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A very popular cruise itinerary is 
transiting the Panama Canal. 
Cruises generally fall into three 
categories: West to east normally 
starting in a California port and 
ending in Florida, the reverse, 
east to west, and Caribbean 

cruises that go part 
way through the 
canal and return to 
the Caribbean.

The best way to 
experience the 
canal is on a cruise 
ship. Most cruises 
start from the major 
cruise ports of 

Miami, Ft. 
Lauderdale, San Diego, Los 
Angeles or San Francisco but 
other ports are used at times. 
There are a number of potential 
itinerary stops like Grand 
Cayman, Cartagena (Columbia), 
Colon (Panama) and ports in 
Guatemala, Costa Rica, Honduras 

and Mexico. The real star of the 
cruise, however, is the “Canal”.

In 1880, the French tackled what 
was to be one of the biggest 
engineering projects ever. The 
intent was to dig a canal from the 
Caribbean across Panama to the 
Pacific Ocean. They were 
defeated by some 
mountains but mostly by a 
mosquito and the single 
celled organism that causes 
malaria.

In 1903, President 
Theodore Roosevelt of the 
United States initiated a 
long-term goal of 
completing the trans-
isthmian canal. In order to 
get the authority to finish the 
canal, a number of treaties were 
required and, ultimately, the U.S. 
backed a revolutionary movement 
that gained Panama independence 
from Columbia which than 

granted the U.S. ownership of the 
canal property.

The new canal project's success 
was partly the result of healthcare 
advances made during the 
construction. Led by William 
Gorgas, an expert in controlling 

tropical diseases 
including yellow 
fever and malaria, 
Gorgas was one of 
the first to recognize 
the role of 
mosquitoes in the 
spread of these 
diseases. By 
focusing on 
controlling the 
mosquitoes, he 

greatly improved 
worker safety and health.

The American engineers 
abandoned the French plan of a 
sea level cut and went to a design 
using locks to lift ships up to the 
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level of Gatún Lake and lowering 
them back down again. One of the 
biggest projects was the Culebra 
Cut. It was dug straight through the 
roughest terrain on the route and 

remains one of the largest earth–
moving projects ever tackled.

Later in the construction it was 
determined that there would not be 
enough water reserves to operate 
the locks. Several dams were built 
including one at Pedro Miguel 
which encloses the south end of the 
Culebra Cut (actually an arm of 
Gatún Lake). Gatun is the main 
dam blocking the original course of 
the Chagres River, and created 
Gatún Lake. Additionally two dams 
were built at Miraflores that 
enlarged Miraflores Lake.

We have taken 
a couple of 
cruises that 
transit the 
canal and are 
always 
enthralled by 
the trip 
through the 
locks and lakes 
of this 
remarkable 
place. Tugs 
and canal rail 
engines called 
“mules” pull 
ships into 
locks with 
only inches of 
clearance. 
Water roars 
out of exhaust 
ports and 
massive ships 
rise and drop 
effortlessly 
within the 
locks. Ships exit locks at the top of the canal 
and enter Gatún Lake surrounded by some of 
the densest vegetation on Earth. Cruising 
across Lake Gatún is like a journey though a 
primitive and beautiful rain forest with 
numerous islands. Dozens of ships from all 
over the world glide along near you as they 
line up to re-enter the locks for the decent. 
Transiting the Culebra Cut with its' walls 
towering above is overwhelming as you get a sense of the shear tonnage of 
dirt that had to be excavated and hauled away.

Transiting the Panama Canal is an unforgettable experience and 
one not to be missed but it can also provide an opportunity to 
visit some often overlooked ports in Central America and 
Mexico. Frequent stops are Puntarenas, Costa Rica and Puerto 
Quetzal, Guatemala. In Mexico the ports on the west coast are 
well worth a visit. Two favorites are the resort area of Cabo San 
Lucas, a mecca for sport fishermen and the rich and famous and 
Santa María Huatulco, an isolated beachside town on the 
southwest coast popular with Expat North Americans and 
Canadians.

In Panama, most canal cruise ships will stop at the pier in 
Cristóbal where the terminal is a good place to buy crafts from 

locals, including Kuna Indians from the San Blas Islands, who set up their 
booths and sometimes provide entertainment.  Many of the cruise ships 
require a quick paint touch-up at the exit dock to cover up numerous rubs and 
scrapes from the passage through the locks. East bound cruises heading into 
the canal often sail past Panama City at dawn, usually a stunning sight with 
the sunrise and skyscrapers welcoming the ships into one of the engineering 
wonders of the world. 

One Of  The Engineering 
Wonders Of  The World


