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I usually travel alone.  Despite what I see on television, about people seeking relationships so that they 

have someone to share experiences with, I find that traveling alone works well because I can manage 

my own schedule and go the places I’m interested in going and do the activities I’m interested in doing.  

I have never been alone when I wanted to be with people, no matter where I’ve been in the world. 

Nevertheless, when Janelle calls and starts a sentence with “Do you want to…” the answer is almost 

always “yes”, no matter what the end of that sentence is.  So I said “yes” to going to Panama with 

Janelle and her furniture-salesman neighbor Fred. 

Because the invitation came after I had made plans for an excursion to Ithaca, I went to Panama City by 

way of Phoenix, Houston, Philadelphia, Syracuse, Detroit, and Atlanta.  While I can appreciate a tour of 

US airports as much as anyone (not very much), I was happy to arrive in Panama City, once I finally 

arrived in Panama City.  Traveling for people: 0; traveling after making my own plans: 1. 
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Panama City is one of the most aesthetically relevant cities I’ve ever been to.  I don’t typically like cities, 

but I liked Panama City, and I enjoyed taking a long walk along the waterfront with Janelle while we 

caught up with one another.  Neither of us is very good at using the phone, so it is necessary, when we 

see each other, to make up for the gaps in communication that result from living in Arizona and 

Michigan.  She was dealing with a crumbling marriage; I was transitioning from a disastrous graduate 

program into a new job.  It took us the several days that Fred was delayed to cover our basic 

information, in part because one of the evenings was devoted to Janelle’s solo rendition of “Into the 

Woods”, a musical with music and lyrics by Stephen Sondheim.  She can carry a tune, so she’s like having 

a music box with me that doesn’t have to be carried.  Traveling with people: 1; traveling alone: 1. 
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However, because Panama is in one of the most biodiverse regions of the world, situated between two 

continents and having elevations from the ocean to over eleven thousand feet, and everything from the 

urban jungle to virgin rainforest, I thought it would be useful if we did some of our walking outside of 

the city.  We went first to a city park that was what I would consider walking distance of the hostel, but 

everyone said we could not walk there from the hostel.  When we took the trip by taxi, we found out 

why; the walk would have involved being on interstate-highway-type roads for the entire couple of 

miles.  Taking the taxi worked out well—we met Fernando the taxi driver and discovered that taking 

taxis in Panama is inexpensive, to the extent that even the average residents of Panama City use taxis 

when the bus schedule is not convenient. 

We went to the Parque Natural Metropolitano de Panama, a sizable green space in Panama City that 

allows access to some rainforest and wildlife without leaving the city.  Janelle and I hiked up the hill to 

have a view of the city.  Janelle, a smoker, struggled with the mild slope in the park until she had done 

enough coughing and wheezing to force her airways to open more.  Traveling with people: 1; traveling 

alone and therefore schlepping up and down hills at my own pace: 2. 
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We also spent some quality time considering the ants, in this case the leafcutter ants, probably of the 

genus Acromyrmex, given their location and habitat, but I am not an entomologist (yet).  If I decide to do 

another doctorate, it will be a tough choice between entomology and philosophy of language; maybe I’ll 

do both and avoid having to make the decision.  Sometimes, it’s easier to write a dissertation than to 

make a decision.  We saw many parades of leafcutter ants, with some ants carrying chunks of leaves 

(leafcutter ants can carry 5,000 times their own body weight), and some ants not yet carrying leaves.  

Janelle was completely on board with and unhurried about spending an afternoon with the ants, and it’s 

always interesting to compare thoughts with an interesting person.  Traveling with people: 2; traveling 

alone: 2. 
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We also appreciated the jungle.  Jungles, and their vegation, are unbelievably large and complex, as can 

be seen when compared to one person—Janelle was working with her camera in this one.  Everything 

has something growing on or in it.  The trees have vines on them, and the covered tunnels that termites 

make.  The vines have mosses and fungi growing on them.  The termites have parasites.  If we had had a 

microscope along for the walk, I’m sure we could have found things growing on the mosses, fungi, and 

parasites.  Life grows fractally in tropical rainforests and rewards observation at all levels, from 

underground to canopy and from enormous trees to microscopic organisms.  Traveling with people for 

scale in pictures: 3; traveling alone: 2. 
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Equatorial rainforests also reward listening, with a soundtrack unique to each time of day and each level 

of the rainforest and even to varying frequencies of sound.  The investigation of the ways in which birds 

distribute their songs so as not to compete sonically with one another and with other sounds, such as 

traffic in the city, is becoming a hot topic in ornithology and ecology, called soundscape ecology.  Birds 

who live in or near cities tend to use higher frequencies than those who live away from cities, apparently 

because the higher frequencies can still be heard and distinguished from one another over the lower 

frequency sounds of cities.  I don’t know how this bird might have changed his calls because he lived in a 

metropolitan park because I have nothing to which to compare his calls.  This rufous motmot’s 

(Baryphthengus martii) feathers are gorgeous, though, and his reduplicative name (mot and mot), 

although officially listed as onamotopoeic, reminded me of my investigations into how reduplication 

happens and what reduplication can do in languages.  In this case, the repetition is simply imitative, 

according to official report.  Unfortunately, I could not follow my linguistic musings very far because I 

was attempting to be socially appropriate and maintain something of a conversation, not about 

linguistics, because no one except a fellow linguist wants to talk about linguistics.  Traveling with non-

linguists: 3; traveling alone and following the linguistic possibilities wherever they might go: 3. 
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We also saw an agouti, of the family Dasyproctidae, rooting about among the leaves under a tree; the 

leaves are as big as the agouti.  There doesn’t appear to be any problem with a family name like Perkins, 

but it would be hard to beat Dasyproctidae as an alternative.  We had an extensive discussion with 

Fernando, on the way back to the hostel, about how best to pronounce “agouti,” but nothing came of 

the discussion except that Janelle and I can now pronounce “agouti” to Fernando’s satisfaction.  

Traveling with people: 3; traveling alone: 3.  I didn’t know what to do with this one. 
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Panama is not all about the jungle, however.  The canal was and remains an important part of the life of 

the country and of the world.  The French began the canal with the idea that they could go right through 

Panama at sea level, as they had done with the Suez Canal, but the mud slides during the rainy season 

and the general nepotism of the people involved (hiring nephews instead of engineers) and mosquito-

borne yellow fever defeated the project.  When the US government took over the building of the canal 

in 1903, the decision was quickly made to use a system of locks, instead, which necessitated a dam on 

the Chagres River and the creation of Gatun Lake in order to provide water to fill the locks.  When the 

lake was created, small hills became islands, and the animals on those islands became isolated from one 

another.  Part of the job of the tourism industry is to take fruit to the monkeys on some of the islands 

because there is not enough food growing on the islands to keep the monkeys alive.  The monkeys all 

know the routine, of course, and they come out of the jungle and climb on the boats and take grapes 

from anyone who is willing to share.  The capuchin baby (Cebus capuchinus) is doing a good job making 

sure he does not fall to the ground and become food for the caimans, crocodiles, or predatory birds.  

Traveling with people on a tour where everything is taken care of: 4; traveling alone: 3. 
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Of course, not all of the birds are predatory.  These birds (yes, there are at least two of these birds in the 

picture) are good-looking animals that I have yet to be able to identify.  I’m not a birder, and there were 

no birders along on the excursion, which is a good thing, because although I fear very few things, I am 

afraid of serious birders.  Traveling with people, and possibly serious birders: 4; traveling alone and 

therefore avoiding serious birders: 4. 
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Suddenly, as we were boating around the islands of the lake looking at birds and monkeys and looking 

for caimans and crocodiles, an enormous, Panamax, cargo ship emerged from the jungle.  Gatun Lake is 

the only place along the canal where ships can pass one another, so it is a good place to see the traffic 

on the canal.  No score change here: the canal is busy, either with me or without me. 
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The canal is so busy that the Chinese have proposed building a competing canal, but that remains 

hypothetical.  The construction project currently under way involves widening and deepening the canal, 

thus allowing Panamax to be even larger, and to building more and larger locks so that the ships can 

pass in more places.  The locks will also be more efficient; Gatun Lake is almost drained every day in 

order to provide water for the operation of the locks.  The new system will allow the water from one 

side of the locks to be moved to the other side, rather than allowing the water to flow through the canal 

and out to the ocean.  Again, no score change here; international commerce and politics continue apace 

with or without me. 
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The entire tour group watched the operation of a lock, specifically the Gatun Locks, the last locks before 

the Atlantic Ocean (Panama City is on the Pacific side of Panama).  Janelle, however, was more 

interested in one of the tour guides.  I might have lost her, except that the tour guide was also 

interested in watching the operation of the lock.  Perhaps the most interesting part of the movement of 

the ships through the canal were the “mules”, vehicles that pull the ships through the locks and 

maintain the ships’ distance from the sides of the canal, often with only inches to spare.  The mule is 

barely visible in this picture on the right of the building; it is gray.  I might have been able to pay more 

attention to the locks if I hadn’t been concerned about losing Janelle—traveling with people: 4; traveling 

alone and not having to worry about what’s going on with the people around me: 5. 
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Our tour continued with an examination of the part of the river where all of the precious metals,  

pilfered from the indigenous people by Spanish thugs, left the continent for Spain and, more happily, 

with conversations with the howler monkeys.  If possible, Janelle was even more taken with the howlers 

than with her indigenous hotty, so we had some successful chats with the monkeys.  I’m becoming 

better at speaking howler monkey-ese; practice makes perfect.  My previous excursion to Peru in 2008 

did not provide enough time with the native speakers to do much beyond the most basic howling.  

Traveling with people who are interested in chatting with howler monkeys: 5; traveling alone: 5. 
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I do well with most animals, but particularly well with birds and coatimundis (the Nasua nasua—

Linnaeusan reduplication).  If a harp prodigy were born in central Africa instead of in Wales, would we 

ever find out?  I might not have known about the coatimundis except for the 2008 trip to Peru, where I 

made friends with the coatimundis by giving them my cup of sugar cane sap; that stuff will give a person 

diabetes immediately, but the coatis love it and seem to be perfectly fine with drinking it straight.  The 

other people on the tour were using bananas to lure the coatimundis over to them, but I spoke nicely to 

them, and they came to see me.  Janelle was quite taken with the idea that I might catch a coatimundi 

for her, but the tour guide insisted that it was time to move along before I could convince the 

coatimundis of this idea.  Traveling with people and not having time to convince the coatimundis: 5; 

traveling alone and having enough time to convince the coatimundis: 6 
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After our tour, we decided to make a trip of our own into the woods, to the Soberanía National park.  

We again called Fernando the taxi driver, and he happily took us to the park, all the while telling us 

about kicking his wife out of the house and family after she returned home a few days late from a visit 

to her family for Christmas.  Somebody has a temper.  That didn’t seem to translate into road rage, at 

least during our excursions with Fernando.  We went for a walk in the national park and saw bazillions of 

these little frogs, rainforest rocket frogs (Silverstoneia flotator).  They’re fairly common, which is good; 

many amphibians are having a hard time these days.  These little frogs, like rockets, shoot off speedily 

when disturbed. 
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This is one butterfly, of a kind I have not been able to identify, although I have found several varieties 

with similar patterns of markings and extensions from wings.  Which end is which? 
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Red-tailed hawks have an enormous range of places they can live, but this one lives about as far south as 

they go, in Panama.  This one is most likely of the subspecies costaricensis (Buteo jamaicensis 

costaricensis), which lives in central America.  It’s always tricky to work with subspecies, especially when 

the animals can travel extensively and interact with various other subspecies, even if this does not 

always happen, and while Janelle and I were walking and thinking about this bird, who was sitting and 

watching us, it occurred to both of us that tourism for animals is underestimated.  I believe the dolphins 

off the coast of Kaikoura enjoy swimming with tourists, or they would make a different decision about 

what to do with their time and energy.  This hawk was not positioned well for finding food, but for 

watching us.   Traveling with people: 5; traveling alone: 6; traveling with animals: bazillion. 
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The animals continued to steal the show.  After our excursion to the national park, Fred joined us, and 

we flew from Panama City to David and rented a car to go to the southwestern coast of Panama, to the 

Gulf of Chiriquí.  Fred had arranged for some deep-sea fishing in the open Pacific, but before that could 

happen, he had work to do.  Fred has discovered that with an Internet connection, he can work 

anywhere in the world, and he does.  What this means for the unfortunate Fred, though, is that he’s 

always working.  Janelle and I took a ferry to one of the islands and went for a walk for more 

conversations with howler monkeys, some swimming at a beach on the far side of the island, and a 

quick chat with a German couple who pointed out the six-foot-long iguana in the underbrush outside of 

their cabin.  By the time we returned to the hotel, Fred was ready for dinner.  Traveling with people 

meant that several times per day, everything had to stop so that inordinate amounts of time and money 

could be spent on eating.  I tend to eat on the go, buy food at grocery stores, and not to become hungry 

at socially expected times.  I prefer large reptiles to regular meals.  This time, I had both, but every time 

we had to stop for Janelle and Fred to eat, I was wondering how many fabulous reptiles I might be 

missing.  Maybe I’m the reptile…  Traveling with people: 5; traveling alone: 7. 
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The next day, we were on the Pacific, with a chartered boat, so that Fred could do some deep-sea fishing 

for marlin.  The first step was to catch bait fish, any one of which, in my world, would have meant that 

the day of fishing had been successful—they were each over a foot long and solidly built.  The lines for 

the bait fish were out for the first couple of hours of the day, while we traveled from the resort to the 

open water.  Deep-sea fishing is something that I never would have considered doing on my own, so 

Fred gets full credit for this activity.  Traveling with people, who can add worthwhile activities that I 

wouldn’t have otherwise considered: 6; traveling alone: 7. 
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I didn’t have any particular job on the boat.  Mostly, I was along from the ride.  The people in charge of 

the boat let me steer for a while.  I took pictures of pelagic birds.  I believe this is a blue-footed booby 

(Sula nabuxii), but I can’t really say with the water being so steroidally blue.  I’ve always wanted to see 

one; some while ago I even made a birthday cake for a friend in the form and colors of a blue-footed 

booby.  I also saw my first sea turtle, species unknown because it was swimming several feet below the 

surface of the water, and I could not see the markings—nothing like seeing the sea turtle at sea, doing 

whatever it is that sea turtles do when they are at sea (lots of swimming).  I also spent time napping, 

following the limited shade around the boat, and reminding Fred to apply sunscreen at regular intervals.  
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Fred was somewhat successful.  He did not catch a marlin, but he did catch two enormous sailfish (Indo-

pacific sailfish: Istiophorus platypterus).  This image is of Fred being rather tired after forty-five minutes 

of bringing this enormous bundle of muscle to the boat.  That Panamanian next to him leaned over the 

side of the boat and lifted nearly two hundred pounds of struggling fish out of the water and onto the 

boat—that should be an Olympic event.  Fred was mildly disappointed that he didn’t catch the marlin he 

was hoping to catch, but I was thrilled to watch this whole process.  Even more thrilled that the fish 

were both released as soon as we finished taking pictures.  After the whole process, the fish seemed 

surprisingly fragile once they were out of the water; they appeared to go into shock almost immediately, 

and when they were put back in the water, the guide swished them back and forth by their swords until 

they started moving their fins and bodies again, and then they swam quickly away.  Janelle and I wanted 

to swim in all of that threateningly blue water, so the guides took us to the island in the background, to 

a small cove where we could swim without being attacked by the sharks that prey on the human-sized 

fish in this part of the ocean.  Always good not to rely on a shark’s ability to distinguish between a 180-

pound fish and a 180-pound human. 
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After fishing, we considered having another day on the boat, but Janelle had not taken sun protection 

seriously and was seriously burned after a day in the sun, and another day in the sun would have 

necessitated hospitalization.  Traveling with people who are blasé about maintaining themselves so that 

certain activities cannot be undertaken: 6; traveling alone and making sure not to fry in the nearly 

equatorial sun: 8.   

Instead, we spent a slow day at the resort while Fred worked, and after that, we went to Boquete, a 

place up in the mountains of Panama.  The weather was a bit cooler there thanks to the altitude, about 

1,200 meters (3,900 feet) above sea level; we traveled from the ocean to the highlands in a couple of 

hours.  Boquete was on Fred’s list because of an open-mic opportunity at a café and restaurant owned 

by an expatriate named Dave.  Boquete was on my list because it is located within some of the most 

biodiverse rainforest on the planet, with ample possibilities for hiking.  Janelle was along for the ride in 

Boquete.  In this picture, the bulk of Boquete is behind the tree. 
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When we were discussing the Boquete portion of the trip, Fred noted that he couldn’t find any place to 

stay for under $200 per night.  While I wasn’t having any income, that was vastly out of range.  I 

suggested that he let me try.  I’m the Annie Oakley of travel: anything anyone else can do, I can do less 

expensively—perhaps not entirely true for deep-sea fishing, but certainly for accommodations.  I found 

us a lovely hostel with private rooms for approximately $25 per night, Internet access so that Fred could 

continue to work, a location about three miles from town so that town was accessible but not impinging 

on our sleep or air quality, and a resident kitten.  There was a large patio with comfortable furniture and 

hammocks, and interesting people from around the world who were at the hostel for language classes.  

Elaine from Maine entertained me by continuing to believe, as many New Englanders do, that New 

England is the be all and end all—in her case, she believed that hiking up Mt. Washington was the 

height, pun intended, of hiking achievement.  She didn’t believe that hiking up Volcán Barú, the peak of 

which is the highest point in Panama at 3,475 meters (11,401 feet), an elevation that most people find 

challenging because of the relatively less oxygen in the atmosphere at that altitude, could be any more 

difficult than hiking up Mt. Washington, despite the fact that the return trip up and back for Mt. 

Washington is comparable to the one-way distance of the hike on the volcano, that the elevation gain 

on Mt. Washington is less than half that of hiking the volcano, and that the highest point of Mt. 

Washington is only 1,917 meters (6,288 feet), an elevation that minimally challenges most reasonably fit 

people.  But why let facts get in the way of good entertainment?   
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So I wanted to hike Volcán Barú.  Many people hike the volcano overnight, so that they can reach the 

apex at dawn, when the weather is mostly likely to be clear and when, therefore, they are mostly likely 

to be able to see both the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans in one vista.  I did not want to hike all night, 

view or not, and my experience in hiking is that, no matter when I hike, the fog rolls in, and I have no 

view.  The most efficient way to get rain and fog is for me to plan a hike.  My non-hiking travel 

companions were a bit disturbed by the prospect of allowing me off on my own for an ambitious hike.  

Janelle was bracing herself to go for a seventeen-mile hike when I let her know that she would not be 

taking the hike.  We collected some information in town about how heavily the trail is used (heavily), 

about the weather (higher altitude is lower temperature, as usual), and about what options might be 

available in case of emergency (the trail is also the only route to the antennae and science stations at 

the peak, so it is travelable by four-wheelers and specially equipped trucks, which are part of the heavy 

use).  Fred was more readily convinced by the fact that, unless something bizarre happened, which is 

always possible, there was nothing on the mountain that I hadn’t dealt with in greater degree on other 

hikes.  Traveling with people who are willing to split up when necessary: 7; being willing to take big day 

hikes alone: 9 (bazillion). 
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Janelle and Fred dropped me off at the trail head, once we found the trail head, and I took off—Janelle 

took pictures of me as I left, in case she never saw me again.  Nothing like a vote of confidence.  The tree 

several pictures ago was one of the first overlooks, shortly after the sign-in post for the national park, 

where I met a lovely forest ranger who was surprised and impressed that I was willing to attempt the 

trail, and attempt it alone; he was even more surprised and impressed when I came back down, within 

his shift, with photographic evidence of having summited.  I hiked briefly with a group of Panamanians, 

which surprised and impressed me.  I usually find Germans on trails like this, not the indigenous people, 

but they were schlepping along and suffering; they passed me later, after they’d accepted a ride in one 

of the trucks that was going to the stations at the top.  They offered me a ride, but I really did want to 

take the hike.  I saw all kinds of plants, bugs, and butterflies, but I didn’t see any of the species of wild 

cats that live in the national park, one of the few places in the world where multiple species of wild cats 

live in the same general area.  I did see bazillions of hummingbirds.  In the area where the flowers were 

blooming in the above picture, I saw four different species of hummingbirds.  It was Hummingbird City.  

It’s hard to take pictures of hummingbirds, so I just took pictures of their city.  And Panama is a Roman 

Catholic country, so they mark the highest point in the country with a cross. 
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As expected, there was fog, and I could not see either ocean.  I took time for lunch near the top and 

started to scamper back down so that I could meet Janelle and Fred at our appointed time and have a 

shower before going to Fred’s open-mic night.  I had a hard time at the higher altitudes on the hike, in 

part because I’d spent time mostly at sea level in New Zealand and in Panama, but mostly because I was 

still recovering from bronchitis; I took my last antibiotic pill while on the hike.  I started to feel better as 

soon as I started to descend, and I moved quickly while remembering to take pictures of items along the 

way, this time a snake.  I have not found any way to identify this snake.  If I had to guess in this part of 

the world, I’d go with a bull snake, but bull snakes’ ranges do not extend to Panama. 
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Janelle and Fred fetched me promptly from the trailhead, and we zipped back to the hostel so that I 

could clean up.  Fred was most gracious in not hurrying me along in my ablutions, and Janelle had eaten 

out at least twice during the day and had scoped out places to buy Christmas presents so that I could 

pick up gifts without spending all of the following day wandering around trying to find worthwhile places 

to shop.  Perhaps her best find was a place where I could pick up a necklace made of volcanic rock from 

Volcán Barú.  We went off to the café and restaurant, where I ordered a whole chicken.  In many places 

in Latin America, one orders chicken by quarters, halves, or wholes, and I ordered a whole chicken.  The 

waiter came back three times to check on whether that was accurate; they are unaccustomed to feeding 

people who are recovering from a 17-mile hike.  The chicken and three Snickers bars got me going again, 

and after eating the meat, I stripped the remaining soft tissue off the bones to share with the kitten who 

lived at the hostel.  While I was eating more food in one meal than I’d eaten in several days, Fred joined 

the resident band and demonstrated his astounding talents on the harmonica.  He travels with a set of 

harmonicas for the most commonly used keys, his travel set.  He has more at home.  Traveling with 

talented people and people who make it unnecessary for me to do the tedious parts of shopping: 8 

(bazillion); traveling alone: 9. 
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Janelle and I have been trying to do better with phones since the excursion, with variable success.  There 

just isn’t any replacement for in-person fun, and when we can have the in-person fun with a surprising 

and fun and talented Fred, who spent the couple of days he had in Panama after we left recovering from 

his time with us, in a surprising and fun and fascinating place like Panama, the experience is 

incomparable.  I am left with my usual reluctance to make a decision, even after a systematic 

exploration of traveling alone and with people.  Traveling with Janelle and Fred: 9; traveling alone: 9.  

Photo credit: Fred 

 


