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Introduction

Panama—an S-shaped land bridge at the confluence of two oceans and two
continents—is a country whose story is defined by connections. Its very existence is a
geological event that altered the world, facilitating the great migration of people,
animals, and cultures north and south, and later, through its famous canal, linking east
and west in commerce and exchange. Panama’s portrait is as complex as it is vibrant:
a mosaic of history, cultures, landscapes, and ambitions.

The history of Panama is a tapestry woven with threads of indigenous genius, colonial
ambition, and modern international significance. Before the Spanish arrived in the
16th century, this narrow isthmus was home to flourishing civilizations, interconnected
by trade and shared traditions. European conquest and colonization profoundly altered
this landscape, as Panama became a crossroads for people, treasures, and empires,
and later a coveted junction for global trade.

Yet Panama’s identity is not solely a product of its past. Today, it stands as one of
Central America’s most dynamic nations, propelled by a rapidly growing service-based
economy, a critical maritime corridor, and a population notable for its diversity and
resilience. The intermingling of its indigenous heritage, African roots, European
influences, and global outlook has produced a society that celebrates both deep
traditions and bold innovation. Panama’s cities pulse with modernity, while rural areas
and indigenous regions preserve a rhythm and wisdom all their own.

The country’s geography has shaped its destiny. From the emerald rainforests and
cloud-shrouded highlands to the turquoise coasts lined with coral and mangroves,
Panama’s ecosystems teem with life unique to this bridge of the Americas. The
rhythms of the wet and dry seasons, the constant hum of rivers, and the presence of
both the Pacific and the Caribbean infuse every aspect of life. Today, these natural
riches are both a blessing and a challenge as Panama grapples with environmental
preservation and the impacts of climate change.

To explore Panama is to encounter a country of vivid contrasts. Towering urban
skylines stand alongside ancient stone ruins; wealth and opportunity exist alongside
enduring poverty; customs rooted in centuries-old traditions are interwoven with the
influences of globalization. The story of Panama is not just one of geography or
geopolitics, but of a people striving to chart their future, balancing rapid progress and
cherished heritage.

This book offers a comprehensive portrait of Panama, tracing its history from ancient
times to the present, exploring the diverse cultures and peoples who call it home, and
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considering its role as a crossroads in the region and the world. Whether you are a
traveler, a student of history and society, or simply curious about this singular nation,
“Panama: Portrait of a Country” invites you to discover—and better understand—the
land and spirit of Panama today.
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CHAPTER ONE: A Bridge Between Worlds

Panama's identity is inextricably linked to its unigue geography. Stretching across the
narrowest point of the American continents, this S-shaped ribbon of land acts as a
natural bridge, connecting North and South America and, by extension, the Atlantic
and Pacific Oceans. This improbable strip of land, less than 40 miles wide at its
narrowest, has played an outsized role in global history and continues to shape
Panama’s destiny today.

Imagine standing at a point where you could, with a turn of your head, witness the sun
rising over the Pacific Ocean and later setting over the Caribbean Sea. This rare
phenomenon is a daily reality in parts of Panama, a testament to its east-west
orientation on the global map. To its west, Panama shares a border with Costa Rica, a
land of lush cloud forests and volcanic peaks. To its southeast, it meets Colombia, the
gateway to the vast South American continent. This pivotal position has bestowed
upon Panama both immense opportunities and enduring challenges.

The landmass itself is a testament to immense geological forces. The Isthmus of
Panama, formed approximately three million years ago, is a relatively young
geological feature. Unlike the grand mountain chains of North America, Panama’s
central spine of mountains and hills owes its existence to volcanic intrusions. These
ancient fiery eruptions sculpted the landscape, creating a dramatic continental divide
that dictates the flow of water and influences regional climates. The highest point in
this rugged terrain is Volcan Baru, a dormant volcano that majestically rises to 3,475
meters (11,400 feet). Its cool, misty slopes offer a stark contrast to the humid
lowlands.

Panama is a land surprisingly rich in water, crisscrossed by nearly 500 rivers. Many of
these waterways begin their journey as swift, clear highland streams, tumbling down
the mountainous slopes before widening as they approach the coasts. Among the
most significant are the Rio Chepo and the Rio Chagres. The latter, in particular, holds
a special place in Panama'’s story, not only as a source of hydroelectric power but also
as the lifeblood of two crucial lakes, Madden Lake and Kampia Lake, which provide
hydroelectricity for the area that was once the Canal Zone. These rivers are more than
just geographical features; they are vital arteries sustaining life, industry, and even
global commerce.

Panama experiences a distinctly tropical climate, a common thread throughout its
diverse landscapes. Generally, the weather is hot and humid year-round, a
characteristic embraced by its vibrant flora and fauna. However, this tropical
uniformity is punctuated by two clearly defined seasons: the dry season, which
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typically graces the country from December to April, and the rainy season, stretching
from May to November. During the dry season, the sun reigns supreme, painting the
skies a brilliant blue and offering ideal conditions for outdoor exploration. The rainy
season, while bringing more precipitation, is often characterized by intense, short
bursts of rain rather than continuous downpours, allowing for plenty of sunshine in
between.

A fascinating aspect of Panama’s climate is the significant variation in rainfall between
its two coasts. The Caribbean side, exposed to the trade winds, receives considerably
more precipitation than the Pacific side. To illustrate this point, consider the annual
average rainfall in Panama City, situated on the Pacific coast, which is little more than
half of what the city of Colén experiences on the Caribbean coast. This differential in
rainfall contributes to the distinct microclimates found across the narrow landmass,
supporting different types of ecosystems on either side.

Temperatures at sea level in Panama are consistently warm, averaging around 29°C
(81°F). This balmy climate is perfect for lounging on sun-drenched beaches or
exploring the lowland rainforests. As one ascends into the highland areas, however,
the air becomes noticeably cooler. Here, average temperatures hover around a more
temperate 20°C (68°F), dropping to a refreshing 10°C (50°F) at the highest elevations,
such as those found on Volcan Baru. These cooler temperatures in the mountains
create unique cloud forests, distinct from the lowland rainforests, and offer a pleasant
respite from the tropical heat.

Fortunately, Panama is generally spared from the most destructive natural weather
phenomena. It lies outside the main development region for tropical cyclones,
meaning it experiences few, if any, direct hits from hurricanes. While tropical storms
can bring heavy rains, the country is not typically subject to the devastating winds and
storm surges that plague other parts of the Caribbean and Central America. This
relative meteorological tranquility contributes to the stability of its infrastructure and
the well-being of its population.

The convergence of varied climate, diverse terrain, and abundant water resources has
fostered an incredibly rich and diverse ecosystem in Panama. Approximately 40% of
the country’s land area is cloaked in lush jungles, vibrant testament to the generous
rainfall and consistent warmth. These jungles are not monolithic; they encompass a
range of forest types, from the dense, humid tropical rainforests of the lowlands to the
ethereal cloud forests clinging to the mountainsides. Along its extensive coastlines,
Panama boasts vibrant coral reefs, teeming with marine life, and vital mangrove
forests that serve as crucial nurseries for countless species.

Panama's jungles are a biodiversity hotspot, home to an astonishing array of tropical

plants and animals. Many of these species are endemic, found nowhere else on Earth,
making Panama a critical location for global conservation efforts. From colorful,
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darting birds and elusive jaguars to countless insect species and an incredible variety
of orchids, the natural world thrives in this narrow land bridge. This immense natural
wealth is not merely a scenic backdrop; it is an integral part of Panama's identity and
a vital resource that plays a significant role in its economy through ecotourism and
scientific research.
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