PANAMA CANAL

A TRANSIT DAY GUIDE

Good | Better | Best
An ETA Advisory Resource

Understanding the Day

This is the one day of the cruise where the ship itself is the excursion. You never go ashore. You spend it watching a hundred-year-old machine lift your ship eighty-five feet over
the spine of a continent and set it down again on the other side, using nothing but gravity and fresh water.

KNOW BEFORE YOU GO

Partial or Full?

A partial transit climbs into Gatun Lake, turns, and comes
back out the way it came. A full transit crosses ocean to
ocean. If your next port is on the Pacific, you have a full
one.

Watch from the Deck

Best for: Easy days, shade seekers, anyone not up at dawn

v Your balcony, or any open deck
v Narration piped through the ship all day
v Come and go as the mood takes you

Low effort, high reward.

BETTER

Claim a Spot Early

Best for: Photographers, first timers, early risers
v Be forward well before the first lock

v The approach at first light is the best of it

v The good rail goes hours ahead of the crowd

Get there before the crowd, not with it.

Follow the Whole Passage

Best for: Engineers at heart, history lovers, repeat cruisers

v Lock by lock, and both sides of the ship
v The Cut, and the Continental Divide crossing

v The bridges at either end

A long day on your feet. Worth every hour.

In the original 1914 locks, a mule on the wall alongside
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Which Locks

Ships under 106 feet of beam use the original 1914 locks
and the famous electric mules. Wider ships use the 2016
locks, where tugboats do the work and there are no mules
atall.

What to Watch For
m The Locks

On Deck All Day

The pilot boards before dawn and the first lock comes
early. Itis hot, bright and long — bring water, a hat, and
patience with the crowd.

Six chambers either way — three steps up, three down — and the whole thing runs on gravity.
There is not a pump in the system. Water arrives from Gatun Lake through culverts eighteen
feet across and fills a chamber in about ten minutes.

Clapii8 Gatun Lake

Eighty-five feet above the sea, and once the largest man-made lake on earth. Twenty-odd

miles of drowned rainforest, jungle islands and other ships waiting their turn. This is where a

partial transit turns around.

The Culebra Cut

The narrowest and most dramatic stretch: an eight-mile channel blasted through the
Continental Divide, Gold Hill on one bank and Contractors Hill on the other, with the
Centennial Bridge at the far end. Full transits only.

Where Staff & Travelers Recommend

The Highest Open Deck

Better than a balcony for the locks, because you can see both walls, the gates and the mules at
once. Balconies win later, out on the lake and through the Cut.

Watch the Mules Work

If your ship is on the original locks, the locomotives are the show. They are not towing you — the
ship moves under its own engines. They just hold it centered, with about two feet to spare on

each side.

Gatun Locks, with the electric mules ranked along the wall

Time together isn't promised. Stop waiting for it and start planning for it.
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Key Considerations The Transit, Step by Step

Know which transit you booked, because they are genuinely different days. A partial

transit enters from the Caribbean, climbs three chambers into Gatun Lake, then ATLANTIC TO PACIFIC

turns and comes back down the same flight — six lockages, but one lock complex, @ Limon Bay & the breakwater The approach, before dawn
and no Culebra Cut, no Continental Divide and no Pacific. A full transit carries you Atlantic Bridge Opened 2019

ocean to ocean. The reliable test is your itinerary: different oceans at each end of Three chambers up — 85 feet

the cruise means a full transit.

® Gatun or Agua Clara Locks Mules, or tugs

It starts early and runs long. The pilot boards before dawn, the bow usually opens ~ 23 miles across

to guests around six, and on a partial transit you may not be clear of the locks ® Gatun Lake Partial transits turn here

again until mid-afternoon. A full transit is quoted at eight to ten hours lock to lock, Gamboa & the Chagres The river that feeds it all

and closer to a full day counting the approach and the wait. Eat early, and do not Eight miles of rock

plan anything ashore-shaped for that evening. @® The Culebra Cut Crossing the Continental Divide
® Centennial Bridge Opened 2004

Dress for a long day outdoors. The open decks are hot, bright and largely Three chambers down

unshaded, the good rail positions are claimed hours in advance, and people do

Pedro Miguel & Miraflores Or Cocoli, for larger ships
queue from before dawn. Water, a hat and sunscreen matter more than a camera @ Bridge of the Americas The Pacific, and Panama City
lens. And if you want the mules, check your ship's beam first — roughly four cruise
transits in five still use the 1914 locks, but the biggest ships go through the 2016 I —
locks, where there are none.
DON'T FORGET

The pilot boards before dawn and the first lock comes early.
Set an alarm. The canal will not wait for you.

LCYAELCENEL

There is no other day like this at sea. The ship becomes the exhibit, and a
century-old machine does something that still looks impossible.

Get up early, find a rail, and let it take as long as it takes.

ETA will help you choose the right experience based on your travel style.
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The 2016 locks at Agua Clara — tugb

Did You Know?

Your Compass Will Look Wrong. Sailing toward the Pacific takes you south-east, not
west. The isthmus curves, so the Canal's Pacific entrance sits about twenty-five miles east
of its Atlantic one — and central Panama is the odd corner of the world where the sun rises
over the Pacific and sets over the Atlantic.

Not One Pump. Every ship that crosses is lifted eighty-five feet and lowered again by
gravity alone, through culverts eighteen feet across built inside the lock walls. That is the
1914 design, and it still runs on it.

The Mules Aren't Pulling You. The locomotives on the original locks are nicknamed mules,
but your ship moves under its own engines. They keep it centered in a chamber only 110
feet wide. Ships too wide for those locks use the 2016 locks, where tugboats do the job
instead.

A Thirty-Six Cent Toll. In 1928 the writer Richard Halliburton swam the Canal. He was
registered as a vessel, assessed on his body weight of 150 pounds, and charged thirty-six
cents — still the lowest toll in the Canal's history, by the Canal Authority's own account.

The Captain Hands Over His Ship. This is widely described as the only waterway on earth
where the master gives up command. Canal regulations put the Panamanian pilot, not the
captain, in actual control of the ship's navigation for the whole transit.
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Gatun Lake, eighty-five feet above the sea
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