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Tuesday, December 11, 2001 (Davíd, Ch)

We met Willy today.  Willy is an Italian man who is cycling from Ushuaia, Tierra Del Fuego to Prudhoe Bay Alaska.  It was awesome to see someone who started where we are going to end and will end where we began.  Willie started his trip in February of this year.  He plans to end in September 2002.  (We did recommend that he might try to end a bit sooner due to winter)  It was reassuring to see Willy had a similar gear set up that we had.  He seemed to have about the same amount of gear we had.  (See pics 1329-1332)

We were curious about his budget.  Like Adrian, whom we had met last month cycling from Argentina to Alaska, Willy was getting by on an average of $6.00 per day.  Brian and I have realized that we are truly spoiled having a $20 - $25 dollar per day average.  Willy camped often.  He would also take advantage of Bomberos when he is in the towns.  Bomberos are the municipal fire department.  Apparently the Bomberos are known to house cyclists as they are passing through – free of charge.  Both Adrian and Willy have talked about saving lodging money by staying with the Bomberos.  Brian and I think we are going to take advantage of this in South America on our cycling days.  We do admit having a nicer hotel with AC and television is necessary on our rest days.


Yesterday morning we ran into a man who spoke English well.  Bill was originally from Ireland and lived in Canada and Alaska for a while.  He has lived for the past 20 years in Costa Rica now on a tree farm, which he owns.  He seemed to stick out a bit more than we did, as he was pretty white-skinned and white-haired, but reddened due to a life in the sun.  We ran into him a few times that day.  It was amusing because he was visiting a man who had his little 8-year-old son with him.  The kid was fascinated with our cycles and was asking us questions.  What I found funny was that as soon he found out that we were American, he immediately asked us how the war with Afghanistan was going?

We laughed hard, as did Bill and the other person.  It seemed like such a funny question for an 8-year-old Costa Rican boy to ask.

Cycling the past few days has had its weather variations.  Sometimes it was hot, muggy, and miserable.  Other times it was cool and rainy.  Ending the day with wet smelly clothes, though, was the constant.

We crossed into Panama today.  Although the past week of cycling in Southern Costa Rica has been beautiful, I am glad to be in Panama.  (See pics 1333-1335)  We have definitely noticed some differences between Panama and Costa Rica.  We seem to be seeing fewer tourists.  Things are considerably cheaper.  We can drink the water.  (In fact, we have yet to see bottled water in the stores).  The roads are in better condition.  Although the people seem to be poorer, the services seem to be better and more modern.  We also notice that we seem to be a novelty again with the kids and local Panamanians in the countryside.

At the hottest point of our ride today, we reached a summit of 1000 feet.  It was hot and muggy and we needed a break.  We stopped at a rundown auto parts store, after noticing a coke machine inside.  The proprietor was actually in a hammock napping down by the road, but hopped out to assist us.  He guided us to the bottle opener attached to the wall in the next room.  We visited the old man as we slowly drank a couple of frescas.  He was interested in our cycle trip.  He had told us how he had ridden across Panama by horse when he was a young man.

The next 20 miles was a gradual descent back to sea level.  We did it in an hour.

We have cycled for 5 days now and plan to take a break.  The town of Davíd marks the halfway point between San Jose and Panama City.  Tomorrow we plan to take a bus to Almirante over on the Caribbean coast, then a boat to Bocas Del Toro where we plan to take a week off in the Archipelago.  (See pics 1336-1338)

Thursday, December 13, 2001 (Bocas Del Toro, BT)

I find Panama a fascinating country.  According to The Lonely Planet, this small country, a land bridge that connects two continents is 1100 kilometers long from east to west and 50 kilometers at its narrowest from north to south.  It has more than 940 species of birds – more than all of North America.  Historically, Panama has stories of riches – Peruvian gold carried over the isthmus while pirates would steal along the route.  The US built Panama Canal is one of the engineering wonders of recent times, which has kept Panama in world affairs since its construction.

Due to the 1989 invasion, Operation Just Cause, to rid the country of Dictator Manuel Noriega, many tourists have bypassed this country, but it seems to offer so much-- good roads, protected beautiful rainforests (more than any other Central American Country), cheap accommodations and food (cheaper than Mexico or Costa Rica).  It also uses the US dollar as its official currency so you do not need to exchange money when you enter or leave the country.

It is somewhat amusing because we are paying prices that are equivalent to what prices were like back in the 60s.  For example, we paid a quarter for a bottle of pop, $2.50 for a hot dinner, 20¢ for a candy bar.

Friday, December 14, 2001 (Bastimentos, BT)

 I know I may have said this about other places along the way, but I truly like Panama better than any of the other places that I have visited – particularly the Bocas Del Toro province.  I visited this Archipelago a few years back and I remarked that I would like to return someday.  I did not think though it would be now and in this fashion.

Brian and I left Davíd yesterday morning by bus.  We were thinking of flying but two reasons kept us from that mode of transportation.  One – the airport was a few miles away.  We thought we needed tickets a day in advance and did not want to make two trips to the airport.  Two – the bus trip was only a few hours and we wanted the adventure of crossing the isthmus to the Caribbean side.  (See pics 1339-1342)

We climbed to an altitude of 4200 feet on a very wet windy jungle road.  It rained very hard.  Differing from other parts of Central America, the rainy season lasts a little later through December.  We have been told though, that on the Caribbean side, it rains most of the time.

We dropped to the coastal town of Chiriquí Grande where the bus stopped for a bathroom break and gas fill up.  Normally, a few years ago, one would have to travel by ferry to Bocas, but now a new road has been built in recent years that connects to the closer port town of Almirante.  (See pics 1343-1346)

In Almirante, we had to take a 50¢ cab ride to the water taxi.  Within the hour, we were cruising along over very smooth waters for the 10-mile ride to the town Bocas Del Toro on Isla Colón, but the locals call it Bocas Isla.

In this region the primary language is English is spoken due to most of its habitants being of black West Indian ancestry.  There are many Spanish speaking Latinos as well.  We have discovered that many people here speak a combination of the two languages.

We spent last night, which was our first night in Bocas Del Toro, just exploring the town – dining and hanging out.  We have discovered that there are very few tourists now.  The locals mainly say it’s due to the New York tragedy since most of the tourists here are American.  We have seen few Americans here – mainly young German travelers.  (See pics 1347- 1354)

This morning we took a boat tour around the islands.  Our first stop was a cove near Isla Cristobál and the mainland where we checked out some dolphins swimming around.  We saw a few.  The rains were frequent during the ride, which helped keep the temperatures down some.

Our next stop was on the south side of Isla Bastimentos at a coral reef called Cay Crawl.  Out on Cay Crawl there was a restaurant over the water where we hung out for a few hours – occasionally snorkeling, occasionally relaxing under the shelter and eating and drinking.  (See pics 1355-1361)

We then went over to the west side of the island to a dock, which had a short hike over to the east side of the island.  The east side was exposed to the open sea and so had many waves crashing on the shore which is why it is easier to dock in the mangroves on the east side and hike the 500 meters or so. 

The hike ended at a place called Red Beach, which is named for the numerous red frogs, which can be found in the foliage.  These frogs are very tiny and are poisonous to the touch.  After a swim in the sea and rest on the beach, we were ready to head back.  (See pics 1363-1370)  Instead of going back to Bocas, Brian and I stayed on Isla Bastimentos.  We were dropped off in the town of Bastimentos on the Northwest side of the Island.  Currently we are staying in a guesthouse on the main drag.  (See pics 1371-1374)

Saturday, December 15, 2001 (Bastimentos, BT)

This place was considered backwards by Panamanian standards.  The Banana companies pulled out of here nearly 100 years ago, due to a disease that wiped out bananas on the island.  It was basically forgotten, the people here were left to themselves.  This combination of English and Spanish speaking people had maintained a small population with simple lifestyles.  Manuel Noriega used this place as a hideout and ran many of his shady operations out of here.  People here were repressed, terrified to come out into the streets.  There were soldiers here that served in Manuel Noriega’s army that liked to have there way with the local women and knew how to use their authority.  Qualified young Panamanian men were given the choice to join Manuel Noriega’s army or die.  A graphic story about a local beheading had been told to us concerning a man who refused to join Manuel Noriega’s army.  About 12 years ago to the day, a US marine was killed in the streets of Panama City.  Manuel Noriega declared war on the United States.  Shortly afterward, Bocas Del Toro had leaflets dropped on to the town, telling the people here that soon the US was going to arrive and all citizens were told to stay in their homes because an invasion was eminent.  US troops shortly after, parachuted in and began rounding up Manuel Noriega’s men.  This is what was called “Operation Just Cause.”  Manuel Noriega soon gave himself up at the Vatican Embassy in Panama City.  People in Bocas, after the invasion were celebrating in the streets.  They were rid of the rash on the Panamanian Isthmus.  Perhaps the people that shared this information with us were biased in there interpretation of the events, I don’t know, but it makes for an interesting recent local history – a slightly different one from the biased (somewhat anti-US) “Lonely Planet.”

Slowly the gringos began to come back.  Now 12 years later, Bocas Del Toro is a hot spot.  Real estate has increased in value here nearly 1000% since Operation Just Cause.  People are flocking here to buy some of the last Caribbean Island property left.  Lots in town, which were about $4,000 ten years ago, are selling for $60,000 now.  Many old farms that were hundreds of acres are being developed and sold for as much as $50,000 an acre now.  Some of these old Panamanian farmers are rich now.  Real-estate agents are making a killing I’m sure.

Monday, December 17, 2001(Bocas Del Toro, BT)

 Bocas Del Toro is my idea of paradise.  All I can say is I feel very relaxed.  The past week here in Bocas Del Toro has been a treat.  We have met some interesting people, toured the area by boat, spent the day in a remote beach which we had to ourselves (This gave me time to read an entire book), and had a personal tour of the island by a real-estate agent.

We spent a few days on the more intimate Isla Bastimentos.  (See pics 1382-1383)  We stayed in a guesthouse that was the home of a big family.  These were the best days for me.  We hiked on to the other side of the island to a place called Playa Wizard (Wizard Beach).  We had the whole place to ourselves.  I mainly spent the day reading.  I mean really reading as I read most of the book just laying in the sand listening to the waves come in.  (The beach was on the open seaside)  (See pics 1375- 1381)  One adventure was the hike there was a muddy one.  At times, we sunk in past the ankles.  Barefoot was the way to go.  (See pics 1379-1381)

We spent the other three nights on Bocas Isla (Isla Colón).  Finding a boat ride back to the main island wasn’t too tough.  We found a ride in a tippy canoe that was loaded with empty pop bottles.  (See pic 1384)  Here we managed our time by riding around in a car looking at the island.  A real-estate agent, Rosemary, gave us a tour of the main island.  We looked at a pristine backside near Bocas Del Drago.  

We stayed at a place called The Wreck Deck.  At this happening spot, one had better not plan to get to sleep early due to the dancing and carousing seem to go on throughout the night.  Didn’t realize it at the time when we checked in.  Our room was a two-story house with a balcony over the water – all for $12.00 per night.  (See pics 1385-1386)  Our two nights here, the police had to shut the place down at midnight, which is when things are supposed to close in Bocas.  We also discovered they have a town dress code.  Anything below the neck and above the knees are supposed to be covered while seen in town.  Makes you wonder.

We spent today driving around with a real-estate agent in town who showed us some of the backside of Isla Colón (Bocas Islas) (See pics 1387-1393).  The ride was an adventure in itself.  The backside of the island was pristine and beautiful.

Tomorrow morning we take the water taxi back to Almirante, then a bus back to Davíd.

Wednesday, December 19, 2001 (Tolé, CH)

The other day I received an email from a former student of mine from Navajoland that I had not any contact with after he graduated back in 1994.  Chris Boyd, a Window Rock High School graduate, was in one of my computer programming classes.  He informed me that he went on to the University of Arizona and graduated with a Computer Science degree.  Wow.  I guess that is a teacher’s dream-come-true for Chris to attend the same university I did and major in the field that I got him started in.  I am proud of him and his accomplishments.  He told me that he happened to do a search on my name when the BikeAmericas website showed up.  I guess the BikeAmericas trip is moving up in the world of importance.  Go figure!

 We are back on the road after a nice long break.  A rather uneventful day it was.  My joints were rather stiff and I felt very out of shape.  I had mixed emotions about getting started again.

We passed the Walking Man, Gary Hause again. You may have remembered that we passed him back in Honduras.  Well he caught up with us.  Lets you know about the slowness of our pace.

Although it was hot and muggy, it rained, heavily as we arrived at our destination at the town of Tolé, about 60 miles east of Davíd on the Interamerican Highway.  There were no hotels or restaurants, however.  We did find a residence that had rooms for rent out back though.  Dinner consisted of canned fish, bread and cheese.

Thursday, December 20, 2001 (Santiago, VA)

The morning was tough climbs during very hot and muggy weather.  The grades were steep and slow.  I could feel my heart pounding heavily.  Breaks were frequent.  I had no appetite, but managed to drink over 2 liters of water.

The afternoon was cool and wet as we cycled across a plane, making up for lost time.  The rain was some of the hardest that we have encountered on the trip.  The GPS does not work right now.  The waterproof device managed to get some water in it.  I guess that shows how hard the rains actually were.

We are in the very non-touristy town of Santiago.  The only benefit to that is everything is dirt-cheap.  We managed to eat for under a few bucks.  A few pops today were a quarter each.  Our very adequate room was only $14.

Tonight marks the furthest southern point on the North American Continent.  We are roughly 8 degrees above the equator.  From here, we cycle northeast to Panama City.  If this confuses anyone, Panama is an S-shaped country that is on its side.  Many probably do not realize that Much of Columbia and Venezuela lies to the north of our latitude.

Saturday, December 22, 2001 (La Chorrera, PN)

Not much of interest happened in the past few days.  We have been pedaling along rather well during this time, heading more or less in a northeast direction just inland from the Pacific Coast.  It is confusing having the Pacific Ocean to the east of us and the Caribbean Sea to the west.

Last night we broke down and got a room with air-conditioning and hot water.  I think it helps the psyche more than anything does.  It is hard to believe that we rode the whole way through Alaska and Canada, camping almost every night – rain or shine.  Mainly it was rainy and cool.  Now we cannot seem to go more than a few days in this hot muggy weather without getting a nice room.  Thank god, things are cheap here.

We met a man while we had breakfast in Santiago named Enoc Velázquez.  He works for the Peace Corps and was out doing fieldwork when we met him.  He invited us to have dinner at his home with his family in Panama City on Christmas Eve.  We may take him up on the very kind offer.

The GPS is officially no more.  It has been acting kind of funny ever since we went through the incredibly hot weather in California.  Often I would have to thump it to get the graphics to work on it.  One of the buttons fell out about a month ago.  The heavy rains that we experienced two days ago must have been the straw that broke the camel’s back.  It will not turn on anymore.  I have been scoping the yellow pages for Panama City and have discovered a few places that may carry GPS.  It is something to check out when we get to Panama City tomorrow.

Chinese food seems to be big in Panama.  It is becoming a favorite for us too, mainly because it is filling.  I have had Chow Mien five times in the past few weeks.  I have also had it for lunch today.  Fried rice is a close second.  (see pic 1399)

We are about 20 miles from the Panama Canal.  The hotel where we are staying is just a few miles on the other side.  It is a nice place called the Country Inn & Suites.  There we will take four days off for Christmas.

Tuesday, December 25, 2001 (Panama City, PN)

North America differs from Latin America such that Europeans came over to add to the new world to build new great nations.  Spain came to take from the new world.  This was quite the interpretation of a man, Gorge, we had lunch with on Christmas Eve.  I do not think I have ever heard it quite put that way before.  We have been receiving so many positive comments about the United States since we have been in Latin America.  I am not sure if the September 11th catastrophe has had anything to do with these complements, but they are welcome nonetheless.

As I have been known to despise politics, it seems to creep up during our visits in homes in Latin America.  Due to the September 11th catastrophe, talking about American patriotism in other countries has become much easier.

As you may have figured out, we did have that lunch yesterday at the home of Enoc and Jessica Velázquez.  Joining us were their friends Gorge and Maria Navas and Erick Gallardo.

Enoc, who we met a few days earlier in Santiago, was born in Mexico City, lived in a variety of places including Arizona and Ontario.  He met his wife in Toronto and at some point moved here to her native city of Panama.  Enoc, Jessica and their children speak both English and Spanish.  (See pic 1422, 1427 & 1428)

Gorge was originally from Santa Ana, El Salvador.  His wife was native Panamanian.  He currently has a business in Panama City making and distributing pupusas, which is an El Salvadoran food that is cornmeal stuffed with cheese, refried beans, chicharrón (pig skin) topped with curtido (pickled cabbage). (See pic 1421)  It may seem a little gross to the American appetite, but quite tasty.  Apparently, there is a market for it in Panama.  Cycling through Latin America, Brian and I have a much better understanding about the differences in the cultures of the different countries.

Enoc and Jessica were great hosts.  We ate some rotisserie chicken, baked potatoes, broccoli with cheese, rice, pupusas,  Panamanian tamales and salad.  Enoc lives in a high rise in the El Dorado district of the city.  I guess about 20 years ago, it was all farmland but due to its close proximity to the former Canal Zone, it has since become a very modern part of the city.

Enoc also helped us locate a store that sold GPS’s.  It was an incredible store, Nautipesca, which sold marine equipment.  It was there that I purchased a Garmin eMap.  They had given us a bottle of Champaign a Christmas gift.  (See pic 1429)  The Garmin eTrex Legend, which we had been using, quit working a few days back, so I had anticipated replacing it.  Nautipesca arranged to have it sent back to Garmin.  It is still under warranty so it Garmin may replace it.  Unfortunately, we will long gone by the time it comes back, so I arranged to have it shipped back to the school district in Aniak, since it was purchased with grant money.  For the remainder of the trip, we will use mine.

Our hotel is awesome.  We are right on the canal in the former Canal Zone.  This zone, which consisted of the land 5 miles on each side of the canal, was US territory until 1999 when the Torrijos-Carter treaty changed the ownership on the canal to Panama.  The zone, which has some incredible buildings and facilities is now a part of the growing Panama City.  The zone had a reputation for being incredibly well kept – a great place to live and work.  The old US housing is now upscale Panamanian neighborhoods.  The Albrook Air Force Base is now the Marcos A. Gelabert Airport used for domestic flights.  (See pics 1403 – 1412)

Before the treaty went into effect, there had been tension between the US and Panama due to the signing of the original treaty that gave the US far more than what the Panamanians considered fair.  Over the years things deteriorated until the new treaty went into effect.  The Panama Canal is now 100% Panamanian owned and operated.

From our hotel room window to the left, we can see the Pacific Ocean.  To the right we can see the Bridge of America, built in 1962, which connects the Pan-American Highway.

Riding around town has been an experience.  Even though our hotel is very nice, it is not near any services such as a Laundromat or cheap restaurants.  The hotel is connected to a T.G.I.Fridays, which we have eaten at three times now.  So far, we have found the prices here are just as expensive.

Yesterday we had a cabbie drive us around to a bike shop and then drop us over near Enoc and Jessica’s home in the El Dorado District.  (See pics 1419-1420)  He charged us $20 (which is usually our daily budget).  We later found out the ride should not have cost us more than $5.  Live and learn.  In Costa Rica, cabs have meters.  In Panama, you are supposed to negotiate a fare before you get in the car.

I did learn a little though.  I managed to negotiate with a cabbie to have a van pick us up, take us to the bike-shop where our bikes will be boxed up and waiting for us, then taken to the airport on the 27th.

Today, Christmas day, we are just kicking back in our luxurious hotel with a hot tub and large TV.  Merry Christmas!

