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Miguel begins each day thinking of new 
and exciting items he 
can add to his 
restaurant menu. For 
the past twenty years, 
Miguel has owned 
Panafusión. 
Panafusión is a popular restaurant that 
specializes in Panamanian cuisine.    

Miguel was born and raised in Panamá in 
the district of Balboa. For as long as he can 
remember, his father owned a local cafeteria 

(a self-service restaurant). From an early age, 
Miguel worked for his father. Every day after 
school Miguel helped his father keep the 
restaurant clean and prepare food. He loved 
the traditional family recipes that his father 
prepared. Most of these recipes were handed 
down from his grandparents. 

In 1986, when Miguel was 15, his 
families’ restaurant began to struggle. The 
economy, under the government of Manuel 
Noriega, slowed down. For several years, 
Miguel had to work longer hours because his 
father couldn’t afford to hire help. Miguel 
nearly quit school but was determined to 
finish with the hope that an education would 
help him in the future. 

After graduation, Miguel decided to apply 
to culinary school in the United States. After 
earning his culinary degree, he spent time in 
some of the busiest kitchens in Chicago. He 
dreamed that one day he would open his own 

restaurant. Miguel noticed that there were 
only a few restaurants that specialized in 
Central American cuisine. He wanted to open 
one so that he could share his Panamanian 
culture with the world. 

In 1996, Miguel rented space in an up and 
coming area of downtown Chicago. Having 
spent time working and living in the city he 
was confident that people would enjoy 
Panamanian cuisine. After a slow start, 
business picked up and Panafusión became 
one of Chicago’s most popular restaurants. 
You see, Miguel came up with a unique 
concept for Panafusión. During the day, the 
restaurant operates like a Panamanian 
cafeteria. At night, it transforms into a 
traditional restaurant with unique 
Panamanian fusion food and live music.  

Miguel has always wondered what makes 
his restaurant so popular. In a city full of 
famous foods like pizza, hotdogs and steak, 
he never thought people would find much 
interest in Panamanian cuisine. Some of his 

most well-liked menu 
items are new versions of 
traditional dishes. For 
example, Sancocho, a 

traditional soup, and Ropa 
Vieja, a traditional beef 
dish are popular items 
served during the day. In 
the evenings, Miguel takes 
pride in creating unique 
flavors that combine the spirit of Panamanian 
cuisine with the influences of outside 
cultures.  

As Miguel plans his new menu items he 
focuses on finding traditional Panamanian 
ingredients. These include fresh fish, meats, 
fruits, vegetables and spices. When 
combined they form the unique 



6th Grade  6.8A, 6.9A, 6.10C 
World Cultures    

Panafusión: Where Cuisine and Culture Meat 
  

ã	2017	by	biogiraffe	

fusion of tastes that make his restaurant 
popular.  

Panama is famous for its different 
varieties of fish. Because 
the coast of Panama 
touches the Pacific 
Ocean, the Atlantic 
Ocean and the Caribbean 
Sea there is a variety of 

fish from which to choose. For tonight’s 
menu, Miguel visits the fish market and 
chooses the freshest 
snapper and tuna. From 
the butcher, he chooses 
the best and most 
flavorful cuts of beef, 
chicken and pork. The 
local farmer’s market always has the best 
fruits, vegetables, grains and spices. At the 
market, Miguel finds fresh plantains, mango, 
yucca, several types of rice, a variety of 
vegetables and numerous spices from 
different parts of the world. Miguel believes 
the farmer’s market is the place where 
cultures truly blend. It’s the place where 
Miguel finds inspiration for new recipes. 

In order to capture the essence of 
Panamanian cuisine Miguel feels he needs to 
focus on the cultural influences present in 
Panama. As early as the 15th and 16th 
century, the Colombian Exchange brought a 
wealth of animals, food and people to Central 
America. Geographically, Panama is a 
crossroads between the Atlantic and the 
Pacific Ocean. As a result, there is a vast 
array of cultural diffusion as ships from all 
over the world take advantage of safe 
passage through the Panama Canal. Panama 
became a melting pot of culture. 

Even after the end of the period known as 
the Colombian Exchange, Panama continued 
to be a center of cultural exchange. The 
Panama Canal, once owned by the United 
States, is now owned by Panama. It 
continues to remain the sole passageway for 
shipping from 
the Atlantic to 
the Pacific 
Ocean. Since 
its opening in 
1914, cargo and 
passenger ships 
have been able to avoid the long and 
dangerous journey around Cape Horn (the tip 
of South America). This passageway through 
the Canal saves companies time and money 
as goods are moved from one part of the 
world to the other. 

With the ingredients he’s found, Miguel 
prepares two dinner specials. The first is a 
Red Snapper masala served with lime-
infused jasmine rice and cassava naan. The 
second is a version of his grandmothers’ 
Ropa Vieja made with pulled pork, fresh 
lentil, peas and a fresh mango chutney. For 
dessert, he’s preparing a mango and plantain 
sticky rice pudding. This dessert is a version 
of a traditional Thai dessert infused with 
Panamanian elements. 

Tonight, Panafusión celebrates its 
twentieth anniversary. The restaurant will be 
full of hungry guests and Miguel looks 
forward to seeing many of the people that 
have helped make Panafusión successful. He 
loves the opportunity he has had to share his 
culinary culture with the world. 
  
 


