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 Las Clementinas, above, is one of several new hotels kindling the revival of Casco Viejo, 
 a historic district in Panama City that may also soon be home to a six-lane highway. 

 David Leventi 



 
In Panama City’s oldest standing neighborhood, the rooftops are bright red. Some 

are made of tile, in the style of the conquistadors who established the quarter in 

1673, others of corrugated metal — temporary patches rusted crimson during 

decades of neglect. Together, they represent the storied past and seedy present of 

Casco Viejo, a neighborhood Panamanians call Casco and view as both a shrine and 

slum. These days, empty lots once home to squatters and stray dogs are giving way 

to valet parking, part of a process that may make the neighborhood more popular, 

if less compelling. Even hotel developers are torn. 

“I like it better than I did five years ago, and I probably won’t like it as much five 

years from now,” said Matthew Blesso, a Manhattan businessman who opened the 

Tantalo hotel in the neighborhood last spring. “To me, Casco is cool right now.” 

When Blesso, who co-owns restaurants on Fire Island and an arts center in 

Brooklyn, was searching for Latin American real estate to invest in three years ago, 

he first explored some of Panama City’s newer neighborhoods, thinking he might 

build condos in one of them. “I found them incredibly banal and soulless,” he 

recalled. But on his third day in Panama, Blesso said, “I saw Casco and fell in love 

with it.” Blesso’s 12-room hotel has an elaborate roof deck and graffiti-style murals 

reminiscent of his apartment in New York. Night after night, Tantalo’s rooftop bar 

is packed with 20-something Panamanians, drinking until the early morning. 

K. C. Hardin fell for Casco even harder. A New York lawyer, Hardin came to 

Panama in 2003 to surf and never really left. He bought a hostel on the Caribbean 

coast and married a Panamanian woman, Patrizia Pinzón, a former dancer with the 

Ballet Nacional de Panama, with whom he lives in Casco. Hardin’s company has 



opened two hotels in the district — Canal House, in 2007, and Las Clementinas, in 

2010 — and next spring will open its biggest project to date: the American Trade 

Hotel, which will offer 50 rooms, a rooftop pool and, next door in an old bank 

building, a ballroom. 

Keeping Casco cool, at least for another five years, will require restraint — 

something that appears to be in short supply in Panama these days. All over the 

country, mangrove swamps, essential not only to the local ecosystem but to 

countless migratory birds and animals, are being buried under landfill to support 

new condo developments. And in Panama City, scores of new buildings, among 

them the Trump Ocean Club International Hotel & Tower, are so close together 

that each one blocks the views the others struggled to achieve. 

Last year, the Panamanian government announced plans to extend a highway 

called the Cinta Costera out into the sea around Casco, which is on a small 

peninsula, to help commuters bypass the neighborhood. If the extension to the 

highway is built, Unesco could withdraw the neighborhood’s World Heritage 

status, bestowed in 1997. Locals say landfill is already being laid on both sides of 

Casco, where the roadway will connect to existing mainland arteries. 

A pro-construction ethos seems to be in Panama’s DNA — fitting, perhaps, for a 

country founded on a civil-engineering project. (It is currently widening the canal, 

a multi-billion-dollar project that provides the material for, and temptation to 

create, even more landfill.) But Panama has always had a complicated relationship 

with Casco Viejo. 

Though foreigners tend to be entranced — the wide variety of architectural styles, 

reflecting periods of prosperity over four centuries, make it more interesting than 



purely colonial outposts like Cartagena, Colombia, or Granada, Nicaragua, and 

almost as enticing as Havana — Panamanians are often surprised that travelers are 

drawn to the area. Matt Landau, who co-owns a hotel in Casco called Los Cuatro 

Tulipanes, says that Panamanians tend to think of Casco as a place you visit for a 

few hours to look around, not where you spend your evenings. 

For travelers Casco has been on the radar since the late 1990s, around the time the 

United States gave control of the Canal Zone back to Panama. After the spectacular 

restaurant Manolo Caracol and the hotel Cuatro Tulipanes both opened in Casco in 

2002, travel magazines were suddenly pronouncing it the next hot place. In reality 

Casco Viejo has been “on the verge” for decades, says Jean Pigozzi, a millionaire 

socialite who spends much of his time in Panama. 

Though the neighborhood is now getting the lift so many have been waiting for, its 

seedier elements have not fully disappeared. Just a few feet from Blesso’s new hotel 

are buildings that appear to be on the verge of collapse, with trees growing out of 

cracks in their exposed concrete. Their residents, some of whom are squatters, 

“have great sound systems, pounding out really loud music all the time,” Blesso 

says. “It’s not at the point where there are wealthy people making noise complaints 

every time something goes on.” 

While giving a tour of Canal House, Hardin points out a bullet hole, a vestige of a 

gang shooting in front of the hotel in 2009. Since then, the crime rate in the 

neighborhood has dropped. One former gang member even runs a bar, La 

Vecindad, in a space provided by Hardin’s company. (Hardin is an acolyte of Craig 

Robins, the Miami Beach developer who jump-started the redevelopment of South 

Beach by letting artists live and work rent-free.) 



Hardin and Pinzón are active in a group that opposes the Cinta Costera project. 

Last year, Panama’s president hinted in a television interview that a few of their 

properties might be in danger of expropriation. This past spring, Hardin and 

Pinzón festooned their Casco home with a banner that declared, in Spanish, “We 

want social housing, not a coastal highway.” It earned them a court summons. 

Nevertheless, Hardin is optimistic that Casco Viejo will survive. “I don’t think in 

the end the Panamanian public will let it be wrapped in concrete,” he says. 

ESSENTIALS 

Panama City 

Hotels Las Clementinas Perfectly appointed suites the size of small apartments. 

Avenida B and Calle 11; 011-507-228-7613; lasclementinas.com; doubles from 

$285. Tantalo Attracts a young crowd with edgy art and a sceney rooftop bar. 

Avenida B and Calle 8; 011-507-262-4030; tantalohotel.com; doubles from $129. 

Los Cuatro Tulipanes Apartment-style lodgings. (425) 320-4718; 

loscuatrotulipanes.com; from $150. 

Restaurants Tantalo Kitchen Inventive and inexpensive, with dishes like sea bass 

ceviche with sweet corn and Parmesan. Avenida B and Calle 8; 011-507-262-4030. 

Ego y Narciso Nouveau Spanish/Italian served in a charming plaza. Calle 3, Plaza 

Bolívar; 011-507-262-2045. Manolo Caracol Ten courses that are worth flying in for 

— all for $30. Avenida Central and Calle 3; 011-507-228-4640; manolocaracol.net. 

 
 

 
 


