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Chapter 21– Section 4
Nation Building in Latin America

Male Narrator: The great oceans of the world dividing peoples and continents, untamable, unfathomed, beyond our control. Or so it seemed until in 1869 one man shrank the globe by plowing through the deserts of Arabia to build the Suez Canal. The Frenchman Ferdinand de Lesseps ignored everyone who said a canal at Suez was impossible. His success made him a legend, De Lesseps dreamed of a canal cutting through Central America at its narrowest point Panama, a canal slashing 8,000 miles off the journey from east to west and avoiding the perilous journey around South America. A canal allowing giants ships to sail straight from the Atlantic to the Pacific. The Panama Canal would begin at Limon Bay on the Atlantic, half the route followed the course of a river valley, but then they would be confronted by something they never faced at Suez, a mighty mountain range, blocking their path to the Pacific. The Corrierres ran down the spine of Panama. The French planned to cut right through the mountains at their lowest point, Culebra. Culebra means snake in Spanish. The Culebra Cut would soon prove even more deadly, widening the cuts would take time and money. Critics said de Lesseps should rethink and build locks to raise ships over the mountains. But deep in the jungles of Panama there was a hidden enemy, a mysterious tropical disease was wiping out to the workforce with no cure. The death toll mounted, the cause was a mystery. Six thousand died in the first five years, Panama became known as the fever coast, seventeen years elapsed before another man stepped forward to take on the Herculean task of building the canal. President Theodore Roosevelt hand picked the railroad engineer John Stevens for the job, as a railroad man Stevens had a completely new approach. He built a train system to act as a giant conveyor belt, removing excavated rock quickly from the cut before it could slide back in. The Americans were now excavating more in a day than the French did in a month, work on the canal had been industrialized. But then the rains came, an old enemy of the canal returned to haunt John Stevens. The Chagares River, Steven’s new methods and massive machinery were no match for the Chagares River. All but lost until Stevens revived a long forgotten plan, so bold it had always been rejected as impossible, Steven’s vision was to dam the river where met the Atlantic. This would flood a huge section of the country and create the largest artificial lake on earth. A giant set of locks would raise ships onto the lake then they would sail halfway across Panama before passing through the Culebra Cut and onto the Pacific. The valley was vast and took three years to fill; the vessel chosen for the maiden voyage through the mighty canal was a humble tug boat.
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