
The Panama Canal 

Did you know that the Panama Canal is one of the largest canals on earth? It is 82 kilometers 

long, and it cost $275 million to build it. The Panama Canal was very hard to build.   

On January 1, 1880, France tried to begin construction on a sea level canal that went through 

Colombia's province of Panama, but they made it so steep that floods filled it with as much dirt 

as they dug out. Hospitals tried to keep mosquitoes away by putting the legs of the beds in 

buckets of water, but the water made a great place for mosquitoes to lay their eggs in, and the 

water made it worse. In the jungle, 22,000 workers died from malaria and yellow fever. 

Most of the engineers went back to France as soon as they got there. The company that was 

building the canal went bankrupt after they spent $287,000,000. Their work was abandoned by 

1890.   

In 1894, France made another company, called the Compagnie Nouvelle du Canal de Panama.  

They sent a few thousand workers to Panama. The company asked America to buy it for 

$109,000,000.   

In America, an engineering panel recommended to President Theodore Roosevelt building a 

canal that used a lock system to raise ships from a large reservoir 85 feet above sea level.  

They said that a canal with locks would be much faster to build and much less expensive than 

building a sea level canal. In June 1902, the Senate voted to build the canal. 

On January 22, 1903, the secretary of state, John M. Hay, and Dr. Tomas Herran, from 

Columbia, signed the Hay-Herran treaty. The treaty was ratified by the Senate on March 4, 

1903. In 1904, America bought the French equipment and the work that they did so far for forty 

million dollars.   

America paid Panama ten million dollars plus more money each year, and they began work on 

the Panama Canal on May 4, 1904. The Isthmian Canal Commission was set up in 1904. It was in 

charge of the Panama Canal Zone.   

The Panama Canal was completed in 1914. In 1930, the Madden Dam was built across the 

Chagres River in Gatun Lake. It made a reservoir for extra storage water for the canal.   

The Panama Canal is very important. It goes from the Atlantic ocean to the Pacific ocean, and it 

transports 4 percent of world trade. Before the Panama Canal was built, a ship going from New 

York to San Francisco would have to travel 20,900 kilometers. After the Panama Canal was built, 

a ship going to the same place only has to travel 8,370 kilometers. 



The American Society of Civil Engineers has named the Panama Canal one of the Seven 

Wonders of the Modern World. By 2008, more than 815,000 ships went through the Panama 

Canal. The largest ships that can go through the canal are called Panamax.   

The Panama Canal was very hard to build, but it was worth it. The Panama Canal transports 16 

percent of US trade. I think the Panama Canal is very important.   
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