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Beginning in the 16th century, gold and silver arriving from Peru and headed for Spain was stored in the fortified
community of Portobelo, located on the Caribbean side in this protected bay.

I was looking through the sale
books in an airport bookstore when
a nonfiction by one of my favorite
writers, David McCullough, caught
my eye. In “The Path Between the
Seas,” written more than 30 years
ago, McCullough tells the story of the
Panama Canal from 1870 to 1914,

I'had always had an interest in the
canal, but, I have to admit, | knew a
lot less than I thought | knew.

McCullough is a great storyteller,
and the 600 pages passed quickly,
fascinating me with the topic to the
point that I wanted to see the canal
for myself. However. | am not a fun
of cruises, so | resigned myself to the
idea that it would not happen.

A few months later, as I was read-
ing International Travel News, 1
discovered a small ad for a company
based in Charlotte. North Caroling,
called Costa Rica Tours, Lid. They
specialize in small-group tours to
both Costa Rica and Panama.
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I checked out their website (wivmw.
costaricatoursitd.com) and was quite
impressed. [ was delighted to see that
their land tour to Panama included
a full ransit of the Panama Canal
as a day tnip,
which would
fultill one of
my goals,

After much
contemplation
I called them
(7047541 -
8680) and was
surprised when
the compuany :
owner., San-
dra Feldman,
answered the
phone. I asked
my many ques-
tions and be-
came more and
more interested
in her tour to

Panama. After a few more phone
conversations and comparing this
small-group tour 1o those offered by
other companies, | made my decision
to travel with Costa Rica Tours on

close-up view of the canal and the locks.
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their “Canal Transit Tour,” Jan. 25+
30, 2008,

Pretour trip

One of the questions | had for San-
dra was whether or not I could take
the ocean-lo-ocean train. something
that was not included in the original
itinerary.

The railway was built after 1849
as @ safer and easier route Across
the continent and to speed the mail
service from the cast coast to the
west coust. Only recently had it been
restored and put back into operation
for both commuters and tourists,
Sundra arranged for an add-on tour
for the day preceding the main tour,
and it eventually attracted eight of the
14 passengers who had signed up for
the whole excursion. When adding
the cost of the pretour to the regular
tour package, the 7-day experience
cost $1,650 plus airfare.

The train departed at 7:15 a.m. for
the 60-minute ride from Panama City
on the Pacific side to Colon on the
Atlantic/Caribbean side. Once we
were on the Caribbean side, our guide
und driver mel us at the traimn station
and took us to Portobelo. where we
toured the formerly protected port
located in a secluded bay about 20
miles from the end of the cunal.

We also visited the historie church
where Portobelo's famous Black

Christ statue
rests, After lunch,
we returned to
Panama City by
varn.

The canal

Our group,
along with 200
other passengers.,
trunsited the
Panama Canal
on the second
day of our tour.
We left Panuma
City at 7:30 a.m.
and went through
the entire canal
in cight hours,
retuming by mo-
torcoach in Y0 minutes.

While on the ship, we were given
a history of the canal and & detailed
description of what we were seeing.
Being on a smaller ship, one gains
an awareness of the enormity of the
locks, which is lost to passengers on
large cruise ships thav entirely fill the
lock chamber.

Having read McCullough's book
was & wonderful asset in prepuration
for this tour. Although there was o
lot in his volume that 1 had forgotten,
learning more about the dramatic
French involvement and their disas-
trous first attempt to build the canal
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Since the 1850s, Panama has relied on the railroad to
move goods and people from the Pacific Ocean to the
Caribbean and back, a distance of about 50 miles.

made the transit more interesting.
Also, | previously had not fully ap-
preciated the tenacity of President
Theodore Roosevelt. The trip was a
terrific reinforcement of the informa-
tion described in the book.

City sights

The next day, we took a land tour
to El Valle de Anton. i town located
in the crater of one of the world's
largest extinet volcanoes. It is some
75 miles from Panama City and took
about two hours to get there. On the
way, we saw the beautiful scenic
mountains of rural Panama,

While in El Valle we visited the
Sunday market. where we bought
local crafts created by Ngibe Bu-
glé (Guaymi) artisans plus molas
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In Casco Antiguo, a historic section of Panama City, one finds numerous
narrow and interesting streets where many of the buildings are being

beautifully restored.

(reverse-appliquéd textiles) made
by Kuna artisans. We also visited El
Nispero Botanical Gardens & Zoo,
where we saw unusual tropical flora
and faunn, and had a chance to walk
in the surrounding ranforest. In town,
we had lunch and visited a1 museum
and an art gallery.

The following day was our full-day
Panama City tour. As we traveled
from one section of the city 10 the
other, we saw many modern sky-
scrapers, which surprised most of us
We also saw the 16th-century ruins
of the original city, now known as
Panama La Vieja.

Afterwird, we visited Colonial
Panama (Casco Viejo), which was

Viva Adventure

Brazil, Argentina, Chile & Peru
September 5 to 19, 2009
$4,960 + tax
Inchudes: Excorted tour from LAX
+ luternational flights
+ English speaking local guides

« Travel insurance and more. ..

Extension: One week ro Ecuador, and
Cruise of the Galapagos on private yacht

Hermes Travel & Tours
0565 Momern D, Rancho Palos Vesdes, CA 90275
Tel: (310) 791-5556
hermestrav@aol.com
www. Hermes ToursOnLine.com
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built after the destruction of Panama
La Vieja. The original was destroyed
cither by fire or by pirates: we heard
both theories, We walked the nar
row streets studying the impressive
restoration of the buildings.

We also visited the former US
Canal Zone to see the Miraflores
locks and the imformutive visitors
center.

Village visit

On our last day we had a full-day
excursion to an Embera village,
which was like a page out of National

Geographic. Situated on the banks of

the Chagres River in the heart of a
tropical rainforest, the village is ac-

cessible only by sturdy canoes (with
motors).

We met the gentle Emberd villag-
ers, learned about their culture and
saw their ceremonial dances.

Many of us purchased woven
baskets as well as carved tagua nut
figurines made from the hard seeds of
the village's palm trees. The village
healer showed us his garden where
he raises plants to prepare natural
medicines.

In the evening, we had our farewell
dinner at a Chinese restaurant in
Panama City.

Summing up

All the passengers on the tour
were professionals, mostly teachers,
who shared with me a desire to learn
as much about the area as possible.
Their ages ranged from mid-50s to
early 70s. They were great to be
with. making the experience even
better.

Panuma 1s a beautiful country.
Although there is poverty, Panama
has the highest median income of any
country in Central America.

It has become the new “hot™
destination both for travelers and
relocating retirees from the United
States. Between the two groups,
they Keep the hotel occupancy rate at
about 96%.

It is easy to travel in Panama. The
US dollar is their paper currency, and
the electrical voltage and outlets are
the same as ours, so there is no need
for a converter. The tap water is safe
to drink, and 1 found the food good,
plentitul and inexpensive.

We frequently ate corvina,

GALAPAGOS...TheTripof aLifetime

Spend 11 days touring the Galdpagos, including the species-rich
outer islands. Our natural history / photo tours are comprehensive,
educationally-oriented, and accompanied by a Blologist / Tour Leader
in addition to a local Naturalist Guide, We specialize in the Galdpagos
Islands and offer monthly departures on spacious 14-16 passenger yachls.

783 Rio Del Mar Bivd., Ste. #49, Aptos, CA 95003 - (800) 969-9014
Info@galapagostravel.com + www.galapagostravel.com
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or Panamanian
sea bass, which
was prepared
in different and
interesting ways
We also had deli-
cious tilapia with
plantains and
fruit in the Em-
berd village.

Had | not found
McCullough’s
book on sale,
chances are |
would not have
made this trip, Be
careful what you
read; you might
end up with an
incurable urge to
travel, N
¥ e
Only once has a
counlry moved
from one conti-
nent to another.
Before Panama
gained its inde-
pendence from
Colombia in
1903, it was part of South America

After, the isthmus became part
of Central America,

which belongs to %
North America, — *
B.H.
Kayak the mames river
Thames  Adventures (32

Whitmore Close,
London N11 1PB, U.K.; phone 020

Our tour group of 14 plus our guide, Roberto, visited
the remains of the first cathedral in Panama City.

8361 3009 or mobile 07773 720 860,
wiww.thamesriveradventures.co.uk)
offers kayak and canoe trips along
the Thames. April through October.
2009 prices run £50 (near $136) to
£99 ($175), depending on duration
(WO 10 4% hours).

The company also runs 3-day
guided kayak or canoe tours from
Oxford o London in September and
October.
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DISCOVER SOUTH AMERICA'S BEST KEPT SECRET

With Chilean Special Journeys — The Chile Experts
WORLD CLASS
ANDES ~ BEACHES ~ LAKES - CITIES - WINERIES
CHILE IS VERY TRAVELER FRIENDLY
SAFE — DIVERSE ATTRACTIONS — STABLE ECONOMY

CHILE FOR INDEPENDENT TRAVELERS & GROUPS

Qur teamn of Chile specialiste wark with independent travelers & geoups of all types
attangting itineraries covering all of Chile's diverse regions, Patagonia & Castor Blind

www.chileanspecialjourneys.com = info“chileanspecialjourneys.com
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For 29 years promoting the

Best of

Latin
America

Unbelievable
Peru

15 different programs trom
6 1o 21 days. Visiting
Cuzeo, Machu Picchu, Koelap, the

Amazon, Nazea, Colca and more.

Guatemala from $970

6 to 21 days visiting Antigua, Atitlan,
Chichicastenago & more, inc. air Miami

Cartagena from $997

7 days alkinciusive with air from Miami,
Add-ons LAX $230, NYC $170

Brazil
Programs for 14 and 21 days visiting
Salvador, Manaus, Rio, Iguassu,
0, Pretto & morne

Panama from $1150
All inclusive for 7 dayvs with alrfare from
Miami at the Roval Decameron, Also
programs for 10, 14 and 21 days.

Ecuador & Galapagos
10 different programs from 6 to 21
days._. Visit our website

Costa Rica, Belize

Private tours, custorm-made ilineraries
from 4 10 21 days...

Chile, Argentina
Santiago, Puerto Montt, Peulla,
Atacama, Paine, P. Moreno, Usuhaia,
Bariloche. Mendoza & Calafate.

Easter Island & More
VEFE LT R
A transportation via Amencan Aidines,

Avianca, Taca, Copa, LAN & Tam Alrlines
I'rices subject to changs

For brochures, call:
1-800-327-0080

www.taratours.com

12002 SW 128 Ct,, Ste. 209 « Mami, FL 33186

e-mail: tara@taratours.com
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