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Panama City’s Transformation
RECORD GROWTH IN THE PANAMANIAN CAPITAL MEANS
THERE’S MUCH MORE TO SEE THAN JUST THE CANAL.
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TEXT BY JILL BECKER

“Pardon our dust.” That’s a sign you can expect
to see quite a bit of these days in Panama City,
Panama, as the Central American city undergoes a much-heralded renaissance. Formerly
under the radar to all but the most adventurous
travelers, the city is now on its way to becoming
a world-class metropolis, wooing tourists with
its growing slew of luxury hotels, five-star

restaurants, and top-notch attractions. Many
have even begun comparing it to such cities as
Miami and Singapore, although admittedly it
still has a ways to go before it can compete on the
same level as the world’s top destinations. But
then that’s all the more reason to plan a trip there
soon, before the hordes descend and while you
can still sample the best of both old and new.
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TAP FOR AN IN-DEPTH LOOK
AT THE CANAL’S EXPANSION

WHAT TO SEE

Panama Canal

The city’s rebirth can be traced, in large part,
back to 1999, when the United States handed
control of the Panama Canal back to the
Panamanians, thus making the canal—currently
undergoing a $5.25 billion expansion that will
triple its capacity—the perfect place to start your
journey. The Miraflores Visitor Center offers
three observation levels from which to watch
the string of ships making their way through
the locks, along with a 3-D film and several
exhibits chronicling the history and importance
of what has been called “a ditch that changed the
Western world.”
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Things to know
Biomuseo
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A SENSE OF PLACE

Also on your to-do list should be a visit to the Biomuseo, a
magnificent multicolored piece of architecture designed
by the great Frank Gehry. The installations inside focus on
the creation of the Isthmus of Panama, the landmass now
connecting North and South America, whose formation
affected environmental factors such as weather patterns
and ocean currents around the world.

Panama’s official language is
Spanish, but many residents
speak English. The US dollar,
which is the equivalent of
the local balboa, is widely
accepted. Regarding your
safety, it’s important to note
that while there is indeed
a transformation taking
place in Panama City, there
are, as with many big cities,
areas of town that should
be avoided, especially at
night; check with your taxi
driver or concierge before
venturing out.
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Where to eat and drink
Like to start your day with a delicious cup of coffee? Sample some
of the award-winning varieties
served up at Bajareque Coffee
House, including the Geisha, one
of the most rare and expensive
coffees in the world (a cup will
set you back about $6.50).
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Chef Mario Castrellón may have
been trained in Spain, but at
Maito, his focus is on Panamanian
ingredients, all sourced from
local producers or grown in the
on-site garden. Like Panamanian
cuisine in general, Maito’s food is a
fusion of gastronomic influences,
resulting in dishes like ta-bien, a
tamale consisting of a banana
leaf stuffed with an Afro-Antillean
seafood stew.

HERE COMES THE NEIGHBORHOOD

Once crumbling and overrun by gangs, Casco Viejo is today a
gentrified neighborhood of shops, eateries, rooftop bars, and more.
Take a leisurely stroll down its cobblestone streets and amid its
historic edifices, some of which date as far back as the 1600s, and
see why the area has been deemed a UNESCO World Heritage
site. Stop along the way for a refreshing raspado, the Panamanian
version of a snow cone, and pick up a Panamanian hat or other
handmade souvenir from the local tradespeople selling their wares.

Manolo Caracol is a cozy spot that’s
particularly great for small groups.
Here, instead of ordering off a set
menu, you can sit back with your
beverage of choice (there’s an
excellent wine list) and enjoy as the
kitchen delivers a steady stream of
fresh, expertly prepared items such
as octopus seviche, Andalusian
gazpacho with cucumber sorbet,
and guava empanadas.
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A guest room at the
American Trade Hotel
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WHERE TO STAY

A member of the design-centric Ace Hotel family,
the American Trade Hotel is a luxury property
in a restored landmark building on the west side
of the Casco Viejo. Its 50 high-ceilinged guest
rooms look out on the historic quarter’s scenic
plazas and cathedrals or toward the entrance to
the Panama Canal. Be sure to take a dip in the
rooftop pool and stop into Danilo’s Jazz Club for
some cool vibes.
The library at the
American Trade Hotel
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View from the Hyatt
Place Panama City

MORE SUPERB LODGINGS

TOP PHOTO: HYATT PLACE PANAMA CITY. BOTTOM PHOTO:
WESTIN PLAYA BONITA

Just a year old, the Hyatt Place Panama City is
located in the bustling financial district close
to nightclubs, restaurants, and shopping. The
165 rooms are spacious and include a sofa and
designated work space; rooms on the higher
floors afford panoramic views of the city.
Right outside town—across the Bridge of
the Americas that spans the entrance to
the Panama Canal—lies the Westin Playa
Bonita. Situated on a quiet stretch of beach
and surrounded by rainforest, this full-service high-rise hotel has numerous amenities,
including the Sensory Spa by Clarins, which
offers an amethyst-crystal steam room, eucalyptus sauna, and trio of vitality pools ranging
in temperature from 39 to 104 degrees. l

The pool at the
Westin Playa Bonita

