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TCC Panama: Island Run Scouting Report

Lost and found and lost again in Panama

By Tim Holmstrom

A little more than 5 years ago I introduced the running community to the notion of a remote and rugged long-distance foot race in Costa Rica called The Coastal Challenge. It was an exciting time for me. 

Over the years we’ve had the opportunity to stage the race throughout different parts of Costa Rica while meeting competitive runners from all over the world.

Recently we set out to create something new and different. 

After a recent scout to Panama to help lay out our TCC Panama: Island Run course I can say that we have created an event in a place that surpasses our wildest expectations. 

“This place is freakin’ sweet” I heard myself say countless times as we touched down upon multiple exotic islands to map out a 3-day running route. The odd thing is that it’s an expression I never use. It seemed that while marveling at the beauty of this place I was suddenly channeling a young OC surfer dude in some sort of dreamy, over- stimulated state-of-consciousness.

Might be I never said it at all but only thought it so ferociously. Could be that it just felt like I was saying it. Either way, this quiet corner of Panama was simply stunning on so many different levels that it made my mind swirl with thoughts of the race we were planning, early retirement, Corona beer commercials, Life is Good t-shirts, Sports Illustrated swimsuit photo shoots and ultimately brought me back to the simple and youthful dreams of one day finding some authentic adventure in an otherwise misspent life.

But let’s jump back to where our scout began. After leaving Puerto Viejo, Costa Rica I drove with Sergio and Andres to Sixaola, a town that borders Panama. 

And here’s where our brief odyssey begins.

Day 1 - RIO SIXAOLA
Crossing an enormous bridge to Panama I look down through wide openings and gaps between loose planks placed on top of decaying railroad ties. I see flowing water the color of milk chocolate…so inviting in this oppressive heat. There is a fleeting hope that a railroad tie might give way or I get bumped off by one of the large trucks that come within inches of clipping people as they squeeze between the steady cross current of pedestrian traffic. All the bridges in this part of Costa Rica were originally part of a vast railway system. This bridge is no different, only more sketchy than most. The span of the bridge is impressive because the river is so damn wide.

That water has got to be cool but it’s moving very fast and we are very near it’s mouth spilling out to the Caribbean. Crocs…? Probably. 

They seem to inhabit every other brown muddy river and delta in these parts. So just keep walking. 

About half way across the bridge a smiling, energetic man in his 50’s named Salomon greets us. He’s to be our driver and guide for about an hour. This meeting was pre-arranged by Sergio because he knows from experience that Solomon is a tremendous asset. Once across and into Panama Solomon helps expedite the complex 3 door, 3 office process of getting our passports stamped and returned. He easily spares us an extra hour of standing in the hot sun, breathing in car exhaust at the edge of the bridge. He then guides us to his truck and drops us off in the bustling town of Changuinola for a bite to eat. We’re hot and hungry so we waste no time or energy talking about sports or the weather while devouring lunch. The good food eventually restores our friendlier natures and hope for a better world.

Solomon picks us up an hour later and now has two more “fares/bridge crossers” in his truck and we rush off to nearby canal put-in for our next bit of transportation. We hop out of his truck and run toward the put-in just in time to catch a zippy little dual-outboard riverboat. It’s still sunny and warm so the voyage on the boat is incredibly refreshing. We see enormous birds, including cranes and blue heron. The canal is home to fisherman and river guides and we come across plenty of them or their families in dugout canoes. 

The boat slows down and comes to nearly a complete stop whenever we pass a home along the side of the canal. It’s like a 5 mph zone without the speed bumps.

The boat continues down this lush and beautiful tropical canal for 30 minutes until we hit the mouth where we round a spit of land and look out on to the gleaming blue Caribbean.

30 more minutes on open water and we start seeing the scattered islands that make up the archipelago of Bocas del Toro.

As we near the northwestern coast of Isle Colon and pass Bocas del Drago the boat driver slows down and points out at the water. Two dolphins surface and their arched backs gleam silver-grey in the afternoon sun…a great maritime omen !

We make our way round a point and see the waterfront row of corrugated tin roofed buildings, colonial styled homes and businesses, bars and restaurants. There are water taxi’s moving in every direction. We have arrived in Bocas Town.
BOCAS DEL TORO
There is both a laid back bohemian atmosphere and a palpable energy in Bocas that would seem contradictory, but it works. You hear many accents walking down any given street. It’s not overrun with tourists from any one country but there are many travelers and business owners from a wide swath of European and South American countries. With so many European countries having economic ties to Panama City, there’s a steady flow of visitors from across the pond and a very European vibe here. 

It’s a relatively small port town and the days are languid and quiet. Local street vendors compete with traveling artisans from Argentina and Peru. An interesting thing I note is that no one is shirtless. Turns out that’s because there is a fairly strict dress code here that requires people not to walk the streets without shirts. Enforced by tough looking policeman in black fatigues, the dress code makes me think about what other rules I’m bound to break during my stay that can get me unceremoniously thrown off the island or even worse, “deported”. I’ve never been deported but Isle Carenero is only about 3 football fields away and there does appear to be a good bar there. I guess it wouldn’t be so bad. But I suppose I’d better get with the program. 

Before I even get another random thought in my head or question out of my throat Sergio, who knows me well by now, tells me not to worry because visitors usually get off with stern warnings. I think “hmmm, usually”.

We spend our first day walking around exploring the waterfront area in Bocas Town. We’re done in about 20 minutes, give or take. Upon our second pass by the German Bakery we give in to the thought of sitting in the shade and the siren-song of waffles and a “batido” (basically a milk or water based fruit-smoothie) The adventure-filled bragging rights of our scout now deeply called into question, we gamely decide that tomorrow we have a big day ahead of us and this is now merely part of a preliminary planning session. Yes, of course we’ll have another round of batidos, we decide impulsively. Our day is officially derailed and we are lost. 

The rest of our day is not nearly as eventful as the German Bakery but we do have big plans to check out the local nightlife. We go back to our bungalow/lodge to regroup but those plans “hit the clubs” never materialize. Worn out by travel and movement all we manage is to fall asleep in our rooms in a heat and batido induced haze. Sad but true.

DAY 2 - BOCAS DEL DRAGO
Up early and nursing our collective embarrassment at nodding off like feeble old men on a Saturday night in Bocas Town. We decide never to speak of it again and take some odd comfort in heading back to the now familiar surroundings of the German Bakery. Quick breakfast and we’re finally off to scout. 

We enter a trailhead that leads into an indigenous village called El Tigre (The Tiger). Within 20 minutes we come upon some indigenous people and pass by some simple wooden homes raised up on stilts or blocks. The women and children smile shyly and the men look a bit puzzled.

The trail is single-track, nothing but mud and jungle and amazing. 

It rises and falls and crosses the entire island. As we come out of the jungle on the western side I can hear the waves crashing along the shore before I even get to a clearing and see the beach. We come across a group of young men playing baseball, the national pastime in Panama. Surprisingly, soccer (football) comes in a distant second.

After a section of jeep tracks along the coast we end up back on a single-track trail that takes us through an incredible area that we never expected: a network of old and enormous reefs that form caves and cliffs and loom 40-60 feet above us. The trail winds between the cliffs and the waters edge. It’s clear that this trail is hardly ever used but it’s a great trail for running and absolutely ideal for The Island Run. 

As we get back out to the beach we come across a young boy who lives in a nearby house. Obviously we appear well off course or outright lost because he immediately offers to be our guide. His name is Rafael and he is a most excellent guide for about 30 minutes. The last leg of our run puts us on an access road and leads us to the most beautiful place we’ve seen so far: Bocas del Drago. After a long day under the hot sun the balmy offshore breezes here are a welcome change from where we’ve been. Feeling a sense of accomplishment we finally relax and enjoy this piece of paradise.

We eat in a beautiful beachside restaurant, refuel and then Sergio and I explore Star Fish Beach before dusk. We head back to Bocas Town by local taxi/pick-up truck, gathering up locals along the way. Hopping in the truck’s bed to make more room, we’re once again refreshed by the cooler evening air moving around us.

It’s dark by the time we reach town. A crowd has gathered in the main town square and there is lively music coming from a stage. Beneath the light stands we watch an incredible cultural performance by a group of dancers and musicians. They are from El Salvador and perform a mix of traditional African dances along with African folk music. The lead singer, a strikingly beautiful woman, sways to the steady drumbeat and glares at the crowd. 

Her name is Ashanti. She is mesmerizing. Her songs, mostly in Spanish, are a haunting blend of rhythmic narrative and percussion instruments. Some are social cautionary tales while others a celebration of being black. 

Later we do finally visit a few of the local saloons and sample the local beer, Balboa. It’s a good first day of scouting.

DAY 3 - BASTIMENTOS
Up with the sun. We intend to cross Isle Bastimentos and find a trail back to Bastimentos Town. Our aim is also to visit Red Frog Beach and Long Beach. But most important of all is to reach “Sergio’s surprise”, a place he came across during his initial scout. 

We hop a water taxi and travel about 40 minutes to the Eastern side of Bastimentos. We de-board at a small pier just the width of two planks and enter a National Park on a larger boardwalk that takes us through a vast mangrove forest. 

Within minutes of walking away from the coast I’m again struck by how quickly the canopy closes in around us and it feels like dark, forbidding and remote jungle. It smells suddenly of damp forest and organic decay (oh wait, I realize that’s just us). 

The sounds of the forest come alive as we head deeper. It’s grows loud but remains altogether peaceful. No one is here. We might as well be in Borneo or Madagascar or the Congo. 

We walk and jog at intervals for a few hours. It’s still early but already getting noticeably hotter. 

We stop frequently to take pictures of the clusters of small islands just offshore. Beneath the strong sun they are at times lit like green jewels set against the crystalline-blue waters. 

Along a remote stretch of beach we suddenly come across something that clearly doesn’t belong here. It’s got a set of colorful flags attached to the end of a group of large levers that can be raised or lowered. It’s puzzling but then it hits… at least one episode of Survivor was filmed in Panama. Was this a remnant just left to rot or be washed out to sea in the next big storm? What were they thinking?

We continue on and finally reach “Sergio’s surprise”, a tranquil aquamarine lagoon protected by a large crescent-shaped reef. 

It juts 10-20 feet out of the water and lies 50 feet off shore. 

We’ve seen no one all morning. We have lunch and swim and climb the reef. It’s a breathtaking place and we decide then and there, in a half-serious pact, to keep its exact location to ourselves.

We are quite alone here. It’s as close to a treasure as we are likely to have in this world and we reason it’s perhaps good policy to guard its whereabouts for a while. We may not be castaways yet but when that eventually happens we now all know what shores we will drift in upon.

It is truly a highlight of our scout. It is a moment that seems to stretch out its hand and beckon us to stay a while longer until, drawn in by its siren-song, we would each be lost once again, this time to leave the world behind and live carefree to dream our elusive dreams.

But today is not the day. It’s time to leave this place, to perhaps bury our dreams here on this tranquil shore. With any luck maybe one day we’ll find our way back here to retrieve them, untouched by time or fate. Perhaps that will prove to be our real treasure.

We make our way back toward Bastimentos Town. 2 hours later we come across another painfully ugly reminder that Survivor had been here. An enormous Styrofoam ball towers over us on a beach. It's easily 12 feet tall with scores of metal spray paint cans sticking out of it from every angle. It's painted metallic bronze to give it the appearance of oversized mine. I don’t know what the half-life of Styrofoam is these days but it appears simply another piece of Survivor flotsam left behind for someone else to deal with or left to rot. Either way, Survivor sucks !

We reach town and then take one more boat that day out to the opposite side of Bastimentos Island to look for a potential lodging point for the race. Not far from this shore we also see what appears to be a slightly raised sandbar glowing in the late afternoon sun. 

It’s actually Zapatillo Island and the beginning of Bastimentos National Marine Park. No time to visit on this trip but it’s a must-see next time. 

We depart Bastimentos and head back to Bocas. Ominous skies lay ahead as heavy clouds gather on the mainland and to the northeast. They are backlit by the setting sun and stacked in layers of brilliant color that cast the sea with streaks of violets, pinks and blues. As the boat lurches forward we sit, silently taking in the changing panorama of sea, sky and islands. It is such a dramatic backdrop, captivating and timeless and life affirming.

Looking at our boat driver, I wonder how many days he’s seen clouds and light and weather just like this... does it ever fill him with wonder or simply a mariner’s respect for shifts in the wind and swells... or is he simply indifferent to the beauty it holds for visitors? 

I glance over at my friend’s faces in the soft light and wonder what they may be thinking. It strikes me once again just how remarkable this archipelago truly is and how fortunate we are to have woven into our lives the opportunity to be here at this exact moment, in this exact time and place.

Once more that day we find ourselves moving like wayward souls through Panama, lost in thoughts we keep to ourselves but that shape us nonetheless.
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