
Day 25 – Panama Canal Transit 
3/26/2012  
 
For the second time, we woke up early but not as early as last time – we were 
scheduled to enter the Miraflores Lock at 6:30 am. We wanted to watch the 
approach and entry to the canal (and eat more Panama buns!) but had already 
done the super-early start and were content to start a little later today.  
 
Lock entry times are assigned the day  

before transit, lining up all ships that 
have paid the $25,000 reservation 
fee – cruise ships always do, as 
they have tighter schedules than 
cargo ships. However, on the day of 
transit, Canal Operations 
management can make 
modifications they deem necessary 
for smooth and efficient operation. 
That happened to us, and we got 
through the canal fast, starting with 
position #1 in the entrance line up. 

 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
This time, the west to east transit 
had us entering at Balboa from the 
Pacific Ocean on the SSE side and 
exiting at Cristobel to the Atlantic, 
NNW.  
 
 
When we got up to the Crow’s Nest 

at 6 am, we had already passed 
under the Bridge of the Americas 

and were in front of the 2-
chambered Miraflores Lock. 

Centennial Bridge is in the upper 
left of his photo. 

 



The locomotives that keep the ship 
centered in the lock (they do NOT 
pull the ship through the lock) are 
lined up and waiting for the guys in 
the row-boat to bring the guide-
cable from the ship. The guide-
cable is attached to a larger cable 
connected to a locomotive and 
pulled back to the ship where it is 
secured. There are 3 cables 
connecting the ship at front, middle 
and back to 3 locomotives on the  
N-gauge, cog-designed track. The 
lighted arrow on the right in this 
picture shows the pilot and captain 
which side of the Lock to use.  
 
 
 
 

 
This is the Miraflores Canal Visitor’s Center which 
has shops and restaurants inside and viewing 
balconies outside. It does not open until 9 am so 
the balconies are empty, but when it is open, 
people watch ships, especially cruise ships, going 
through the locks. Here’s a photo of that from our 
first time through a couple weeks ago. 

 
 

 
 
 
The water is emptied (via gravity) from the 
second chamber into the first at a rate that lifts 

the ship a meter per minute for a  
height of 27 feet. 



 
 
Once the water levels are equalized, the lock gates 
open. There are 2 gates on the Pacific side of the 
canal as a safety measure because of the 22-foot 
tides. Each gate section weighs 730 tons. 
 

 
I moved to the back of the ship after we entered the 
second chamber to get where-we-were photos. Two 
tugboats accompanied us...      
 

 
      
… and after being lifted another 27 feet, followed us 
out onto mile-long Miraflores Lake. 
 
 

 
 
Less than a half-hour later, we entered the single-
chamber Pedro Miguel Lock (on the left as directed 
by the arrow) to be lifted the final 31 feet for a total of 
85 feet.  
 
 

Centennial Bridge, spans the Gaillard Cut 
and carries 50,000 cars per day. It was built 
in the early 2000s (completed in 2004) to 
provide relief for the overburdened Bridge of 
the Americas, which was carrying 35,000 
cars daily (originally designed for 9,500). 
The earlier bridge, located at the entrance to 
the canal 15 miles south, was a gift to 
Panama from the U.S., completed in 1962 
as part of the Pan American Highway 
(Alaska to Chile). Now Centennial Bridge is 
incorporated into that highway.  



We cruised on through the canal, passing the Chagras River and Continental Divide. The Chagras is the only 
source of water for the canal and is the only river in the world that crosses a continental divide, draining its 
water into 2 oceans (Atlantic and Pacific). 
 
An interesting tidbit: The Panama Canal has closed only 3 times since its opening in 1914. A landslide in 
Cucaracha near the Galliard Cut necessitated its closing in 1915. In 1968, the bow of a Japanese bulk carrier 
carrying 45,000 tons of coal went down, blocking the canal. In 1989, the canal was closed while the U.S. 
removed Noriega from power (today, Noriega is in El Renacer prison near where the Chagras River empties 
into the Panama Canal). 
 

 
 
 
 
At noon, Dale joined dozens of 
other passengers swimming in 
the Panama Canal – actually, 
they each swam a lap in the 
Sea View pool while the ship 
was in the canal! 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
When we got to Gatun Lake shortly before noon, we 
expected to cruise it slowly and enter the Gatun Lock at 
roughly 1:20 pm. However, the locking sequence changed 
and we were good to go almost as soon as we got there.  
 
The Zuiderdam was leaving at the same time and 
squeezed out just ahead of us. This sister ship was on a 
10 or 11 day partial Panama Canal cruise – it goes 
through the Gatun Lock onto Gatun Lake, where 
passengers can take tenders to land and go on shore 
excursions. The ship exits through the same lock shortly 
after noon and picks up its passengers in Puerto Limon, 
Costa Rica, after they return from their shore excursions. 



The Gatun Lock has 3 chambers which 
lower the ship 31 feet, 27 feet and 27 feet 
for a total of 85 feet. It is then at ocean 
level. Because we did not have to kill time 
on the lake, we were out of the canal and 
on our way at 2 pm instead of 4. (Details of 
the Gatun Locks are in my blog entry of 
3/7/2012).  
 
Dale wandered up to the spa for a “Free 
Footprint Analysis”. Like all of the spa’s 
“informative presentations”, it is a cover for 
a sales pitch – in this case, all of Dale’s 
problems could be solved with a pair of 
orthotics for a mere $189 (no, he didn’t buy 
them).  
 
And next? You guessed it – up to the spa’s 
thermal suite to stretch out on the heated  
loungers, where we did, in fact, catch up on some  

of the sleep we gave up by getting up early this morning. 
 
Tonight we had dinner for the fifth and last time (this cruise!) in the 
Pinnacle Grill. The Amuse Bouche was a tomato/mozzarella bite. That’s 
a cherry tomato in the picture, next to a small fork, as illustration of the 
single-bite size of this appetizer. 
  
 
 
 
Dungenous crab 
cakes for Dale,  
French onion soup 
for me. 

 
 
 

Roasted chicken breast for 
Dale, broiled lobster tail for me, 

both with spinach.  

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

http://bcdenterprises.net/PCcruise/PDFs/906Panama%20Canal.pdf
http://bcdenterprises.net/PCcruise/PDFs/906Panama%20Canal.pdf


 
 

 
Chocolate volcano cake for me, baked Alaska 
(flambé, of course) for Dale. 
 
We’re really gonna miss this place… 
 
 
After another fantastic meal, we went to the Showroom to listen to – and watch – Paul Pappas, a pianist who 
plays a huge variety of music – boogie, broadway, classics, pop, rag time, TV & movie, rock & roll... He is 
highly energetic and his face reflects sheer joy when he plays. One little ditty he put together was comprised of 
theme songs from 17 TV shows form the 60s through today. I caught 13 of them and am proud to say the ones 
I missed are from shows I’ve never seen! 
 
Tonight’s towel animal: 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Entertainment tonight  

Showroom at Sea: Paul Pappas, pianist 
Ocean Bar: The Neptunes (HAL’s in-house band), cocktails and dancing 
Mix: Glen, guitarist; Lee Strubeck, Piano Man 
Explorer’s Lounge: Adagio Strings 
Crow’s Nest: Name That Tune, Abba Hour, 80s Night 
Movie: J. Edgar 



 


