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This essay focuses on aspects of the political, economic, and 

cultural history of Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia.  It is written for 

the participants in Stanford Travel/Study’s program, Costa Rica to 

Colombia, Aboard the Hebridean Sky, April 13-24, 2019. 

 In the three sections of the essay, I explain how pirates stole 

Spanish silver in the Caribbean region, discuss the politics, engineering, 

and impact of the Panama Canal, and contrast the socio-economic 

development of Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia.  I first discuss why 

privateers (legal pirates) thrived in the 16th century, how buccaneers 

(illegal pirates) operated in the 17th century, and how piracy in the 

Caribbean was contained in the 1720s.  I turn next to the Panama Canal 

– what the Americans learned from French mistakes in attempting to 

build a canal across the isthmus of Panama, what technical innovations 

the Americans used to construct the canal, and how well Panama’s 

government has operated the canal since gaining control in 2000.  I 

conclude with a comparison of socio-economic developments in Costa 

Rica, Panama, and Colombia.  I append a time line, a bibliography, and 

a description of sites that I visited in Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia. 
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Pirates and Silver in the Caribbean (1520s-1720s)   

Silver in Spain’s American Empire.  Shortly after Christopher 

Columbus discovered the Bahamas in 1492, Spain colonized the largest 

islands in the Caribbean basin – Hispaniola (1493), Puerto Rico (1508), 

Jamaica (1509), and Cuba (1511).  In all instances, Spanish settlers 

devastated the Arawak Amerindian populations through disease and 

overwork and exploited minor gold resources.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons, available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_return_of_Columbus_in_Spain,_1493.jpg> 

 
King Ferdinand and Queen Isabella Welcoming Christopher Columbus 

On His Return to Spain in 1493 – Painting by Ricardo Balaca, 1874 
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Spain conquered Mexico, Colombia, and Panama in the 1520s and Peru 

in the 1530s and discovered unprecedented silver resources.  Spain 

controlled the entire Spanish Main (the Caribbean basin) until the early 

1600s.   

Seville monopolized Spanish trade with the Americas.  The 

transportation of goods was organized into massive convoys (flotas) of 

60-100 ships.  Two fleets would sail annually – the Flota, to Vera Cruz 

in Mexico, and the Galeones, to Cartagena and the Panamanian Isthmus.  

The fleets would join together for the return trip, leaving from Havana 

and returning to Seville.  The convoy system was expensive, but it 

provided protection for the silver fleet against pirates and hostile 

countries, facilitated the levying of taxes, and economized on the use of 

skilled pilots and navigators needed for the trans-Atlantic voyages. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:16th_century_Portuguese_Spanish_trade_routes.png

> 
 

Spanish (White) and Portuguese (Blue) Convoy Routes in the 16th 
century – Spanish Ships Crossed Eastward from Havana to Seville   

 
Silver was by far the most significant resource obtained from the 

American colonies.  Between 1503 and 1660, 16,000 tons of silver 

entered Seville from the New World, tripling the European stock of 

silver.  Most silver was produced in the Potosí mines in southern Peru, 

especially after 1560 when new techniques of refining silver were 
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developed using mercury obtained from the Almadén mines in Spain.  In 

addition, about 185 tons of gold were imported, raising European gold 

stocks by 20 percent.  Spanish exports to the Americas were mostly 

cereals, wine, textiles, weapons, and horses. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Potosi_D%C3%A9cembre_2007_-

_Industrie_Mini%C3%A8re.jpg> 
 

Potosí Silver Mines Today –                                                                
Source of 60 Percent of the World’s Silver in the Late 16th century  

 
Privateers and the Spanish Main (1520s-1610s).  A privateer 

was an armed vessel, or its commander and crew, which had received a 

letter of marque and reprisal from its sovereign authorizing it to attack, 

seize, and plunder ships of hostile nations during wartime.  Attacks by 
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French and British privateers against Spanish ships and ports were the 

main means of warfare in the Caribbean region during the 16th century. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:014Corsario.jpg> 

 
Privateer – Painting by Mauricio Garcia Vega, 20th century 

 
French privateers were the first to enter the Caribbean basin, and 

they were Spain’s main antagonists between the 1520s and the 1550s, 

when France was at war with Spain.  In 1544, French privateers 

plundered and razed Cartagena, one of Spain’s principal Caribbean 

ports.  In the 1550s, 30 French privateer ships controlled the Caribbean 

Sea routes and pillaged Spanish coastal towns. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:View_of_Cartagena_from_the_fortification_East_of_

the_city_-_2016_c.jpg> 
 

Caribbean Port of Cartagena, Colombia –                                             
Razed and Plundered by French Privateers in 1544 

 
Between the 1560s and 1590s, the Spanish Main was regularly 

invaded by Elizabethan Sea Dogs (or Sea Rovers) in search of Peruvian 

silver.  John Hawkins led the onslaught in the 1560s.  Hawkins was a 

former African slave trader who later guided England’s victory over the 

Spanish Armada (1588).  In the 1560s, Hawkins introduced his cousin, 

Francis Drake, to privateering in the Spanish Main.  Drake went on to 

lead attacks on Nombre de Dios, the Spanish port on the Isthmus of 

Panama, in 1573, 1586, and 1595.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Thomas_Cavendish,_Sir_Francis_Drake_and_Sir_Jo

hn_Hawkins,_British_School.jpg> 
 

Three Elizabethan Sea Dogs –                                                            
Thomas Cavendish, Sir Francis Drake, and Sir John Hawkins 

 
Francis Drake’s most remarkable exploit was his capture of the 

Spanish treasure ship, Cacafuego, in 1579 and its silver and gold worth 

760,000 pesos (about $20 million today) and his subsequent 

circumnavigation of the world on the 75-foot-long Golden Hind.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Golden_Hinde,_Londres,_Inglaterra,_2014-08-

11,_DD_107.JPG> 
 

Replica of Francis Drake’s Flagship, The Golden Hind, Bankside, 
London – Only 75 Feet Long, Circumnavigated the World (1577-1580) 

 
The plunder of most 16th-century privateers, however, was 

merchant cargo and slaves, not silver and gold.  But this mundane haul 

earned owners of privateering ships an annual rate of return of about 60 

percent. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Spanish_Caribbean_Islands_in_the_American_Vicer

oyalties_1600.png> 
 

Spanish Possessions in the Caribbean Region in 1600 

Buccaneers and Spanish Commerce (1620s-1680s).  Buccaneer 

is a term used to identify a pirate operating in the Caribbean region, 

originally applied to French hunters-turned-pirates on Hispaniola.  (A 

pirate in the Mediterranean is a corsair.)  Most of the buccaneers were 

British or French disaffected sailors or religious refugees, and most 

buccaneer crews were multinational, often including Dutch pirates and 
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runaway African slaves.  During times of war, buccaneers became legal 

privateers, and during peacetime they reverted to being outlawed pirates. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pyle_pirate_handsome.jpg> 

 
Buccaneer of the Caribbean –                                                        

Illustration from Howard Pyle, Howard Pyle’s Book of Pirates, 1905 
 

In the 1620s, the Dutch West India Company destroyed Spain’s 

trade monopoly, and Dutch merchant ships controlled Caribbean trade 

throughout the rest of the 17th century.  Concurrently, Britain, France, 

and Holland established colonies in the eastern Caribbean islands.  In 

1655, Britain took Jamaica and, in 1697, France claimed the western 
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third of Hispaniola (Saint Domingue, now Haiti) from Spain.  The 

buccaneers took advantage of those changes to disrupt Spanish 

commerce and fight in wars (first between the northern European 

countries and Spain and later between Britain and France).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pyle_pirates_approaching_ship.jpg> 

 
A Buccaneer Attack on a Spanish Galleon –                                  

Illustration from Howard Pyle, Howard Pyle’s Book of Pirates, 1905 
 

Between the 1620s and the 1680s, the buccaneers operated out of 

two principal pirate havens.  Tortuga, a small island northwest of 

Hispaniola, was an independent pirate kingdom throughout most of the 

17th century, predominantly French.  Port Royal, Jamaica openly housed 
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at least 2,000 buccaneers, mostly British, for nearly four decades after 

England claimed Jamaica in 1655.  The most renowned of the 17th 

century buccaneers, Henry Morgan, operated from Port Royal.  Morgan 

profitably raided Portobelo (1668), Maracaibo (1669), and Panama City 

(1671), was knighted, and became Lieutenant Governor of Jamaica 

where he was a wealthy planter. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Sir_Henry_Morgan_(1635-1688)_(imp-cswc-GB-

237-CSWC47-LS11-008).jpg> 
 

Sir Henry Morgan (1635-1680), Buccaneer, Politician, and Planter – 
Illustration by Church of Scotland Foreign Missions Committee, c. 1875 
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The Golden Age of Piracy (1690s-1720s).  In the late 17th 

century, piracy in the Caribbean experienced a final burst and then 

subsided.  During the War of the Spanish Succession (1701-1714), 

Britain fought France and both sides used privateers extensively in the 

Caribbean.  After the war, ex-privateers and unemployed seamen spread 

unlawful piracy in the Caribbean basin.  A study of 700 known pirates 

between 1715 and 1725 showed that nearly three-fourths were British or 

West Indian and one-fourth were American.  Rampant piracy occurred 

because governors in the Caribbean and American colonies judged the 

gains from contraband to outweigh the costs of disrupting normal trade. 

Starting in the 1690s, Nassau on New Providence Island in the 

Bahamas became a pirate haven and regularly housed 700 buccaneers.  

Nassau had a strategic location, near the Florida Straits, and a good 

harbor, deep enough for pirate ships but too shallow for naval warships.  

Until 1718, the British colonial government was accommodating. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pyle_pirates_city.jpg> 

 
Buccaneers Extorting Tribute from the Citizens –                                 

Illustration from Howard Pyle, Howard Pyle’s Book of Pirates, 1905 
 

The leading – and most notorious – pirate captains during piracy’s 

Golden Age (1690-1725) commanded at least two ships, each with a 

crew of more than 200 men.  Bartholomew Roberts (Black Bart) 
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commanded two large and two smaller ships and took 400 prizes (victim 

ships) in 30 months before he was killed in Gabon in 1722. 

Edward Teach (Blackbeard) had two large ships when he was killed on 

Ocracoke Island, North Carolina in 1718.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Capture-of-Blackbeard.jpg> 

 
Capture of the Pirate, Blackbeard, 1718 –                                        

Painting by Jean Leon Gerome Ferris, 1920 
 

Colonial governors, led by Woodes Rogers in the Bahamas, 

demanded an end to disruptive piracy during a post-war trade boom.  

Piracy in the Caribbean ended because of better law enforcement by the 
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Royal Navy (400 pirates were hanged between 1716 and 1726) plus 

Rogers’ program of pirate amnesty and bounty hunting in the Bahamas. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
>https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CIA_map_Central_America_%26_Caribbean.png> 

 
The Spanish Main (the Caribbean Basin) –                                                 

Site of Caribbean Piracy, 1520s-1720s  
 

Piracy in the Caribbean – Truth and Fiction.  Piracy returned 

briefly to the Caribbean in the decade after the Napoleonic Wars (1815-

1825).  Thereafter, piracy was romanticized in novels (Stevenson’s 
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Treasure Island), plays (Barrie’s Peter Pan), and poetry (Byron’s The 

Corsair).  Some of the literary images reflect an accurate picture of 

Caribbean pirates.  Most pirate communities were democracies in which 

the crew elected the captain, set the itinerary, and agreed to distribute the 

spoils in written articles.  Sometimes the captaincy was decided through 

fighting.  Attacking pirates were heavily armed, often carrying several 

pistols, cutlasses, and knives, and some even used crude hand grenades. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pyle_pirates_treasfight.jpg> 

 
Who Shall Be Captain? – Painting by Howard Pyle, 1911  
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The flags of pirate ships often portrayed a skull-and-crossbones, 

among many threatening symbols, on a black or red Jolly Roger (from 

the French jolie rouge, pretty red).  Many pirates also kept parrots as 

pets, similar to Long John Silver’s Cap’n Flint, sometimes for the 

purpose of selling them on the lucrative London bird market. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Flag_of_Edward_England.svg> 

 
Pirate Flags Carried the Skull and Crossbones in Truth and Fiction 

Other literary images of pirates are totally or mostly fictional.  

Although pirates preferred to capture treasure chests filled with silver 

and gold, most plunder instead was merchant cargo (cloth, textiles), 
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slaves, and items to maintain pirate ships (sails, cables, tools).  Pirates 

rarely, if ever, buried their treasure and instead quickly spent their shares 

of booty on gambling, alcoholic drink, and women. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
 <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pg_154_-_So_the_Treasure_was_Divided.jpg> 

 
So the Treasure was Divided (and Not Buried) –                          

Illustration from Howard Pyle, Howard Pyle’s Book of Pirates, 1905 
 

Only one example of pirates forcing victims of a boarded ship to 

walk the plank to their deaths has been recorded (during a pirate attack 

on the Dutch ship Vhan Fredericka out of Jamaica in 1829).  Pirate 

captains were much more likely to be vicious, greedy, and brutish than 

to be aristocratic, well-educated, and kind such as Captain Hook.  
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Despite the romantic imagery, piracy was a murderous undertaking with 

few redeeming features. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pyle_pirate_captain.jpg> 

 
Pirate Captains Were Vicious and Wore Practical Dress, Not 

Aristocratic Garb – Captain Keitt, Painting by Howard Pyle, c. 1911 
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The Construction and Impact of the Panama Canal 

Environmental Constraints in Panama – Water and Disease.  

The idea of an inter-oceanic canal stems from Vasco Nuñez de Balboa’s 

discovery of the passage across the Isthmus in 1513.  During the 

California gold rush, people started crossing the Isthmus with mules, 

canoes, and on foot, which prompted the building of the Panama 

Railroad in 1850-1855.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_Canal_Railway.svg> 

 
Route of the Panama Railway, Connecting the Atlantic and Pacific 

Oceans – Opened in 1855 and Required Constant Rebuilding   
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The railroad took three years longer to complete than anticipated, 

due to the extremely difficult conditions prevailing on the Isthmus.  

Even after completion, portions of the railroad continually sank into 

swamps and required constant rebuilding.  Part of the railroad was 

destroyed by flooding of the Chagres River, an obstacle canal builders 

also would have to contend with.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CulebraSummit.jpg> 

 
The Panama Railroad at the Culebra Summit Station –                

Lithograph by Fessendon Nott Otis, December 1854 
 

Since the entire region constitutes the drainage basin of the 

Chagres, the railway and any eventual canal would have to cross a huge 
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number of waterways.  Furthermore, earthquakes damaged the railroad, 

which would enter into later debates about canal location as a strong 

point against Panama.  Perhaps most problematic was the effect of the 

rainy season on the construction effort.  For months on end the entire 

region was constantly soaked, the territory transformed into a muddy 

morass, diseases such as malaria and yellow fever flourished, and 

everything the people built or brought with them rotted.  The planned 

canal was to follow generally the same path as the railroad, so the 

French purchased it in 1881 from the American-owned Panama Railroad 

Company for $17 million and faced the same challenges in their 

construction effort. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_Topography.png> 

 
Topography of Panama – Canal Zone Is Influenced by Heavy Rainfall, 

High Temperatures, Steep Slopes, and Earthquakes 
 

The French Attempt to Build a Panama Canal (1881-1889).  

The French attempt to build a sea-level Panama Canal under Ferdinand 

de Lesseps’ Compagnie Universelle du Canal Interocéanique de Panama 

commenced in 1881, with a precise survey of the canal course, the 

clearing of a line through the rainforest, and the building of medical 

infrastructure, living quarters, and machine workshops along the line.  

But in eighteen months the principal contractor, Couvreux and Hersent, 
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withdrew from the project, recognizing the infeasibility of the allocated 

budget and timeline.  Excavation continued with smaller contractors. 

 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ferdinand_de_Lesseps_by_Nadar.jpg> 

 
Ferdinand de Lesseps (1805-1894) – Entrepreneur Extraordinaire for 

the Suez Canal and the Failed French Canal in Panama 
 

The pace of the work was so slow, and so costly, that by 1888 even 

de Lesseps had to concede that a sea-level canal was impracticable.  

Plans were adjusted for a lock-lake design, which, once functional, could 

be deepened over time eventually to create a sea-level canal.  By that 

time it was too late.  The project had lost the confidence of the French 

people and government, and de Lesseps’ company ran out of funds.  
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Excavation ceased in 1889 after the French had invested $194 million in 

the failed project.  More than 22,000 workers had died. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:The_Panama_Canal_--

_The_Great_Culebra_Cut.jpg> 
 

French Excavation Was Slow and Costly –                                         
Culebra Cut in 1885, Illustration in Harpers Weekly, July 1885 

 
The failure is largely attributable to undue reliance on the 

experience of building the Suez Canal.  Conditions in Panama were 

completely different, to the point where a sea-level canal was 

impossible.  For instance, the machinery employed by the French, 

although exceptional for the time, was totally inadequate for the task.  

Also, disease in the tropical rainforest of Panama was far more difficult 
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to contain than in the arid desert of the Sinai Peninsula.  Nevertheless, 

given those obstacles, the amount of work accomplished by the French 

was remarkable and provided a start and many valuable lessons for the 

later American effort.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ferdinand_de_Lesseps,_Vanity_Fair,_1869-11-

27.jpg> 
 

Ferdinand de Lesseps, Succeeded in Suez But Failed in Panama –                            
Caricatured in Vanity Fair, After the Suez Canal Opened in 1869 

 
American Debate Over Canal Site – Nicaragua vs. Panama.  

The U.S. began investigating the possibility of a trans-isthmian canal in 

1869, in response to the gold rush and the need to supply military forces 

to the West.  Following the publication of Alfred Thayer Mahan’s The 
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Influence of Seapower upon History, the U.S. became strongly interested 

in a canal for the purpose of projecting naval power in both oceans.  

Theodore Roosevelt voiced strong opinions on the matter of a trans-

isthmian canal as early as 1890 with the appearance of Mahan’s book, 

which Roosevelt very favorably reviewed for The Atlantic Monthly.  He 

saw a canal as indispensable for exercise of American naval power on 

the world’s seas and insisted on a canal owned, operated, and fortified 

by the United States.  The need for a canal was sharply illustrated in the 

Cuban War (1898), when it took two months for the battleship Oregon 

to arrive in Cuba from California. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:USS_Oregon_1898_USN_010305.jpg> 

 
USS Oregon, Took Two Months to Reach Havana Harbor in 1898 –                                               

Delay Spurred Support for Trans-isthmian Canal in Panama 
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However, by the end of the 19th century the U.S. had yet to resolve 

the debate concerning a Nicaraguan versus Panamanian canal.  Senator 

John Tyler Morgan, an influential senator from Alabama, led the pro-

Nicaragua contingent out of a conviction of Nicaragua’s superior 

engineering qualities as well as a desire to favor port cities of the 

southern U.S.  The Walker Commission, established to compare the 

possible routes, favored Nicaragua unless French building rights and 

infrastructure in Panama could be purchased for not more than $40 

million.  However, Panama had better harbors, easier curves, and was 

better surveyed, and shipping professionals favored the Panama route 

because it would be easier to maneuver in and shorter.  The presence of 

volcanoes in Nicaragua also provided a scare tactic with which to sway 

opinions in favor of a Panamanian canal, although no volcanic activity 

had taken place near the proposed Nicaraguan canal route in over 50 

years.  On June 19, 1902 the U.S. Senate voted 42 to 34 in favor of a 

Panamanian canal. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Momotombo_1900_Edition_Stamp.jpg> 

 
Volcanos in Nicaragua – Philippe Bunau-Varilla, Lobbying for U.S. 

Approval of the Panamanian Route, Sent a Copy of This 1900 
Nicaraguan Stamp to Every Member of the U.S. Congress in 1902 

 
The Panamanian Revolution and the Panama Canal.  In the 

U.S., the Hepburn Bill slated for debate in January, 1902 would have 

paved the way for a canal in Nicaragua.  Political pressure from 

powerful Senator Mark Hanna (Ohio), who served railroad interests, 

convinced Roosevelt to push for a Panama Canal through the Spooner 

Amendment, amending the Hepburn Bill.  The Spooner Act authorized 

the President to buy French property and concessions in Panama for not 

more than $40 million, to make a deal with Colombia for not more than 
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$10 million, and to build a Panama canal. The Spooner Act was signed 

into law on June 28, 1902.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Kanal_MK1888.png> 

 
German Map, 1885 – Comparing the Unfinished French Canal Through 

Panama (Above) and An Alternative Canal Route through Nicaragua 
 

Under the Act, if agreement was not reached with Colombia in a 

reasonable amount of time, the U.S. would proceed with a Nicaragua 

canal.  That feature of the legislation contributed to Theodore 

Roosevelt’s impatience with Colombia’s refusal in 1903 to ratify the 
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Hay-Herrán Treaty (1902) and his willingness to support a secessionist 

revolution in Panama.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Go_Away_Little_Man_Charles_Green_Bush.jpg> 

 
President Theodore Roosevelt Intimidating Colombia – “Go Away, 

Little Man,” Cartoon by Charles Green Bush, New York World, 1903 
 

Due to the manipulations of Philippe Bunau-Varilla, a French 

engineer who retained substantial shares in the Compagnie Nouvelle, the 

U.S. facilitated the creation of the Republic of Panama by sending 

gunboats to prevent the landing of Colombian troops sent to suppress the 

Panamanian revolt.  By threatening to remove the gunboats, Bunau-
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Varilla dictated the terms of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty (1903), under 

which Panama gave the U.S. authority equivalent to that of a sovereign 

over a ten-mile-wide canal zone in perpetuity. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Man_Behind_The_Egg.JPG> 

 
“The Man Behind the Egg”, 1903 Cartoon – Depicting the Duplicitous 

Roles of Theodore Roosevelt (Right) and Philippe Bunau-Varilla in 
Hatching the Republic of Panama 

  
American Lessons from French Mistakes – Diseases and 

Railroad.  Americans benefited from recent discoveries regarding the 

role of mosquitoes in propagating yellow fever and malaria.  The man 

responsible for medical aspects of the canal project, Dr. William Gorgas, 
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wanted to implement an aggressive campaign to eliminate mosquitoes 

from areas of human habitation.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Canal_Zone_1c_Gorgas,_1928_Issue.jpg> 

 
Major-General William Crawford Gorgas –                                

Controlled Yellow Fever and Malaria in the Panama Canal Zone 
 

Initially, Gorgas encountered resistance from both the first Chief 

Engineer, John Wallace, and from the bureaucracy in Washington, who 

had yet to be convinced of the validity of mosquito theories.  When John 

Stevens took over as Chief Engineer in June 1905, he gave Gorgas full 

support and an effective mosquito eradication campaign started.  Stevens 

also recognized the key role of the Panama Railroad.  The French, and 
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Wallace, had encountered logistical problems in removing spoil from the 

excavations. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:John_Frank_Stevens.jpg> 

 
John Frank Stevens, Chief Engineer of the American Panama Canal 

Project, 1905-1907 – Redesigned the Panama Railroad, Removed Spoil 
 

Stevens redesigned the railroad and constructed an elaborate 

system whereby carts continually received spoil, took it away to 

dumpsites, and returned for more.  That innovation allowed the giant 

steam shovels to operate at maximum efficiency, which in essence 

meant non-stop.  Those two improvements over the French approach – 
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effective disease control and efficient spoil removal – allowed the 

Americans to focus on the essential task of excavation. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_Canal_Map_EN.png> 

 
Construction of the Panama Canal 
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New Technologies and the Locks of the Panama Canal.  Among 

the many innovations associated with the Panama Canal, two 

construction techniques stand out as particularly vital.  The French 

began experimenting with precision dynamite charges, inserted into the 

ground in precise patterns so as to maximize the effects of the blasts and 

generate easily predictable areas of loose rock and soil for excavation.  

The Americans improved on that approach by using high power drills to 

dig the holes for the dynamite, run on compressed air piped into 

excavation areas from thirty miles away. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_Canal_relief_and_cross_section_map.jpg> 
 
Cross Section of the Panama Canal – Colón, Gatún Locks, Gatún Lake, 

Gaillard Cut, Pedro Miguel Locks, Miraflores Locks, Panama City 
 

At the turn of the century the use of concrete in construction was 

still novel and experimental.  Nevertheless, the locks of the Panama 

Canal, fashioned out of poured concrete, have proven to be one of the 
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most durable concrete structures ever built.  The use of electricity for 

industrial purposes was also new, yet all operations of the Panama Canal 

were entirely driven by electricity, generated by its own dams.  The most 

obvious feat of innovation were the locks – in size, operation, and 

technology.  The size demanded revolutionary engineering approaches 

in designing the mechanism that was to open and shut the lock gates. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:FMIB_38670_Center_Wall_Culvert,_Gatun_Locks.j

peg> 
 

Gatun Locks Under Construction in 1913 – Photograph                        
by Ernest Hallen, Official Photographer, Canal Commission 
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That task was facilitated by creative manipulation of water and 

gravity, whereby the gates were manufactured to float in the water, 

greatly reducing the demands on hinges and turning mechanisms.  The 

artificial lake provided a virtually endless supply of water for raising 

water levels in the locks, and gravity sufficed to lower the levels, so no 

pumping was required during the transit.  The power for canal 

operations was supplied by the Gatun dam.  Finally, the control panels 

for canal operation relied on an ingenious design in which each step of a 

lock transit was simulated in miniature.  The control mechanism relied 

on mechanically interlocking switches that could only be turned in the 

proper order, rendering impossible any error in the control sequence. 



 42 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Canal_de_Panam%C3%A1_torre_de_control.jpg> 

 
Control Panel, Miraflores Lock, Panama Canal in 2011 

Dimensions of Construction of the Panama Canal.  The Panama 

Canal officially opened on August 15, 1914.  The total construction 

effort involved over 260 million cubic yards of excavation.  The 61 

million pounds of dynamite used exceeded the explosive energy 

expended in all of America’s wars until that point.  The total U.S. cost of 

building the canal was $379 million, twice the initial estimate, four times 

the cost of the Suez Canal, and five times more than America had spent 

on all of its territorial acquisitions to date, including the Louisiana 
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Territory, Florida, California, New Mexico, Arizona, Alaska, and the 

Philippines.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Roosevelt_and_the_Canal.JPG> 

 
President Theodore Roosevelt in a Bucyrus Steam Shovel –             

Panama Canal Zone, 1906 
 

The peak workforce in the construction of the canal was 44,000 (in 

1913), mostly West Indians from Barbados.  In the American 

construction era, 5,609 construction workers died, which, combined with 

the approximately 22,000 deaths during the French effort, makes for 

about 550 casualties per mile of canal.  Initially traffic through the canal 
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was limited due to the onset of the First World War, but annual traffic 

exceeded 7,000 ships by 1939 and peaked at 15,000 vessels in the early 

1970s. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Spanish_laborers_on_Panama_Canal_in_early_190

0s.jpg> 
 

Spanish Construction Workers on the Panama Canal, Early 1900s 

Panamanian Management of the Panama Canal.  In 1977, 

Presidents Jimmy Carter of the United States and Omar Torrijos of 

Panama negotiated and signed two treaties, known as the Torrijos-Carter 

Treaties.  The first guaranteed the neutrality of the canal, authorized both 
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the U.S. and Panama to take any steps necessary to safeguard the smooth 

operation of the canal in perpetuity, and gave U.S. and Panamanian 

warships priority rights of passage in emergencies.  The second treaty 

ended the Canal Zone’s status as a U.S. dominion and provided for a 

phased transfer of ownership and authority over the canal from the U.S. 

to Panama to be completed by December 31, 1999.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Jimmy_Carter_and_General_Omar_Torrijos_signin

g_the_Panama_Canal_Treaty.jpg> 
 

Presidents Jimmy Carter of the United States (Left) and Omar Torrijos 
of Panama – After Signing the Torrijos-Carter Treaties (1977) 
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The U.S. had been involved in renegotiations concerning canal 

status for about 20 years by then.  But only Carter had the will to push 

the treaties in the face of widespread opinion that the U.S. should never 

relinquish control.  Carter did so because American diplomacy ran into 

difficulties in Latin America and elsewhere due to this “remnant of 

American imperialism” and because the canal was vulnerable to terrorist 

attack by anti-American groups in Panama.  Furthermore, expansion of 

America’s navy and the advent of nuclear armaments greatly reduced 

the canal’s military importance.  American opinion – then and now – has 

been divided over whether the U.S. should have transferred ownership 

of the Canal to Panama.  But the canal has prospered and expanded 

under Panamanian management. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:CanalZone.png> 

 
The Panama Canal and Canal Zone –                                         

Transferred by the United States to Panama, December 31, 1999 
 

The Panama Canal in 2019.  Between 2007 and 2016, the 

Panama Canal Authority invested $5.6 billion in the Third Set of Locks 

Project to double the transit capacity of the canal.  An international 
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consortium, led by Salini Inpregilo of Italy, did the work.  The expanded 

canal can handle ships up to 1,200 feet long, 161 feet wide, and 50 feet 

in depth.  About 90 percent of the world’s cargo fleet can use the canal. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Atlantic_Bridge_at_Panama_Canal.jpg> 

 
New Agua Clara Locks in 2018 – With Rolling Gate Partially Open 

In 2019, 13,385 vessels transited the canal – an average of 38 ships 

per day.  Neopanamax ships – the largest ships the locks can 

accommodate – made over 2,000 of those transits.  The tonnage of cargo 

in 2019 was 475 million tons, representing about 6 percent of the 
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world’s cargo volume.  The principal commodities transported on ships 

transiting the canal were motor vehicles, petroleum and petroleum 

products, grains, and coal. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Agua_Clara_Locks_09_2019_0822.jpg> 

 
Neopanamax Ship, Passing Through the New Agua Clara Locks in 2019 

More than 80 global shipping routes utilize the canal.  The 

transport distance saved by the canal depends on the route in question.  

For routes from the eastern United States to Japan, the canal reduces the 

voyage by 3,000 miles, between Ecuador and Europe by 5,000 miles, 
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and between New York and San Francisco by 8,000 miles.  In 2019, 

Panama Canal revenues amounted to $2.9 billion, a record $1.65 billion 

was transferred to the Government of Panama, and transits by 

Neopanamax vessels through the new locks generated 37 percent of 

canal revenues.  Facing alternatives, such as rail freight between 

California and gulf ports of Texas and Mexico and proposed canals or 

railroads across Nicaragua or northern Colombia, the Panama Canal is 

likely to remain of importance to commercial shipping so long as 

increases in Canal transit fees are competitive with other transit options. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_Canal_PIA03368_lrg.jpg> 

 
The Panama Canal, NASA Satellite Image – View from West to East  
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The Socio-economic Development of Costa Rica, Panama, and 
Colombia 
 

Costa Rica – History and Politics.  The land that became Costa 

Rica was lightly inhabited by Amerindian peoples at the time of 

European contact (about 27,000 in 1520).   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Costa_Rica_precolombina._Aldea.JPG> 

 
Typical Settlement of the Diquís Amerindian People in Costa Rica –                      

Before Spanish Contact in 1540 
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Spanish colonial rulers (1540-1821) did not institute widespread 

encomienda or slave-based estates.  Instead, mestizo or white settlers set 

up small farms in the impoverished colony, which was ruled as part of 

New Spain from Guatemala.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Iglesia_Inmaculada_Concepcion_Ujarras.jpg> 

 
Catholic Church of the Immaculate Conception, Built 1686-1693 – 

Ujarrás Historical Site, Orosí Valley, Cartago Province, Costa Rica 
 

By 1800, the population of Costa Rica was only 50,000 (including 

30,000 mestizos and 9,000 Amerindians), and the Spanish colony was 

the poorest in Central America.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Viceroyalty_of_the_New_Spain_1819_(without_Phili

ppines).png> 
 

The Spanish Viceroyalty of New Spain, 1819 –                                       
Costa Rica (the Southernmost Part) Was Ruled from Guatemala 

 
Costa Rica declared its independence from Spain in 1821, joined 

the Central American Federation in 1823, and became fully independent 

in 1838. 



 54 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Political_Evolution_of_Central_America_and_the_C

aribbean_1823_na.png> 
 

Federal Republic of Central America, 1823-1838 (Light Tan Area) – 
Costa Rica, Nicaragua, El Salvador, Honduras, and Guatemala 

 
Throughout the 19th century, coffee was Costa Rica’s leading 

export and coffee barons led the political elite.  In the 1880s, an 

American entrepreneur, Minor Keith, built Costa Rica’s first railroad 

and created the United Fruit Company to export bananas.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:United_Fruit_Company_logo_%E2%80%93_Bananas.png> 

 
Logo of the United Fruit Company (Chiquita Brands International) – 

Created in 1899 by Minor Keith To Export Costa Rican Bananas 
 

In 1948, Costa Rica experienced a 6-week-long civil war in which 

2,000 died.  José Figueres Ferrer took control, initiated a new 

constitution, political stability, and economic reforms, and was elected 

president in 1953.  Since then, Costa Rica has held 16 democratic 

elections, been ruled by civilian governments, been free of strife, 

remained neutral in its foreign policy, and housed no foreign troops.  

One president, Oscar Arias Sánchez, won the Nobel Peace Prize in 1987 

for creating a lasting peace-process in war-torn Central America.  In the 
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most recent election (May 2018), Carlos Alvarado Quesada, a 38-year-

old member of the center-left Citizens’ Action Party, was elected 

president. 

 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Carlos_Alvarado_Quesada_CAQ_PAC_03.jpg> 

 
Carlos Alvarado Quesada –                                                             

President of Costa Rica (2018-present) and 41-year-old Novelist 
 

Costa Rica – Economy.  Costa Rica is four-fifths the size of West 

Virginia.  Its population of 5 million (2019) is predominantly mestizo or 

white (84 percent) and Catholic (72 percent).  Costa Rica’s income per 

capita (measured by the World Bank at Purchasing Power Parity in 
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constant 2017 dollars)) grew at an average annual rate of 2.5 percent and 

more than doubled between 1990 and 2019.  Costa Rica’s price-adjusted 

per capita income in 2019 was $20,444 – 31 percent of the US level and 

63rd of 186 countries in the World Bank’s ranking of per capita incomes. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Intel_Costa_12_2007_SJO_105b.jpg> 

 
Intel Microprocessor Facility, Heredia, Belén, Costa Rica – Opened in 
1997, Formerly Generated One-fifth of Costa Roca’s Export Earnings 

 
Costa Rica exports a range of manufactured goods (medical 

devices, optical apparatus, electronics) and agricultural commodities 

(bananas, pineapples, coffee), mainly to the US.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Costa_Rica_Exports_Treemap_2017.svg> 

 
Proportional Representation of Costa Rica’s Export Earnings in 2017 – 
Key Items Were Bananas, Fruits, Medical Equipment, and Electronics 

 
Tourism (3 million visitors spent $4 billion in 2018) generates 13 

percent of GDP.  The country has good infrastructure, a well-educated 

workforce, and widespread Internet use (81 percent).  Costa Rica spends 
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a fifth of national income on social services and has high adult literacy 

(98 percent) and long life expectancy (80 years).  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Parque_Nacional_Corcovado.JPG> 

 
Corcovado National Park, Osa Peninsula, Southwestern Costa Rica – 

Tourism Generates 13 Percent of GDP 
 

In 2019, the country ranked 62nd of 189 countries in the UNDP’s 

Human Development Index, 74th of 190 countries in the World Bank’s 

Ease of Doing Business Index, and an impressive 44th of 198 countries 

in the Corruption Perceptions Index compiled by Transparency 

International.  But Costa Rica faces significant challenges – government 
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debt is large (77 percent of GDP in 2019), international competitiveness 

is eroding, and unemployment is quite high (12 percent in 2019). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
< https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Cs-map-EN.png> 

 
Contemporary Costa Rica 
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Panama – History and Politics.  The isthmus of Panama had an 

Amerindian population of 200,000 at the time of Spanish contact (1502). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama-Kuna_0605a.jpg> 

 
Guna Women – 418,000 Amerindians Live in Panama Today 

Spanish officials controlled mainly the major ports (Panama City 

and Portobelo) and the transit route across the isthmus during their rule 

(1538-1821).  Panama was important to Spain between the 1540s and 

the 1740s, because it was the site where Peruvian silver was transported 

by mule caravans from the Pacific Ocean to the Caribbean Sea to be 
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loaded on Spanish convoy ships.  After the transport of silver shifted to 

Argentina, Panama became an economic backwater.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:16th_century_Portuguese_Spanish_trade_routes.png

> 
 

Spanish Convoy Routes (White) in the 16th-18th centuries – Spanish 
Ships Brought Silver from Callao Across Panama to Havana and Seville  

 
Panama declared its independence from Spain in 1821, joined 

Simón Bolívar’s short-lived Republic of Gran Colombia (1821-1830), 

and became part of independent Colombia (1830-1903). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Gran_Colombia_in_1822.svg> 

 
Simón Bolívar’s Republic of Gran Colombia, 1821-1830 –              

Included Panama As a Part of Colombia  

The isthmian province enjoyed prosperity following completion of 

the Panama Railroad in 1855, but that transport route lost importance 

after the US Transcontinental Railroad opened in 1869.  In 1903, the US 

government used gunboat diplomacy to ensure the success of a 

Panamanian revolt for independence from Colombia and soon 

negotiated access to a 10-mile-wide Panama Canal Zone in perpetuity.  
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Between 1903 and 1936, Panama was a virtual protectorate of the US.  

Politics was controlled by oligarchical parties.   

Panama experienced brutal military dictatorships between 1968 

and 1989.  Omar Torrijos (1968-1981) introduced economic reforms and 

improved education, but Manuel Noriéga (1981-1989) was an 

opportunistic kleptocrat and drug-dealer.  The US invaded Panama in 

1989 to oust Noriéga and protect its interests in the Canal Zone.   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Operation_Just_Cause.jpg> 

 
US Invasion of Panama, December 1989-January 1990 –            

Operation Just Cause 
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Since Noriéga’s imprisonment in 1990, Panama has had five 

successful presidential elections and peaceful transfers of power.  The 

country has operated the Panama Canal efficiently, following the US 

transfer of the Canal to Panama in 1999.  Between 2014 and 2019, Juan 

Carlos Varela of the center-right Panamenista Party served as the 

President of Panama.  Laurentino “Nito” Cortizo Cohen of the center-

left Democratic Revolutionary Party was elected President in July 2019.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Laurentino_Cortizo_(cropped).jpg> 

 
Laurentino “Nito” Cortizo Cohen – President of Panama (2019 –) 



 66 

Panama – Economy.  Panama’s land area, 29,120 square miles, is 

slightly smaller than that of South Carolina and half again as large as 

Costa Rica’s.  Its 4.2 million people are ethnically mestizo (mixed 

Amerindian and white, 65 percent), black or mulatto (16 percent), 

Amerindian (12 percent), or white (7 percent) and are predominantly 

Catholic (85 percent).  Panama’s population is increasing at a rate of 1.7 

percent per year.  Between 1990 and 2003, income per capita (measured 

by the World Bank at Purchasing Power Parity in constant 2017 dollars) 

grew at an average annual rate of 2.4 percent.  Thereafter the 

Panamanian economy shifted into high gear.  Income per capita 

expanded at the impressive average annual rate of 4.9 percent for the 

next 16 years (2003-2019). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_econ_1981.jpg> 

 
 Economic Activities in Panama, 1981 

In 2019, Panama had a price-adjusted income level of $32,851 

(half of the US level and 60 percent higher than that of Costa Rica).  The 

isthmian country had a 95 percent rate of adult literacy and a life 

expectancy of 78 years.  That modest performance in health and 

education caused Panama to slide down in the UNDP’s Human 

Development Index (57th of 189 countries in 2019) relative to that in the 
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World Bank’s listing of per capita incomes (43rd of 186 countries in 

2019).  Only 64 percent of Panamanians use the Internet.  Panama ranks 

just 86th of 190 countries in the World Bank’s Ease of Doing Business 

Index (2019) and a disappointing 101st of 198 countries in the 

Corruption Perceptions Index compiled by Transparency International 

(2019).  The rate of unemployment was only 3.9 percent in 2019.  

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_City_skyline.jpg> 

 
Panama City, The Capital and Financial Center of Panama –                           

Political Stability and Lack of Transparency 
 

Three-fourths of Panamanian GDP is generated by services (the 

Panama Canal, the Colón Free Zone, container ports, banking and 



 69 

insurance, flagship registry, and tourism (1.8 million arrivals spent $5.6 

billion in 2018).   

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Aerial_view_Col%C3%B3n_Free_Trade_Zone.jpg> 

 
Free Zone, Colón, Panama – 2,600 Companies from 30 Countries 

Panama’s diverse commodity exports ($26.5 billion in 2019) 

included organic chemicals, pharmaceuticals, electrical machinery, 

footwear, and clothing, and two-thirds of exports were sold to Latin 

American countries.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Panama_Exports_Treemap_2017.svg> 

 
Proportional Representation of Panama’s Export Earnings in 2017 – 
Key Items Were Petroleum Products, Bananas, Ships, Fish, and Gold 

 
Rapid industrial expansion has been aided by substantial inflows of 

foreign direct investment ($6.1 billion in 2019) and personal remittances 

from Panamanians working abroad ($0.6 billion in 2019). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Pm-map.png> 

 
Contemporary Panama 

Colombia – History and Politics.  Colombia had an Amerindian 

population estimated at 1.5-2 million at Spanish contact (1502).   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:TISQUESUSA1.jpg> 

 
Tisquesusa, Principal Leader of the Muiscas – During the Spanish 

Conquest in the 1530s, He Resisted Strongly But Was Killed in Battle 
 

Spanish colonists established Cartagena in 1533, and the city 

became Spain’s main port, entrepôt, and naval base for its colony of 

New Granada (1538-1819).  New Granada was part of the Viceroyalty 

of Peru (1542-1739) and later became its own Viceroyalty (1739-1819) 

with the capitol at Bogotá.   
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Location_Viceroyalty_New_Granada.png> 

 
Spain’s Viceroyalty of New Granada, 1739-1819 

Simón Bolívar led the region to independence in 1819 and 

established the Republic of Gran Colombia (1819-1830) in today’s 

Colombia, Panama, Venezuela, and Ecuador.  When Bolívar died in 

1830, Venezuela and Ecuador seceded and Colombia became 

independent with Panama as a province.  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Batalla_de_Boyaca_de_Martin_Tovar_y_Tovar.jpg> 

 
Simón Bolívar Led Colombia (in New Granada) to Independence, After 
the Battle of Boyacá (1819) – Painting by Martin Tovar y Tovar, 1890 

 
In the 19th century, Colombia had little economic dynamism, 

exported mainly gold, tobacco, and quinine, and was afflicted by bitter 

rivalry between the Conservative and Liberal Parties.  That rivalry 

erupted into the War of the Thousand Days (1899-1902) in which 

120,000 Colombians died.  In 1903, Panama gained its independence 

with US support.  In the first half of the 20th century, the production and 
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export of coffee boomed, and Colombia became the world’s second 

leading coffee exporter (after Brazil).  The bitter political conflict 

between Conservatives and Liberals led to a second civil war, La 

Violencia (1948-1957), with the loss of 250,000 to 300,000 lives. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Coffee_Berries.jpg> 

 
Coffee (Coffea arabica) Berries, Ready for Harvesting –                    

Coffee Became Colombia’s Leading Export in the Late 19th century 
 

Between 1964 and 1971, several left-wing guerrilla groups 

emerged, including the Revolutionary Armed Forces of Colombia 

(FARC).  Peace negotiations between the government and FARC began 

in 1998 and culminated in an historic peace accord in 2016.  Juan 
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Manuel Santos, President of Colombia (2010-2018), received the Nobel 

Peace Prize in 2016 for his role in ending 52 years of conflict with the 

FARC in which 600,000 Colombians had died.  Ivan Duque Márquez, 

leader of the Democratic Center Party and a critic of Santos’s peace 

terms with the FARC, was elected President in June 2018.  The 

Democratic Center Party was founded in 2012 by ex-President Álvaro 

Uribe Vélez (2002-2010) in opposition to Santos, Uribe’s protegé. 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Iv%C3%A1n_Duque_M%C3%A1rquez_(Recortado).

png> 
  

Ivan Duque Márquez – President of Colombia (2018-present) and 
Colombia’s Youngest-ever President (Elected at Age 42) 
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Colombia – Economy.  Colombia is a sizeable country (439,735 

square miles) – three-quarters the size of Alaska and 15 times the area of 

Panama.  Its 50.3 million people are ethnically mestizo (84 percent), 

Afro-Colombian (10 percent), or Amerindian (3 percent) and are 

religiously Catholic (79 percent) or Protestant (14 percent).  Colombia’s 

population is growing at a rate of 1.4 percent per year.  In 1990, 

Colombia’s price-adjusted GDP per capita ($4,859) was slightly less 

than those of Costa Rica and Panama.  Between 1990 and 2019, 

Colombia’s GDP per capita (measured by the World Bank at Purchasing 

Power Parity in constant 2017 dollars) grew at a modest annual rate of 2 

percent.  (In contrast, during that same period Costa Rica expanded at a 

rate of 2.5 percent and Panama at 3.8 percent.) 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Colombia_GDP_by_sector_in_2017.png> 

 
Colombia’s GDP By Sector in 2017 

In 2019, Colombia had a price-adjusted income level of $15,635 – 

one-fourth of the US level, 76 percent of Costa Rica’s, and only 48 

percent of income per head in Panama.  In that same year, Colombia had 

a life expectancy at birth of 77 years and a rate of adult literacy of 95 

percent.  Colombia’s ranking in the UNDP’s Human Development Index 

(83rd of 189 countries in 2019) was identical to that in the World Bank’s 

listing of per capita incomes (83rd of 186 countries in 2019).  
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at  
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Uniandes_Campus.jpg> 

 
The University of the Andes, Bogotá, Colombia –                             

Founded in 1948, 25,000 Students 
 

Only 65 percent of Colombians use the Internet.  Tourism 

contributes about 6 percent of GDP (3.9 million tourist arrivals spent 

$6.6 billion in 2018). 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:View_of_Cartagena_from_the_fortification_East_of_

the_city_-_2016_c.jpg> 
 

Caribbean Port of Cartagena –                                                               
Main Port, Entrepôt, and Tourist Attraction in Colombia 

 
Colombia ranked 67th of 190 countries in the World Bank’s Ease 

of Doing Business Index (2019) and a disappointing 96th of 198 

countries in the Corruption Perceptions Index compiled by Transparency 

International (2019) – Panama was 101st and Costa Rica’s was 44th.  The 

rate of unemployment in Colombia has been high – 9.7 percent in 2019.  

Colombia exported goods and services valued at $51.1 billion in 2019, 

principally petroleum, coal, coffee, tea, emeralds, gold, bananas, and cut 

flowers. 
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Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
<https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Colombia_Exports_Treemap_2017.svg> 

 
Proportional Representation of Colombia’s Export Earnings in 2017 – 

Key Items Were Petroleum, Coal, Coffee, Gold, and Cut Flowers 
 

Those exports went to North America (one-third), Latin America 

(one-third), Europe (one-sixth), and Asia (one-sixth).  Colombia’s 

development has been aided by inflows of foreign direct investment 
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($14.3 billion in 2019), personal remittances from Colombians working 

abroad ($6.8 billion in 2019), and foreign aid ($1.8 billion in 2019). 

 
 

Source:  Wikimedia Commons available at 
 <https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Co-map.png> 

 
Contemporary Colombia 
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Time Line for Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia  
 
15,000-11,000 BCE people from North Asia migrated into North and 

South America  
 
14th century emergence of Inca Kingdom – initially a small 

regional kingdom – capital, Cuzco 
 
1469 dynastic marriage of Isabella (of Castile-Léon) 

and Ferdinand (of Aragon-Catalonia) 
 
1470 Topa Inca conquered Chimú and Ecuador 
 
1479 formation of united kingdom of Spain – merger of 

Castile and Aragon  
 
1492 Christopher Columbus discovered New World – 

for Spain  
 
1493 Christopher and Bartholomé Columbus colonized 

Hispaniola 
 
1500 Spanish explored coastal areas of Colombia 
 
1502 200,000 Amerindians inhabited Panama at the 

time of Spanish contact 
 
1502 1.5-2 million Amerindians inhabited Colombia at 

the time of Spanish contact 
 
1503 Casa de Contratacion (House of Trade) set up in 

Seville to manage trade with America 
 
1503-1660 16,000 tons of silver and 185 tons of gold shipped 

from Spanish America to Seville 
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1508 Spain colonized Puerto Rico 
 
1509 Spain colonized Jamaica 
 
1511    Spain colonized Cuba 
 
1510s-1610s Spain controlled the entire Spanish Main (the 

Caribbean basin) 
 
1513 Vasco Nuñez de Balboa discovered the passage 

across the Isthmus of Panama 
 
1520-1821 Spain ruled Costa Rica 
 
1520 27,000 Amerindians inhabited Costa Rica at the 

time of Spanish contact 
 
1520s Spain conquered Mexico, Colombia, and Panama 
 
1520s-1550s French privateers plundered Spanish ships and 

settlements 
 
1526   Spanish established their first lasting city in   

  Colombia at Santa Marta 
 
1530s   Spain conquered Peru 
 
1533 Spanish colonists established Cartagena – Spain’s 

main port, entrepôt, and naval base in New 
Granada  

 
1538-1821   Spain ruled Panama 
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1538 Jiménez de Quesada founded Bogotá as the 
capital of Spanish New Granada 

 
1540-1821   Spain ruled Costa Rica 
 
1540s-1740s Peruvian silver was transported across Panama 

(from Pacific to Caribbean) by mule caravans, 
loaded on Spanish convoy ships 

 
1542-1819 Spain ruled Colombia – New Granada was part of 

the Viceroyalty of Peru (1542-1739) 
 
1544    French privateers plundered Cartagena 
 
1560s-1590s English privateers plundered Spanish ships and 

settlements in the Spanish Main 
 
1560 new technique discovered to refine silver – using 

Spanish mercury 
 
1571 Patio Process introduced in Peru – used mercury 

to refine low-grade silver ore 
 
1572 Spanish conquistadors defeated Inca forces – 

executed Túpac Amaru Inca (emperor) – ended 
Inca resistance to Spanish rule 

 
1572-1824 Spain ruled Peru 
 
1577-1580 Sir Francis Drake – second circumnavigation of 

the world – went through the Strait of Magellan in 
1578 

 
1579 Francis Drake captured the Spanish treasure ship, 

Cacafuego 
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1588 John Hawkins helped guide England’s victory 

over the Spanish Armada 
 
1620s-1680s Buccaneers operated from two havens – Tortuga 

and Port Royal 
 
1620s-1690s Dutch merchant ships controlled the Caribbean 

trade 
 
1650s-1700s Barbados was Britain’s richest colony – slave-

based sugar exports 
 
1655    Britain took Jamaica from Spain 
 
1668-1671 Henry Morgan, English buccaneer, raided 

Portobello, Maracaibo, and Panama City 
 
1690s-1720s Nassau, New Providence Island, Bahamas housed 

700 buccaneers 
 
1690-1725 Golden Age of Caribbean Piracy – centered in the 

Bahamas 
 
1697 France took the western third of Hispaniola (Saint 

Domingue, now Haiti) from Spain 
  
1700-1789 Saint Domingue was the richest colony in the 

world – produced 40 percent of the world’s sugar 
and half of the world’s coffee 

 
1701-1714       War of the Spanish Succession – Britain defeated 

France  
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1716-1726 Woodes Rogers, Governor of Bahamas, and 
Royal Navy ended piracy in the Caribbean 

 
1718 Edward Teach (Blackbeard), English buccaneer, 

killed on Ocracoke Island, North Carolina 
 
1722 Bartholomew Roberts (Black Bart), English 

buccaneer, killed in Gabon 
 
1739-1819 New Granada was a separate Spanish Viceroyalty 

– capital at Bogotá – included presidencies of 
Panama and Ecuador 

 
1776 Spain established the Viceroyalty of the Rio de la 

Plata, headquartered in Buenos Aires – included 
Upper Peru (and Potosí silver) 

 
1781 Comuneros Insurrection in New Granada – led by 

José António Galán – anti-tax increases – easily 
suppressed by Spain 

 
1793-1815 Napoleonic Wars – Britain and allies defeated 

France 
 
1800 population of Costa Rica was 50,000 (including 

9,000 Amerindians) 
 
1806-1807 British forces occupied Buenos Aires 
 
1808-1814 Peninsular War – France, led by Napoleon 

Bonaparte, conquered and ruled Spain  
 
1815 Congress of Vienna – monarchist balance-of-

power in Europe – lasted for a century 
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1819 Colombia declared its independence from Spain – 
Simón Bolívar, key liberator 

 
1819-1830 Colombia (including Panama) was a member of 

Simón Bolívar’s short-lived Republic of Gran 
Colombia 

 
1821 Costa Rica and Panama declared their 

independence from Spain 
 
1821-1830 Colombia and Panama (within Colombia) were in 

the Republic of Gran Colombia 
 
1823-1838 Costa Rica was a member of the Central 

American Federation 
 
1824 Battle of Ayachuco – General Antonio de Sucre 

(with troops from Simón Bolívar’s Colombia) 
defeated Peruvian loyalists 

 
1824 Peru declared its independence from Spain 
 
1830 Colombia became fully independent 
 
1830-1903 Panama was a province of independent Colombia 
 
1838 Costa Rica became fully independent 
 
1849-1859 California Gold Rush – half of gold rushers sailed 

to California – around Cape Horn or across the 
Isthmus of Panama 

 
1850-1855   Construction of the Panama Railroad 
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1855-1869 Panama prospered from Atlantic-Pacific transit 
trade on the Panama Railroad – until the U.S. 
Transcontinental Railroad opened 

 
1869 US Transcontinental Railroad completed – 

reduced haulage of high-value goods and 
passengers across Panama 

 
1880s Minor Keith, American entrepreneur – built Costa 

Rica’s first railroad and created the United Fruit 
Company to export bananas 

 
1881-1889 Ferdinand de Lesseps’ Compagnie Universelle du 

Canal Interocéanique de Panama invested $194 
million in failed Panama Canal – 22,000 died 

 
1881 Ferdinand de Lesseps bought Panama Railroad for 

$17 million 
 
1888 Ferdinand de Lesseps belatedly switched canal 

design from sea-level to lock-lake 
 
1890 Alfred Thayer Mahan published The Influence of 

Seapower upon History – deepened U.S. interest 
in transoceanic canal 

 
1898 Spanish-American War – United States defeated 

Spain – Spain lost its colonies  
 
1898 American battleship Oregon took 67 days to 

relocate from California to Cuba – spurred U.S. 
interest in transoceanic canal 
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1899-1902 War of the Thousand Days (1899-1902) – civil 
war in Colombia, Conservative Party versus 
Liberal Party, 120,000 died 

 
1902 U.S. Senate voted 42 to 34 in favor of a 

Panamanian canal – over rival in Nicaragua 
 
1902 Spooner Act authorized U.S. President to buy 

French property in Panama for not more than $40 
million and build a Panama canal 

 
1903 Colombia refused to ratify Hay-Herrán Treaty 

(1902) – precipitated U.S. invasion of Panama to 
support revolt for independence 

 
1903 Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty – Panama gave the 

U.S. sovereign authority over a ten-mile-wide 
canal zone in perpetuity 

 
1903 Panama became independent with US support 
 
1903-1936 Panama was a virtual protectorate of the U.S. – 

politics in Panama were controlled by oligarchical 
parties 

 
1904-1914 US Government constructed the Panama Canal 
 
1904-1905 John Findley Wallace – Chief Engineer of 

Panama Canal Project 
 
1905-1907 John Frank Stevens – Chief Engineer of Panama 

Canal Project 
 
1906 President Theodore Roosevelt visited the Panama 

Canal Zone 
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1907-1914 George Washington Goethals – Chief Engineer of 

Panama Canal Project 
 
1913 peak work force on the Panama Canal – 44,000 – 

mostly from Barbados 
 
1914 Panama Canal opened on August 15, 1914  
 
1914-1918 World War I – Britain, France, Russia, Italy, 

Portugal, US defeated Germany, Austria-
Hungary, Ottoman Empire 

 
1922 Urrutia-Thomson Treaty –  normalized relations 

between Colombia and US – US gave $25 million 
indemnity to Colombia (compensation for loss of 
Panama) 

 
1939-1945 World War II – Allies (Britain, France, US, 

USSR) defeated Axis (Germany, Italy, Japan, 
Finland) – Brazil joined the Allies 

 
1948 Costa Rica had 6-week civil war – 2,000 died 
 
1948 Panama created the Colón Free Trade Zone 
 
1948-1957 La Violencia (1948-1957) – civil war in 

Colombia, Conservative Party versus Liberal 
Party, 250,000-300,000 died 

 
1953-1958 José Figueres Ferrer – President of Costa Rica 
 
1964-1971 Emergence in Colombia of left-wing guerrilla 

groups including the Revolutionary Armed Forces 
of Colombia (FARC) 
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1964-2016 Civil War in Colombia – Government of 

Colombia versus the FARC, 600,000 died  
 
1968-1981 Omar Torrijos, brutal military dictator of Panama 

– economic reforms, education improvements 
 
1977 Torrijos-Carter Treaties – guaranteed neutrality of 

the Panama Canal – phased transfer of ownership 
of the canal from U.S. to Panama by end of 1999 

 
1981-1989 Manuel Noriéga, brutal military dictator of 

Panama – opportunistic kleptocrat and drug-dealer 
 
1986-1990 Oscar Arias Sánchez, President of Costa Rica – 

created peace-process in Central America, won 
Nobel Peace Prize in 1987 

 
1989-1990 U.S. invaded Panama – to oust Noriéga and 

protect American interests in the Canal Zone 
 
1999 Ownership of Panama Canal transferred from US 

to Panama 
 
2002-2010 Álvaro Uribe Vélez, President of Colombia 
 
2004-2009 Martin Torrijos,  President of Panama 
 
2006-2010 Oscar Arias Sánchez, President of Costa Rica 
 
2007-2016 Third Set of Locks Project – doubled transit 

capacity of Panama Canal – $5.6 billion 
investment 

 
2009-2014 Ricardo Martinelli, President of Panama 
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2010-2018 Juan Manuel Santos, President of Colombia 
 
2010-2014 Laura Chinchilla, President of Costa Rica 
 
2014-2019 Juan Carlos Varela, President of Panama 
 
2014-2018 Luis Guillermo Solis, President of Costa Rica 
 
2016 Peace Accord, Government of Colombia and 

FARC – President Juan Manuel Santos received 
the Nobel Peace Prize  

 
2018–present  Carlos Alvarado Quesada, President of Costa Rica 
 
2018–present Ivan Duque Márquez, President of Colombia 
 
2019–present  Laurentino Cortizo Cohen, President of Panama 
 
2019 13,385 ships transited the Panama Canal – 

revenues of $2.9 billion – $1.65 billion transferred 
to the Government of Panama 

 
2020 Panama ranked 57th of 189 countries in the 

UNDP’s Human Development Index 
 
2020 Costa Rica ranked 62nd of 189 countries in the 

UNDP’s Human Development Index 
 
2020 Colombia ranked 83rd of 189 countries in the 

UNDP’s Human Development Index 
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Sites Visited in Costa Rica, Panama, and Colombia  
 
Costa Rica to Colombia, Transit Through the Panama Canal  
Stanford Alumni Association Travel/Study Program 
April 13-24, 2019 
Ship-based Aboard the MS Hebridean Sky 
 
San José, Costa Rica 
 
San José was founded in 1773 (as Villa Nueva) to provide services to 
tobacco farmers in Costa Rica’s Central Valley.  It became the capital in 
1823 after Costa Rica declared its independence from Spain (in 1821).  
In the 19th century, San José grew as the center for Costa Rica’s 
booming coffee export-industry.  Today, the prosperous city’s 
metropolitan area has 1.2 million residents, nearly one-fourth of Costa 
Rica’s population.  San José is a center for political administration and 
education, the site of much of Costa Rica’s commercial and industrial 
activity, and a transportation hub on the Inter-American Highway, with 
branches to both the Pacific and Atlantic coasts.  Its attractive plazas 
commemorate the country’s democratic and progressive traditions. 
 
The Stanford group spent a half-day in San José, focusing on two 
principal tourist attractions.  The National Theater is Costa Rica’s most 
iconic historical building.  Modelled after the Paris Opéra with exquisite 
Italian furnishings, the theater is a creature of the 19th-century coffee 
boom.  It was constructed between 1890 and 1897 and seats 1,020.  The 
National Museum of Costa Rica is housed in a former fort, Cuartel 
Bellavista, the site of the abolition of the army in 1948 following the 
country’s last civil war.  The museum features exhibits on Pre-
columbian, colonial, and independent Costa Rica, and a large butterfly 
garden.  We then drove in coaches to Puerto Caldera on Costa Rica’s 
Pacific coast to embark on the Hebridean Sky and begin our expedition 
cruise.    
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Corcovado National Park and Caletas Reserve, Costa Rica 
 
Located on the Osa Peninsula in southwestern Costa Rica, Corcovado 
National Park (164 square miles) was established in 1975 to protect a 
highly significant virgin rainforest.  Most other lowland tropical 
rainforests have been timbered and their habitats destroyed.  The 
National Geographic has characterized Corcovado as one of the world’s 
leading sites for biological diversity.  The park houses the Baird’s tapir, 
the Tamandua anteater, five species of cats (jaguar, puma, ocelot, 
jaguarundi, margay), two crocodilians (American crocodile, spectacled 
caiman), four species of monkeys, and numerous birds (including scarlet 
macaw, yellow-headed caracara, tiger heron, harpy eagle).  Caletas 
Reserve is a privately-owned, gray-sand beach adjacent to Corcovado 
Park. 
 
The Stanford group visited Caletas Reserve in the morning and 
Corcovado National Park in the afternoon.  In Caletas, we hiked through 
a large primary rainforest – never cut for timber because it is situated on 
a steep ravine.  An experienced naturalist guided us through the 
rainforest and identified birds, insects, and mammals for us.  The two 
highlights were a scarlet macaw, which lives on fruits and mates 
monogamously for life, and a three-toed sloth, which subsists on leaves 
and digests them slowly in an enormous stomach.  In Corcovado, one 
group hiked through the rainforest to a waterfall and swimming hole, 
while another group walked along the shore in search of mammals.  
Featured mammals seen were the American crocodile, the Tamandua 
anteater, and Baird’s tapir. 
 
Manuel Antonio National Park, Costa Rica 
 
Created in 1972, Manuel Antonio National Park is the smallest national 
park in Costa Rica (7.7 square miles).  In 2011, Forbes magazine rated 
Manuel Antonio as one of the world’s twelve most beautiful national 
parks.  The small park features stunning and varied scenery – four white-
sand beaches, tidal pools, lush tropical foliage, and mountainous 
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rainforest.  For its tiny size, Manuel Antonio also has an impressive 
diversity of wildlife – 109 species of mammals (including 2 sloths, 3 
monkeys, 2 iguanas, the white-nosed coati, and dolphins) and 184 
species of birds (including parakeets, parrots, toucans, tanagers, potoos, 
frigate birds, and woodpeckers).  A boardwalk facilitates nature walks 
through the park’s diverse habitats – beach, mangrove, and rainforest.     
 
Manuel Antonio Park is the most popular eco-tourist destination in 
Costa Rica, especially among Costa Ricans.  Our visit there occurred 
during Semana Santa (Holy Week), a national holiday.  Although we 
arrived when the park opened at 7 AM, the crowds were dense in the 
boardwalks that led through the rainforest to the beaches.  Ignoring the 
throngs, our local guide spotted animals and birds, set up his tripod and 
telescope, and photographed the wildlife with our phones.  We saw two 
species of sloths – the three-toed (a vegetarian) and the two-toed (an 
omnivore) – camouflaging themselves in trees, the helmet-headed lizard, 
which changes colors, the black, spiny-tailed iguana, and two rare birds 
– the common potoo and the yellow-throated toucan.     
 
Golfito and the Osa Peninsula, Costa Rica 
 
The Osa Peninsula, a haven for nature-based tourism, lies between the 
Pacific Ocean and the Gulf of Dulce in southwestern Costa Rica.  The 
peninsula is 35 miles long and 20 miles wide.  Corcovado National Park, 
with its lowland tropical rainforest, occupies part of Osa, and much of 
the remainder is devoted to agriculture and cattle raising.  Golfito is the 
site where Spanish colonialists from Panama first entered Costa Rica in 
1519.  The United Fruit Company built a port town in Golfito in the 
1930s to service its surrounding banana plantations.  In 1985, labor 
unrest led the company to shift to palm oil production, which is less 
labor-intensive.  Golfito began to attract sport-fishermen in the early 
2000s and recently has become a center for eco-tourism. 
 
Located across the bay from Golfito, Casa Orquideas (House of Orchids) 
is a privately-owned botanical garden of 7.5 scenic acres.  Two 
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Americans, Ron and Trudy McAlister, moved there 35 years ago to 
create the garden.  We observed 15 species of orchids, Costa Rica’s 
national flower, including the vanilla plant, plus strangler fig trees and 
guadua bamboo.  After lunch, we visited Finca Kobo, an organic farm of 
120 acres, operated by two Costa Rican agriculturalists.  This well-run 
agro-tourist operation has two cocoa plantations – one with dense 
planting and a closed canopy, the other with fewer trees and more 
sunlight to discourage fungus attacks.  We learned how they dried, 
fermented, and ground the cocoa beans to make chocolate, and we tasted 
their products.    
 
Coiba Island, Panama  
 
Coiba Island (191 square miles) is the largest island in Central America, 
located 15 miles south of mainland Panama.  Coiba is linked to the 
Galapagos Islands by the underwater Coco Ridge mountains.  The island 
separated from Panama about 12,000 years ago.  Coiba housed a penal 
colony from 1919 until 2004, which preserved many natural habitats on 
the island.  Coiba was declared a national park in 1992 and a UNESCO 
World Heritage site in 2005.  The island is home to several endemic 
species (Coiba howler monkey, Coiba agouti) and a refuge for 
endangered species (crested eagle, scarlet macaw).  Coiba is surrounded 
by a large coral reef, and marine life (humpback whales, dolphins, 
sharks, orcas, and 760 fish species) is abundant in its adjacent waters.          
 
Our group spent a wonderfully relaxing morning on Coiba Island.  The 
majority chose to go snorkeling on Granito de Oro Islet, near the main 
island.  Granito de Oro has a spectacular white-sand beach, bordered by 
shade-giving trees in a scenic setting.  The islet is surrounded by Coiba’s 
coral reef, which was in good condition.  We snorkelers saw an amazing 
panoply of multi-colored, tiny, reef-based fish.  A few snorkelers saw a 
white-tipped reef shark and two large turtles.  A much smaller number of 
the group took a challenging, one-and-one-half hour hike in Sendero de 
los Monos on Coiba Island.  The walk featured primary rainforest and 
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dry river beds in a spectacular setting.  The birdlife was plentiful, but the 
walkers did not observe any endemic species.      
 
Emberá Village, Darién Province, Panama 
 
About 40,000 people in Panama and 50,000 in Colombia identify as 
Emberá (formerly called Chocó) and speak related Emberá languages.  
The Emberá live mostly in Darién Province (eastern Panama) or Chocó 
Department (western Colombia).  About one-fifth of the Emberá in 
Panama live traditionally – in dispersed settlements along river banks.  
Extended families inhabit round houses on stilts (8 feet above ground 
level) with split-palm-bark flooring and thatched-palm roofing.  Their 
communal subsistence is based on fishing and farming (cassava, 
plantains, bananas, and calabashes).  Boats play an essential role in 
Emberá cosmology.  The Emberá practice matrilineal descent and 
polygamy, and their cacique (chief) governs them from their capital in 
Unión Chocó.        
 
Playa Muerta (Death Beach) is an attractive white-sand beach located on 
the Pacific (south) side of eastern Panama in Darién Province.  About 
300 Emberá live in a village near Playa Muerta, founded in 1895.  This 
Emberá village is atypical because it is not centered on a river bank and 
the Emberá men are skilled ocean fishermen (especially for tuna).  We 
attended a cultural performance, featuring dances (commemorating 
eagles, stars, and turtles) and music (a flutist, accompanied by drums 
and rattles).  We then were treated to an improvised market where men 
sold artifacts that they had carved from tagua palm nuts (vegetable 
ivory) or rosewood, while women sold baskets and masks that they had 
woven from gathered fibers, decorated with natural dyes. 
 
Panama City and Agua Clara Locks, Panama 
 
Panama City was founded in 1519 by the Spanish conquistador, Pedro 
Arias Dávila, was a transit point for Peruvian silver, and was destroyed 
by the British buccaneer, Henry Morgan, in 1671.  The city was 
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relocated and rebuilt two years later.  Today, Panama City, with 1.5 
million residents, is the booming capital of Panama and is known as the 
“Dubai of Latin America.”  More than half of Panama’s GDP is 
generated there – through banking, commerce, and tourism.  It became a 
center of international banking in the 1980s, is a transportation hub (the 
Panama Canal links its Pacific port of Balboa to Colón on the 
Caribbean), and receives 2 million tourists annually.  The Agua Clara 
Locks are new Canal locks, opened in 2016, adjacent to the original 
Gatun Locks near Colón. 
 
In Panama City, our group took a walking tour of Casco Viejo, the 
Spanish colonial old city that was constructed in the 1670s.  Casco Viejo 
was dedicated as a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1997.  Its San 
Felipe District features well-preserved colonial government buildings, 
churches (the oldest is Iglesia San José, built between 1673 and 1675), a 
cathedral, and museums.  We visited the Biodiversity Museum:  Panama 
Bridge of Life (known as the Biomuseum) to learn about Central 
America’s incredible ecology of 30,000 species of plants and animals.  
We also took a coach trip across the isthmus to the Agua Clara Visitor 
Center to understand better the construction of the wider locks, to enjoy 
spectacular views, and to gain context for our transit of the Panama 
Canal.   
 
Panama Canal, Panama 
 
The Panama Canal was constructed by the US Army Corps of Engineers 
between 1904 and 1914.  The US transferred ownership and 
management of the canal to the Government of Panama in 1999.  
Between 2007 and 2016, the Panama Canal Authority invested $5.6 
billion in larger locks to double the transit capacity of the canal.  The 
expanded canal can handle ships up to 1200 feet long, and 90 percent of 
the world’s cargo fleet can use the canal.  In 2017, 13,548 vessels 
transited the canal – 37 ships per day.  Large ships made 2,000 of those 
transits.  In 2017, Panama Canal revenues amounted to $2.9 billion, 
$1.65 billion was transferred to the Government of Panama, and transits 
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by Neopanamax vessels through the new locks generated 37 percent of 
canal revenues. 
 
The Panama Canal is 50 miles long.  The MS Hebridean Sky is small 
(297 feet long), so we used the old locks.  It took us about eight hours to 
transit the canal, including time in queues.  Starting in the Pacific Ocean 
entrance, we went 8 miles to the Miraflores Locks, were raised to 
Miraflores Lake, entered Pedro Miguel Locks, and were raised to the 
Gaillard (Culebra) Cut, adding 3 miles.  We next sailed 13 miles through 
the Gaillard Cut and the Chagres River and entered the long Gatun Lake.  
We then transited 15 miles across Gatun Lake, which is 89 feet above 
sea level, and were lowered back to sea level in the Gatun Locks.  We 
sailed 11 miles, past the port city of Colón, and entered the Caribbean 
Sea (Atlantic Ocean).  Transiting the Panama Canal is exhilarating.          
   
San Blas Islands, Guna Yala, Panama 
 
Guna Yala (formerly San Blas) is an indigenous province in northeastern 
Panama, inhabited mainly by the Guna (Kuna) people and consisting of 
365 islands – the San Blas Islands, of which 50 are peopled – plus a 
narrow, 100-mile-long coastal strip of land in mainland Panama.  A 
census in 2010 numerated 32,000 residents.  The Guna have been self-
governed since they briefly seceded from Panama in 1925.  Their 
marriage is matrilocal, and their religion is shamanistic.  The economy 
of Guna Yala is based on agriculture (bananas, maize, coconuts), 
fishing, tourism, emigrant remittances, and handicraft production.  The 
major export is molas – brightly-colored, embroidered women’s blouses 
(or wall-hangings), handmade by Guna women using a reverse appliqué 
technique. 
 
The Hebridean Sky anchored among the San Blas Islands to allow us to 
make a morning visit on a tiny island with a white-sand beach.  The 
entrepreneurial Guna inhabit about 50 of the islands, and they have 
dedicated that island for commercial tourism.  Both men and women 
were selling their hand-sewn, colorful molas and other handicrafts in 
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outdoor stalls.  Thatched huts, pitched tents, a restaurant/bar, and water 
taxis catered to other tourists.  Three men played flute-like wind 
instruments and four young women joined them to dance simple but 
intricate steps.  Many in our group also brought the ship’s snorkel gear 
to the island.  We snorkeled in warm Caribbean water around a small 
shipwreck to a coral reef that featured a diverse collection of marine 
plants and fish.             
 
Cartagena, Colombia 
 
Cartagena is a beautiful port city on Colombia’s Caribbean coast.  The 
Spanish founded Cartagena in 1533 as a fortified city to serve as a base 
for conquest of the interior.  Cartagena soon became the import-export 
entrepôt for all of New Granada’s trade and a port of call for Spanish 
convoys traveling between Spain and Panama.  New Granada was the 
source of three-fourths of the gold that Spain extracted from its New 
World possessions.  After Simon Bolívar led New Granada to 
independence in 1819, Cartagena declined.  It recovered in the 20th 
century and became Colombia’s main port for exporting petroleum.  
Today, Cartagena has 1 million residents and is the Colombian city most 
visited by tourists and a center for manufacturing food products, textiles, 
and fertilizer.  
 
Cartagena is replete with historic monuments, good hotels, and fine 
restaurants.  Our group took two walking tours of colonial Cartagena – 
designated a UNESCO World Heritage site in 1984.  We visited the 
Convento de San Petrao Claver (which has exquisite architecture, period 
paintings, and scenic views), the Cartagena Historical Museum 
(featuring an exhibition of the horrors of the Spanish Inquisition, 1610-
1821), the Gold Museum (exhibiting golden treasures from indigenous 
cultures), the Santo Domingo Church (begun in 1573), and the Fortress 
de San Felipe (built in the early 18th century to defend Cartagena and 
never successfully breeched).  Cartagena, still Colombia’s main port and 
entrepôt, was a historic and colorful destination.  
 


