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    At the heart of Frederic J. Haskin’s The Panama Canal lies the drama of human ingenuity pressing against tropical rain, rock, and disease to redraw the world’s map and recalibrate the distance between oceans, a sustained contest in which surveys, steam shovels, lock gates, and public health campaigns must outthink geology, climate, and politics, while thousands of workers, engineers, and administrators attempt to compress hemispheres into a navigable corridor whose dimensions, deadlines, and dangers constantly test the limits of planning and persistence and whose strategic consequences ripple across commerce, diplomacy, and everyday life far beyond the isthmus.

The book is a work of early twentieth-century nonfiction reportage that guides readers through the Canal Zone in Panama during the final push to complete the interoceanic waterway. Written by American journalist Frederic J. Haskin, it belongs to a period when large-scale engineering projects were heralded as national achievements and when the canal’s impending opening in 1914 commanded global attention. Haskin’s account situates the enterprise within its geographic constraints and international stakes, explaining how a narrow strip of land became the stage for unprecedented excavation and coordination. Without academic jargon, it furnishes context a contemporary audience needed to understand a transforming world.

Rather than a distant chronicle, the narrative reads like an on-the-ground tour that moves from survey lines and camps to pits, rails, and rising lock walls, pausing to clarify why certain routes were chosen and how a lock canal prevailed over sea-level proposals. Haskin explains terrain, rainfall, and the unruly Chagres watershed in clear, measured prose, blending statistics with plain description to make the scale graspable. The tone is confident and instructive, geared to curious general readers. Technical passages are balanced with human scenes, offering glimpses of organization, living conditions, and the routines that kept excavation, transport, and administration synchronized.

In tracing the canal’s making, the book foregrounds themes that surpass engineering diagrams. It examines how planned systems meet unpredictable nature, how measurement and machines must be paired with sanitation and logistics, and how public authority coordinates private effort. The story carries the weight of geopolitics, since a passage between oceans reshapes trade and strategy, yet it remains attentive to daily work and the cumulative force of incremental progress. Questions of labor organization, safety, and living standards surface alongside feats of design, inviting reflection on the social architecture required to sustain technological ambition. Nature resists; institutions respond; the channel advances.

For contemporary readers, the book illuminates how a single infrastructure can reorder global supply chains, accelerate cultural exchange, and concentrate political leverage—issues that remain vivid whenever ports back up or waterways falter. Its account of disease control and environmental management speaks to present debates about public health capacity and climate resilience. The canal’s creation also prompts scrutiny of sovereignty, compensation, and the uneven burdens of progress, providing a frame for discussing ethical dimensions of cross-border projects. By returning to an early-twentieth-century vantage, readers can test modern assumptions against firsthand reportage and gauge what has changed, and what challenges persist.

Because it was written during construction’s climax, the book bears the language and assumptions of its era, including admiration for large public works and confidence in administrative control. That perspective provides immediacy, even as it calls for critical attention to absent voices and to the ecological costs that contemporary scholarship further documents. Haskin’s commitment to clarity means complex systems are broken into digestible sequences, enabling readers to follow chains of cause and effect without specialized training. The result is a lucid primer whose period perspective and on-site detail complement later histories, making it a useful entry point and a historical artifact.

Approached today, The Panama Canal offers a disciplined, engaging account of how vision is translated into institutions, timetables, and machines, then tested by weather, topography, and human limits. Readers encounter a narrative that clarifies without oversimplifying, steady in pace and generous with explanation, attentive to both the site’s daily rhythms and the project’s global ramifications. It invites admiration for skilled coordination while encouraging reflection on costs and consequences that extend beyond engineering. Above all, it preserves the immediacy of a world on the verge of connection, reminding us that grand designs succeed not only through courage and capital, but through coherence.
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    The Panama Canal by Frederic J. Haskin is a contemporary, journalistic synthesis of the circumstances, decisions, and labors that produced the interoceanic waterway across the Isthmus of Panama. Written on the eve of completion in the early 1910s, it explains why the canal mattered to commerce and naval strategy, how the undertaking was organized, and what practical problems had to be solved. Haskin guides readers through the project's chronology and the institutional machinery behind it, drawing on public reports and official statements to offer a clear, non-technical account that emphasizes process, scale, and public purpose rather than personal memoir.

He begins with the isthmus's geography and the long-standing desire to link Atlantic and Pacific routes, tracing schemes from the colonial era to nineteenth-century plans. The failed French enterprise under Ferdinand de Lesseps receives careful attention as a cautionary prelude: ambitions for a sea-level canal, underestimation of tropical disease and rainfall, financial strain, and technical misjudgments combined to halt progress and discredit the concession. By presenting these antecedents, the book frames the American effort not as an isolated feat, but as an answer to problems earlier attempts exposed, especially the need for rigorous engineering oversight and sustained public financing.

Haskin then outlines the political and legal steps that enabled the United States to proceed. He recounts the international agreements that cleared prior treaty obstacles, the selection of Panama over a rival Nicaraguan route, Panama's separation from Colombia, and the resulting convention that established the Canal Zone under American control. Within this framework he describes the reorganization of authority through the Isthmian Canal Commission, changes in chief engineers, and the decisive adoption of a lock-canal design. The narrative stresses coordination between Congress, executive agencies, and the Army, portraying governance as a logistical instrument equal in importance to machinery.

The core chapters explain the physical plan in accessible terms. Haskin details the concept of impounding the Chagres River to form Gatun Lake, erecting the massive Gatun Dam and spillway, and carving the continental divide at Culebra Cut. He describes the lock flights at Gatun, Pedro Miguel, and Miraflores, the design of the gates and culverts for safe, quick lockages, and the unparalleled volumes of concrete and excavation required. Close attention is given to the Panama Railroad's role in hauling spoil, the arrangement of dredges and shovels, and the recurring challenge of slides, which demanded continual redesign and persistent excavation.

Equally prominent is the campaign to make the zone habitable and the work sustainable. Drawing on medical and sanitary practice, the book recounts measures to curb yellow fever and malaria through quarantine, screening, drainage, and mosquito control, alongside waterworks and waste systems. Haskin surveys housing, commissaries, and transport that supported employees and their families, as well as rules intended to regulate pay, discipline, and safety. He notes the diverse workforce, including skilled specialists and large contingents recruited from the Caribbean, and emphasizes that order, health, and provisioning were treated as engineering problems inseparable from concrete, steel, and earthmoving.

From construction the focus shifts to organization for operation. Haskin summarizes the harbors at Colon and Panama Bay, aids to navigation, dry docks, and coaling facilities envisaged for commercial and naval users. He reports on trial lockages, training for pilots and operators, and the staging of equipment and tugs to move vessels efficiently. Financial and administrative arrangements, courts and policing, and the routine of timetables and tolls are presented as extensions of the original plan. The canal's promise is mapped in practical terms: shortened routes, new patterns of global exchange, and strategic flexibility for fleets, all premised on dependable, safe transit.

The book closes by positioning the canal as a landmark of modern statecraft and engineering, achieved through methodical planning and public administration. Without forecasting every consequence, Haskin points to the waterway's capacity to alter trade geography, reshape hemispheric relations, and symbolize an era of large-scale, government-led projects. Its tone is explanatory rather than celebratory, anchoring judgments in verifiable progress and institutional design. As a near-contemporary account, it preserves the assumptions, debates, and solutions current at the moment of completion, making it a durable reference on how the canal was conceived, justified, and built, and why it mattered.
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    Frederic J. Haskin’s The Panama Canal appeared in 1913, as the waterway neared completion under United States control in the Panama Canal Zone. Haskin, an American journalist known for accessible explanatory books such as The American Government (1911), wrote from observation of contemporary operations and official briefings. His account reflects the Progressive Era’s confidence in expert administration, drawing on the Isthmian Canal Commission, the U.S. Army engineers directing the work, and public-health authorities. Set principally on the Isthmus of Panama, the narrative situates construction camps, excavation fronts, and administrative towns within a formally organized colonial enclave governed by U.S. statute and executive oversight.

By the late nineteenth century, an interoceanic canal across Panama had become a geopolitical and commercial objective. France, encouraged by Ferdinand de Lesseps’s earlier success at Suez, launched a sea-level project in 1881 through the Compagnie Universelle du Canal Interocéanique. Engineering miscalculation, tropical disease, financial mismanagement, and landslides doomed the venture; the company failed in 1889 amid scandal. A successor, the New Panama Canal Company, maintained assets and surveys, later sold to the United States. Haskin’s narrative places American construction against this backdrop, contrasting U.S. organization and medical science with the French experience that shaped route selection, planning debates, and public expectations.

United States commitment followed the Spanish–American War in 1898, which highlighted the strategic value of a Central American passage. The Hay–Pauncefote Treaty of 1901 cleared British objections, enabling an American-built and -controlled canal. Congress passed the Spooner Act in 1902, authorizing purchase of the French assets and selecting the Panama route over Nicaragua. In 1903 Panama declared independence from Colombia; the United States quickly recognized the new republic, then secured the Hay–Bunau-Varilla Treaty. That agreement granted Washington perpetual control of a ten-mile-wide Canal Zone in exchange for payment and an annuity. Haskin treats these steps as the legal foundation of the enterprise.

Construction proceeded under the Isthmian Canal Commission, reorganized in 1905 to centralize authority and streamline procurement. Leadership shifted from John F. Wallace to John F. Stevens, and in 1907 to Army engineer George W. Goethals, who combined roles as chief engineer and Commission chairman. An international Board of Consulting Engineers in 1905 favored a sea-level canal, but President Theodore Roosevelt approved the minority recommendation for a lock canal using a great dam at Gatun. Roosevelt visited the isthmus in 1906—the first sitting U.S. president to travel abroad—signaling executive backing. Haskin’s account foregrounds these institutional choices as decisive to pace and outcome.

Public health made construction possible. Building on Carlos Finlay’s mosquito hypothesis and the U.S. Army Yellow Fever Commission’s demonstrations in Cuba, Colonel William C. Gorgas organized comprehensive sanitation in Panama from 1904. His teams drained breeding sites, screened buildings, installed water and sewer systems, and fumigated dwellings. Yellow fever disappeared from the isthmus by 1905, and malaria rates steadily declined, transforming living and working conditions. Hospitals, including Ancon (later Gorgas) Hospital, treated injuries and disease. Haskin presents these campaigns as emblematic of Progressive faith in applied science, noting how medical administration underpinned labor recruitment, schedule reliability, and congressional support.

The workforce was multinational, with large numbers recruited from the British West Indies, especially Barbados and Jamaica, alongside Spaniards, Italians, and skilled U.S. workers. Employment was stratified by a dual payroll: the “gold roll” for primarily U.S. citizen, higher-paid skilled staff, and the “silver roll” for mostly foreign, lower-paid laborers. Housing, commissary access, and amenities followed that hierarchy. Accidents, landslides in the Culebra Cut, and tropical climate imposed heavy burdens, while safety practices and mechanization improved over time. Haskin documents the scale and logistics of this system in the language of contemporary administration, revealing its efficiencies and its exclusions.

Technically, the project combined massive earthworks with novel lock and power systems. The Gatun Dam impounded the Chagres River to create Gatun Lake, raising ships to an inland summit level before descending through locks to the opposite ocean. Excavation through the continental divide at Culebra Cut (later called Gaillard Cut) required continuous drilling, blasting, and railroad-driven spoil removal. Electric control enabled synchronized lock operation. In October 1913 President Woodrow Wilson triggered the Gamboa dike’s demolition by telegraph from Washington, allowing water to flood the cut. Haskin uses such milestones to explain design logic, construction tempo, and national interest.

The canal formally opened on August 15, 1914, when the steamship Ancon made the first official transit, though ceremonies were muted as war began in Europe. The new passage reshaped global shipping distances and underwrote a two-ocean U.S. Navy. Haskin’s book, published on the eve of opening, frames the undertaking as a national achievement grounded in law, engineering, and public health. Its emphasis on orderly governance and benevolent expertise reflects Progressive Era ideals, while its treatment of the Canal Zone’s sovereignty and labor hierarchy mirrors contemporary American imperial practices. The work thus documents accomplishment and rationalizes the structures that enabled it.
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The primary purpose of this book is to tell the layman the story of the Panama Canal. It is written, therefore, in the simplest manner possible, considering the technical character of the great engineering feat itself, and the involved complexities of the diplomatic history attaching to its inception and undertaking. The temptation to turn aside into the pleasant paths of the romantic history of ancient Panama has been resisted; there is no attempt to dispose of political problems that incidentally concern the canal; in short, the book is confined to the story of the canal itself, and the things that are directly and vitally connected with it.

Colonel Goethals[1] was good enough to read and correct the chapters relating to the construction of the canal, and, when shown a list of the chapters proposed, he asked that the one headed "The Man at the Helm" be omitted. The author felt that to bow to his wishes in that matter would be to fail to tell the whole story of the canal, and so Colonel Goethals did not read that chapter.

Every American is proud of the great national achievement at Panama. If, in the case of the individual, this book is able to supplement that pride by an ample fund of knowledge and information, its object and purpose will have been attained.
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"I have read the chapters in 'The Panama Canal' dealing with the engineering features of the Canal and have found them an accurate and dependable account of the undertaking."





Geo. W. Goethals.
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The Panama Canal is a waterway connecting the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, cut through the narrow neck of land connecting the continents of North and South America. It is the solution of the problem of international commerce that became acute in 1452 when the Eastern Roman Empire fell before the assaults of the Turks, and the land routes to India were closed to Western and Christian Europe.

Forty years after the Crescent supplanted the Cross on the dome of St. Sophia in Constantinople, Columbus set sail to seek a western route to the Indies. He did not find it, but it was his fortune to set foot on the Isthmus of Panama, where, more than four centuries later, the goal of his ambition was to be achieved; not by discovery, but by virtue of the strength and wealth of a new nation of which he did not dream, although its existence is due to his own intrepid courage.

Columbus died not knowing that he had multiplied the world by two, and many voyagers after him also vainly sought the longed-for western passage. Magellan sought it thousands of leagues to the southward in the cold and stormy seas that encircle the Antarctic Continent. Scores of mariners sought it to the northward, but only one, Amundsen, in the twentieth century, was able to take a ship through the frozen passages of the American north seas.

Down the western coast of the new continent from the eternal ice of Alaska through the Tropics to the southern snows of Tierra del Fuego, the mighty Cordilleras stretch a mountain barrier thousands and thousands and thousands of miles.

Where that mountain chain is narrowest, and where its peaks are lowest, ships may now go through the Panama Canal. The canal is cut through the narrowest part of the Isthmus but one, and through the Culebra Mountain, the lowest pass but one, in all that longest, mightiest range of mountains. There is a lower place in Nicaragua, and a narrower place on the Isthmus east of the canal, but the engineers agreed that the route from Colon on the Atlantic to Panama on the Pacific through Culebra Mountain was the most practicable.

The canal is 50 miles long. Fifteen miles of it is level with the oceans, the rest is higher. Ships are lifted up in giant locks, three steps, to sail for more than 30 miles across the continental divide, 85 feet above the surface of the ocean, then let down by three other locks to sea level again. The channel is 300 feet wide at its narrowest place, and the locks which form the two gigantic water stairways are capable of lifting and lowering the largest ships now afloat. A great part of the higher level of the canal is the largest artificial lake in the world, made by impounding the waters of the Chagres River, thus filling with water the lower levels of the section. Another part of the higher level is Culebra Cut, the channel cut through the backbone of the continent.

Almost before Columbus died plans were made for cutting such a channel. With the beginning of the nineteenth century and the introduction of steam navigation, the demand for the canal began to be insistent.

Many plans were made, but it remained for the French, on New Year's Day of 1880, actually to begin the work. They failed, but not before they had accomplished much toward the reduction of Culebra Cut. They expended between 1880 and 1904 no less than $300,000,000 in their ill-fated efforts.

In 1904 the United States of America undertook the task. In a decade it was completed and the Americans had spent, all told, $375,000,000 in the project.

Because the Atlantic lies east and the Pacific west of the United States, one is likely to imagine the canal as a huge ditch cut straight across a neck of land from east to west. But it must be remembered that South America lies eastward from North America, and that the Isthmus connecting the two has its axis east and west. The canal, therefore, is cut from the Atlantic south-eastward to the Pacific. It lies directly south of Pittsburgh, Pa., and it brings Peru and Chile closer to New York than California and Oregon. The first 7 miles of the canal, beginning at the Atlantic end, run directly south and from thence to the Pacific it pursues a serpentine course in a southeasterly direction.

At the northern, or Atlantic, terminus are the twin cities of Colon and Cristobal, Colon dating from the middle of the nineteenth century when the railroad was built across the Isthmus, and Cristobal having its beginnings with the French attempt in 1880. At the southern, or Pacific, terminus are the twin cities of Panama and Balboa. Panama was founded in 1673 after the destruction by Morgan, the buccaneer, of an elder city established in 1519. The ruins of the old city stand 5 miles east of the new, and, since their story is one, it may be said that Panama is the oldest city of the Western World. Balboa is yet in its swaddling clothes, for it is the new American town destined to be the capital of the American territory encompassing the canal.

The waterway is cut through a strip of territory called the Canal Zone, which to all intents and purposes is a territory of the United States. This zone is 10 miles wide and follows the irregular line of the canal, extending 5 miles on either side from the axis of the channel. This Canal Zone traverses and separates the territory of the Republic of Panama, which includes the whole of the Isthmus, and has an area about equal to that of Indiana and a population of 350,000 or about that of Washington City. The two chief Panaman cities, Panama and Colon, lie within the limits of the Canal Zone, but, by the treaty, they are excepted from its government and are an integral part of the Republic of Panama, of which the city of Panama is the capital. Cristobal and Balboa, although immediately contiguous to Colon and Panama, are American towns under the American flag.

The Canal Zone historically and commercially has a record of interest and importance longer and more continuous than any other part of the New World. Columbus himself founded a settlement here at Nombre de Dios; Balboa here discovered the Pacific Ocean; across this narrow neck was transported the spoil of the devastated Empire of the Incas; here were the ports of call for the Spanish gold-carrying galleons; and here centered the activities of the pirates and buccaneers that were wont to prey on the commerce of the Spanish Main.

Over this route, on the shoulders of slaves and the back of mules, were transported the wares in trade of Spain with its colonies not only on the west coasts of the Americas, but with the Philippines.

Not far from Colon was the site of the colony of New Caledonia, the disastrous undertaking of the Scotchman, Patterson, who founded the Bank of England, to duplicate in America the enormous financial success of the East India Company in Asia.

Here in the ancient city of Panama in the early part of the nineteenth century assembled the first Pan American conference that gave life to the Monroe doctrine and ended the era of European colonization in America.

Here was built with infinite labor and terrific toll of life the first railroad connecting the Atlantic and the Pacific Oceans—a railroad less than 50 miles in length, but with perhaps the most interesting story in the annals of railroading.

Across this barrier in '49 clambered the American argonauts, seeking the newly discovered golden fleeces of California.

This was the theater of the failure of Count de Lesseps, the most stupendous financial fiasco in the history of the world.

And this, now, is the site of the most expensive and most successful engineering project ever undertaken by human beings.

It cost the French $300,000,000 to fail at Panama where the Americans, at the expenditure of $375,000,000, succeeded. And, of the excavation done by the French, only $30,000,000 worth was available for the purpose of the Americans. That the Americans succeeded where the French had failed is not to be assigned to the superiority of the American over the French nation. The reasons are to be sought, rather, in the underlying purposes of the two undertakings, and in the scientific and engineering progress made in the double decade intervening between the time when the French failure became apparent and the Americans began their work.

In the first place, the French undertook to build the canal as a money-making proposition. People in every grade of social and industrial life in France contributed from their surpluses and from their hard-earned savings money to buy shares in the canal company in the hope that it would yield a fabulously rich return. Estimates of the costs of the undertaking, made by the engineers, were arbitrarily cut down by financiers, with the result that repeated calls were made for more money and the shareholders soon found to their dismay that they must contribute more and yet more before they could hope for any return whatever. From the beginning to the end, the French Canal Company was concerned more with problems of promotion and finance than with engineering and excavation. As a natural result of this spirit at the head of the undertaking the whole course of the project was marred by an orgy of graft and corruption such as never had been known. Every bit of work was let out by contract, and the contractors uniformly paid corrupt tribute to high officers in the company. No watch was set on expenditures; everything bought for the canal was bought at prices too high; everything it had to sell was practically given away.

In the next place, the French were pitiably at the mercy of the diseases of the Tropics. The science of preventive medicine had not been sufficiently developed to enable the French to know that mosquitoes and filth were enemies that must be conquered and controlled before it would be possible successfully to attack the land barrier. Yellow fever and malaria killed engineers and common laborers alike. The very hospitals, which the French provided for the care of the sick, were turned into centers of infection for yellow fever, because the beds were set in pans of water which served as ideal breeding places for the death-bearing stegomyia[2].

In this atmosphere of lavish extravagance caused by the financial corruption, and in the continual fear of quick and awful death, the morals of the French force were broken; there was no determined spirit of conquest; interest centered in champagne and women; the canal was neglected.

Yet, in spite of this waste, this corruption of money and morals, much of the work done by the French was of permanent value to the Americans; and without the lessons learned from their bitter experience it would have been impossible for the Americans or any other people to have completed the canal so quickly and so cheaply.

The Americans brought to the task another spirit. The canal was to be constructed not in the hope of making money, but, rather, as a great national and popular undertaking, designed to bring the two coasts of the great Republic in closer communication for purposes of commerce and defense.

The early estimates made by the American engineers were far too low, but the French experience had taught the United States to expect such an outcome. Indeed, it is doubtful if anybody believed that the first estimates would not be doubled or quadrupled before the canal was finished.
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The journey of the U. S. S. Oregon around the Horn from Pacific waters to the theater of the War with Spain in the Caribbean, in 1898, impressed upon the American public the necessity of building the canal as a measure of national defense. Commercial interests long had been convinced of its necessity as a factor in both national and international trade, and, when it was realized that the Oregon would have saved 8,000 miles if there had been a canal at Panama, the American mind was made up. It determined that the canal should be built, whatever the cost.

From the very first there was never any question that the necessary money would be forthcoming. It is a fact unprecedented in all parliamentary history that all of the appropriations necessary for the construction and completion of the Isthmian waterway were made by Congress without a word of serious protest.

During the same War with Spain that convinced the United States that the canal must be built, a long forward step was taken in the science of medicine as concerned with the prevention and control of tropical diseases. The theory that yellow fever was transmitted by mosquitoes had been proved by a Cuban physician, Dr. Carlos Finley[3], a score of years earlier. An Englishman, Sir Patrick Manson[4], had first shown that disease might be transmitted by the bites of insects, and another Englishman, Maj. Roland Ross[5], had shown that malaria was conveyed by mosquitoes. It remained, however, for American army surgeons to demonstrate, as they did in Cuba, that yellow fever was transmissible only by mosquitoes of the stegomyia variety and by no other means whatsoever.

With this knowledge in their possession the Americans were able to do what the French were not—to control the chief enemy of mankind in torrid climes. In the first years of the work the public, and Congress, reflecting its views, were not sufficiently convinced of the efficacy of the new scientific discoveries to afford the means for putting them into effect. The Isthmian Canal Commission refused to honor requisitions for wire screens, believing that they were demanded to add to the comfort and luxury of quarters on the Zone, rather than for protection against disease. But the outbreak of yellow fever in 1905 was the occasion for furnishing the Sanitary Department, under Col. W. C. Gorgas, with the necessary funds, and thus provided, he speedily and completely stamped out the epidemic. From that time on, no one questioned the part that sanitation played in the success of the project. The cities of Panama and Colon were cleaned up as never were tropical cities cleaned before. All the time, every day, men fought mosquitoes that the workers in the ditch might not be struck down at their labors.
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