




operative known as the Cooperativa de
Transporte Metropolitano, and a cor­
poration called Corporaci6n Unica de
Transporte.

The evolution from the eight-pas­
senger chivas to the gaily painted 50­
passenger buses of today was gradual.
Chivas made from cars and pickups
were used until the early thirties. Then,·
in 1934, a Colombian, the late Froilan
Arce, got the idea of buying *-ton
chassis and motors and building the
bodies locally.

Those chivas remained in service
until after World War II. Then, in 1946,
the first "busitos" made their appear­
ance. These are the small, 16-passenger
blue buses which at that time sold for
$3,600 complete or $900 for the chassis
and motor only.

In 1960, local operators began to
import 24- to 30-passenger buses and,
as the city grew and the demand for
public transportation increased, 40­
and 50-passenger buses costing $9,000­
$10,000, were placed in service.

But throughout, the chiva has sur­
vived and is patronized by faithful
passengers who usually ride the same
one each day and know each other as
well as members of a car pool.

Among the principal routes served
by today's chivas-mostly of 1952 vint­
age-is the one extending from down­
town Panama along Balboa Avenue to
the shanty town called Boca Ill. Caja,
east of Paitilla Airport. The ride to the

end of the line costs 10 cents, but the
chiva will take you as far as Santo
Tomas Hospital for only a nickel.

One driver on this route, Juan Anto­
nio Olivares, has been behind the wheel
of chivas for 32 years. In addition to
the Chiva he drives on the Boca Ill.
Caja route, he owns a small busito. As
a small fleet owner-five buses or less­
he belongs to an organization called EI
Tercer Grupo (the third group), made
up of small independents who are not
affiliated with either the cooperative or
the corporation.

So there are basically fhree types of
buses in Panama-the venerable chivas,
the "busitos" and the larger buses.
Though the earlier chivas were painted
with bright and imaginative designs,
most of the surviving ones are plain.

The greatest profusion of artwork is
now found on the larger buses. There
are paintings of pastoral scenes, reli­
gious motifs, well-known landmarks
such as the bridge that spans the en­
trance to the Panama Canal, the ruins
of Old Panama, likenesses of film and
TV personalities and even comic strip
characters. A random sampling of
buses along busy Via Espana or Cen­
tral Avenue during rush hour Can be
an amusing pastime. One bus is named
"Marshal Dilo"-phonetically honoring
the character portrayed by James
Arness in the TV series "Gunsmoke."
Others are named "The Fugitive" and
"The Untouchable." Still others bear

phrases and saymgs such as "Let's
Forget the Past"; "God Forgives, Not 1";
"Forgive Them Lord"; "It's All In The
Game"; and "What You See Is What
You Get." A few of the signs are in
English.

Many of the buses have been lettered
and decorated by Teodoro "Billy" Ma­
drinan, a former employee of the Pan­
ama Canal. Dredging Division, who
began specializing in the art back in
the forties.

Billy says the custor of painting
scenes on buses got stal.ad when one
bus operator conceived the idea and it
was later noted that tourists were
stopping to photograph his bus. The
idea caught on quickly and soon oper­
ators were competing for originality.
As they did, the decorations became
more and more elaborate.

The cost of bus decorations' varies
according to how elaborate they are.
A simple scene on the back of the bus
may cost anywhere from $15 to $25.
A complete job, with paintings inside
and out, lettering of names, phrases
and girls' names in the windows can
cost up to $120.

Many Panama bus riders are likely
to view with nostalgia the passillg of
this charming custom as the Panama
Government prepares to modernize its
public transportation system with shiny
new buses which have large picture
windows, but, alas, no expressions of
individuality.

Some "chivas" do double duty. Those that come from
the interior carrying produce, passengers and chickens are
popularly called "Chivas Gal1ineras" (Chicken Chivas).

Paintings of Panama's famous flat arch bridge and its historic cathedral
along with a couple in typical dress help to publicize some of the
country's tourist attractions.
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