positioned directly north-south. 

Caravan has their group orientation the first evening. We had
38 people in our group, varying in age between 55-90 years
old. Caravan’s seating policy on the bus is to have everyone
rotate seats on the bus each day, that way no one is stuck in
the back or gets the front seats every day. This also helps the
group get to know each other as you are sitting across or in
front/behind different people every day. 

Panama City is a very modern city with lots of high rise
buildings. Our first tour day included a tour of Old Panama,
Panama Viejo, a UNESCO World Heritage site. It is
interesting to see how the city has grown because of the land
fill from excavation of the canals, both the original and the
new canals. In the afternoon we went to the Mira Flores
Locks and Museum. We found this most interesting, able to
watch the ships travel into the locks, go up each series and
exit the other side. In the mornings all of the ship traffic goes
from the Pacific to the Atlantic and in the afternoon the ships
all go from Atlantic to Pacific oceans. It was amazing to see
how the locks work, exactly as they have for over 100 years.
The ships are guided into the locks with the help of electric
trains on tracks along the side of the canals; these are called
“mules”. 
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In January, WIT Agent Barb joined our longtime partners in
Central America, Caravan Tours, on an exceptional trip to
explore Panama and the Pacific. 



The next day we crossed the continental divide toward the
Atlantic/Caribbean side of Panama, where we had a tour of
the new locks which are being built – these locks are
deeper and wider than the original locks, to allow larger
ships to come through. (Side note: the new canal opened in
June 2016!)

Arriving in the Gamboa Rain Forest, we had a boat ride
on Gatun Lake, the lake formed when the Chagras River
was dammed up to fill the canals. There are some native
flora and fauna in this area, such as a few monkey species
and birds. We stayed at a local rainforest resort, where all
of the rooms have river views and tropical furnishings and
hammocks on the decks. The weather in this area is humid,
but the pool area has been positioned to get the breezes and
you really can’t feel the humidity when by the pool. 

The resort sponsors a butterfly reserve and orchid nursery.
We were taken to visit the nearby Embera Indians
indigenous village, the children are sent to town to be
educated but many come back to keep their culture going.
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The next day we traveled back to the Pacific Side and entered the locks in a small
boat, we transited the locks behind a huge car carrier ship – it was interesting to
watch this big ship enter the locks there were just a few inches to spare between the
side of the ship and the edge of the canal! The entire trip took us about 5 hours.

We spent our last full day at the Westin Playa Blanca, an all inclusive resort on
the Pacific side, not too far from Panama City. Again it’s built in a way that
maximizes the ocean breezes to cut down on the feeling of humidity.

On our return to Panama City we visited the Bio Diversity Museum, this is a new
educational museum with interactive displays about the geology as well as local
flora and fauna. One thing I found interesting (and that I had never thought about)
is that the bio diversity of the animals in the Northern Hemisphere was completely
different from that of the Southern Hemisphere, when the two were able to meet
once a land bridge became present the animals were able to roam from one
hemisphere to another.

We concluded our visit to Panama at the Intercontinental Miramar, with a view
of the ocean— a nice way to spend our last night!

The things I liked about the Caravan tour was that it was truly all inclusive. Meals
were all buffet style but the food was pretty good. The days were full and
interesting, but no day was too long or too tiring. I feel the same as our clients who
have taken Caravan Escorted tours—it is amazing value for the price. Feel free to
call me to discuss this or any other tour offered by Caravan Tours—the pricing is
impossible to beat.
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