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Panama City, Panama – Roughly twenty minutes after leaving the airport we reached the outskirts of this bustling city of nearly 1.5 million.  I say “bustling” because the downtown area was full of activity and appeared to be almost indistinguishable from any major American city.  It is jammed with new skyscrapers, some reaching over 60 floors.  Although some of these structures are related to the banking industry for which Panama City is famous/infamous (google The Panama Papers), the majority appeared to be apartments or condos.  What makes these high rise buildings different is that they are all small in term of footprint, that is, they could be described as “tall and skinny.”  This design allows most of the inhabitants on the higher floors to have spectacular views of the Pacific or the numerous bodies of water surrounding the city.
After leaving the airport we traveled on a busy freeway not unlike one near any major American city.  Traffic moves on the right here, just as in the U.S., and the cars zip along at a steady speed with the occasional aggressive driver darting in and out of lanes.  Even in the middle of the downtown area, the traffic is not jammed today; there are plenty of cars, busses and trucks but everyone is moving.  I am told that this is not the case during rush hour when too many cars are seeking too little space to depart the city. 
When we arrive at our hotel, in the “new” old section (explained later) of the city, I am struck by how modern it is inside.  The hotel is hosting an international film festival, Cine de Vita.  The lobby is filled with apparent “movie types” drinking wine and loudly socializing.  I may as well be in New York except the conversations are in español.  Although the temperature outside is the usual 90 degrees for this time of year, I am greeted by a blast of cool air conditioning.  The elevator is among the most modern I have seen.  It is glass enlined with a high tech interior.  Our room key is electromagnetic and the interior features the usual high-end amenities including a flat screen TV.  All of the staff greet you in español, but also speak English.
The city was originally established by a Spanish conquistador in 1519 to act as a staging area for expeditions seeking gold in Peru.  The original structures were erected close to the high tide mark of the Pacific Ocean.  The indigenous tribes in the region were essentially enslaved by the Spaniards.  When it became apparent to the British over 150 years later that the Spaniards had amassed large quantities of gold and silver in Panama, the British privateer/pirate, Henry Morgan, arrived on the Caribbean coast and began marching across the isthmus toward the Spaniards.  The mayor devised a defensive plan involving explosives, but it resulted only in burning down the entire settlement.  Morgan brutally savaged the city, took as much gold as he could find, and left.  Two years later the Spanish decided to move the town to a more secure and defensible location five miles away, to the current location of what is now called “old” Panama City.  This part of town has been designated a heritage area consisting of government buildings and tourist hotels. 
National elections will take place in under a month.  There are seven candidates for President - one woman and six men.  Billboards promoting the candidates are ubiquitous; some young-looking fellow named Rόmulo seems to, by far, have the most of them.   All have slogans promising good things when elected.    Rόmulo’s is “Lo Bueno Vuelve” translated roughly to “The good way returns.”  He is a member of the same party as an ex-President under whom, according to some, “things were better.”  What is certain is that he has, by far, according to the Panamanians I talked to, nearly unlimited money behind him.  Interestingly, each candidate has a number (from 1 to 7) somewhere on each billboard with a check mark in a box urging them to vote for that number, e.g., Vota 6.  So voters do not have to remember the name, just the number.  This may be directed at those who are not literate in español, or it is simply a tradition for voting in Panama.  
Of course, not everything is paradise in Panama City, or elsewhere in the nation.  We have also seen considerable gang graffiti and areas with falling down buildings and shanty towns.  However, as opposed to many countries in which we have traveled, tap water is safe to drink, at least in hotels.  The streets are safe to walk (at least in most areas) and the Panamanians flash smiles and “Hola’s” to us as we pass by.  Overall, even in the far reaches which we have visited, the country appears prosperous.
The one aspect of Panama which is surprisingly good (based on travel in other Central American countries) is the quality of the roads.   On a bus ride far into the more remote areas of the country, all of the roads were 4-lane highways with zero potholes.  
Bottom line first impression of Panama:   Great!
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