The Idea for a Canal Takes Hold

Look at the map on this page and trace the route the canal follows
across Panama. This waterway has dominated life in Panama for much
of the twentieth century.

Sailors had dreamed of a canal through Central America since the
1500s. A canal could shorten the trip from the Atlantic to the Pacific by
thousands of miles. It would cut the cost of shipping goods by thousands
of dollars for each ship. But not until the 1900s did engineers have the
technology to make such a canal.

A Struggle Over Rights to Build The first real attempt
came in 1881. At that time, Panama was part of Colombia. Colombia
gave a French company the rights to build a canal.

Digging through Panama posed several problems for the builders.
First, they struggled with mud slides as they dug. Second, a mountain
range, the Cordillera de San Blas (kord ul YEHR uh day san blas),
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Map Study The map on the left shows shipping routes from New York to San
Francisco before and after construction of the Panama Canal. The map on the right k.
is a close up of the Panama Canal route. Before the Panama Canal was built, ships
had to travel more than 13,000 miles (20,900 km) around South America. After the
Canal was built, ships only had to travel 5,200 miles (8,370 km). Movement Why

do you think that Panama and the United States both wanted to control the
Canal Zone?!
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