AP US History










Lesson #4
Was America's policy of building a canal in Panama an injustice?

A. Background
At the turn of the century, Panama was part of Columbia.  The French had tried and failed to build a canal there, and Mr. Philippe Banau-Varilla, a Frenchman, wanted to sell his company’s rights to build a canal.  The U.S. considered building a canal in Nicaragua as well, but Mr. Banau-Varilla found a way to convince the U.S. not to do that.  A volcano had just erupted in the Caribbean island of Martinique, killing 30,000 people; Banau-Varilla sent Nicaraguan postage stamps with pictures of Nicaragua’s largest volcano to all 90 U.S. Senators!  In 1903 the U.S. offered Columbia $10 million and $250,000 a year rent to build a canal in Panama, but Columbia refused. U.S. Congress threatened that action would be taken…the U.S. helped Panama fight for independence against Colombia. 
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B. Rafael Reyes, Commander of the Colombian Armed Forces, Protests to Secretary of State John Hay, Dec 1903
"...Colombia has been injured by the United States by an incredible transgression (offense) of the limits set by equity and justice...before the news was divulged that a revolution was about to break out on the isthmus (narrow strip of land that is bordered on two sides by water and connects two larger land masses), American cruisers which reached their destination precisely on the eve of the movement were plowing the waters of the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans. Official documents show that two days before the movement the Secretary of the Navy issued orders to those cruisers not to permit the landing of troops of the Government of Colombia on Panama's territory... In the midst of peace between the two countries, the United State prevented by force the landing of troops ... in the insurgent (rebellious) province. Because of this circumstance...certain citizens of Panama... proclaimed the independence of the isthmus and organized a government. Two days after effecting that movement they were recognized as a sovereign and independent republic, and fourteen days later the American Government signed a treaty with the Republic of Panama which not only recognized and guaranteed its independence, but agreed to open a canal for the purpose of uniting the waters of the Atlantic with those of the Pacific..."

C. Hay Herron Treaty, 1903
Agreement between U.S. and Colombia in which the United States was entitled to a 99 year lease on the Isthmus of Panama for $10 million and $250,000 per year. 
D. Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, November 18,1903, After Panamanian Independence
"The Republic of Panama grants to the United States in perpetuity the use, occupation, and control of a zone of land and land underwater for the construction, maintenance, operation, sanitation and protection of said Canal of the width of 10 miles extending to the distance of five miles on each side of the center line of the route of the canal to be constructed; the said zone beginning in the Caribbean Sea, three marine miles from mean low water mark..." 
E. Theodore Roosevelt Justifies His Actions in the Panama Revolution

"...We  were dealing with the government of an irresponsible alien dictator, and with a condition of affairs on the Isthmus itself which was marked by one uninterrupted series of outbreaks and revolutions. As for the 'consent of the governed' theory, that absolutely justified our action; the people on the Isthmus were 'governed'; they were governed by Colombia without their consent, and they unanimously repudiated the Colombian Government, and demanded that the United States build the canal... I think proper to say... that no one connected with this government had any part in preparing, inciting, or encouraging the late revolution on the Isthmus of Panama and that... no one connected with the Government had any previous knowledge of the revolution except such as was accessible to any person of ordinary intelligence who read the newspapers and, kept up with [current events].”
Theodore Roosevelt, New York Times, March 25, 1911
"I am interested in the Panama Canal because I started it. If I had followed traditional, conservative methods, I would have submitted a dignified State paper of probably 200 pages to Congress and the debates on it would have been going on yet; but I took the Canal Zone and let Congress debate; and while the debate goes on the Canal does also."

F. History of a Canal by Pablo Neruda
Panama, your geography granted you 

a gift that no other land was given:

two oceans pushed forward to meet you:

the cordillera [chain of mountains] tapered naturally:

 instead of one ocean it gave you the waters

of the two sovereigns of the foam, 

the Atlantic kisses you with lips that habitually kiss the grapes, 

while the Pacific Ocean shakes 

in your honor its cyclonic stature. 

And so, small Panama, little sister,

I am now not taken by my first doubts, 

I'll whisper them in your ear for I believe

that one must speak of bitterness in privacy.

And what happened? Little sister, they cut

your figure as if it were cheese

and then ate and left you 

like gnawed olive pit.

I later found out the canal 

was shaped like a moon river:

through that river the world was to arrive 

spilling fortune on your sand, but men from other parts 

brought to you their yoke and they spilled nothing but whiskey

since the mortgaged your waistline:

and everything follows as it was planned

by devils and their lies:

with their money they built the canal,

they dug the earth with your blood

and now dollars are sent to New York

leaving you the graves.

Other American Interventions in Latin America:
Haiti
· U.S. gained control over customs collections in 1915
· U.S. military occupied Haiti from 1915-1934. Before the US withdrew, occupation forces established a boundary between Haiti and the Dominican Republic by taking disputed land from the latter and leaving the Dominican Republic ruled by Haiti. 

Dominican Republic

· President Grant tried to annex the Dominican Republic, but failed to win Congressional support in 1869.

· US assumes "receivership" over Dominican customs so they can pay back their international debts in 1905.
· US Marines enter to put down a rebellion in 1916.  After Dominicans refused to sign a treaty giving US control of the republic's finances and armed forces, the marines took over and established a military government. Troops remained until 1924; remained under US financial supervision until 1941. In 1944, the Domincan Republic declared its independence from Haiti.

Virgin Islands
· US tried to purchase islands from Denmark in 1902 but the Danish parliament rejected the final offer
· Denmark sold Danish West Indies to US for $25 million in 1916 and it became an American colony.
· U.S. citizenship was granted to island residents in 1927.
Puerto Rico
· Ceded to US after Spanish-American War in 1901
· US withdrew troops from Puerto Rico and organized the island as a US territory in 1900
· Puerto Ricans became American citizens in 1917
Honduras
The nation of Honduras had run up huge debts, much of it owed to British investors. The political volatility of the region made the creditors nervous and talk of possible British intervention was heard. The Taft administration sought to avoid tampering from the Old World and sent in American bankers to restore fiscal order. Private funds were employed to stave off the immediate crisis, but the bankers remained on site to administer Honduran financial affairs.

Nicaragua. 

Nicaragua, southern neighbor of Honduras, experienced a revolution in 1909. The United States government hoped to advance the interests of American businessmen and supported the rebels against the reactionary government. U.S. Marines helped to implement a new regime friendly to American commercial interests. Two years later, another uprising occurred and the U.S. took the side of the sitting government. Armed forces were again deployed and remained on site until 1925. American bankers were given charge of Nicaraguan finances, collecting customs duties, paying the nation’s debts and returning the remainder to the friendly government.

“Panama Will Control Canal in New Year,” Newsday, December 21, 1999
After almost a century of U.S, ownership of the Panama Canal, the 50-mile waterway next week will become the property of Panama. The canal, which was completed in 1914, has given millions of ships a shortcut between the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans, turning a journey that could take weeks into one that takes about 10 hours.

For this reason, the passageway has been extreme​ly important to commerce and the military. Modern weaponry and jet aircraft, however, have greatly re​duced the military importance of the canal, which is considered one of the greatest engineering marvels of all time.   

In 1903, Panama, which had been a prov​ince of Colombia, declared its independence. President Theodore Roosevelt, determined that the United States stand as a world power, quickly signed a treaty with Panama to build, control and protect a canal through the newly independent country. He referred to the canal as "one of the future highways of civilization."

When its construction began in 1904, American patriotism soared as the United States blasted through the mountainous jun​gles of Panama and manipulated nature to connect the two oceans. But the de​cade-long, $387-million feat was plagued by tropical heat waves, flooding and land​slides. Thousands died from yellow fever and malaria in the earlier years of construc​tion.

Many Panamanians believed that the original treaty favored the United States and that their land was taken from them unfairly. Tensions did not ease between the two countries until 1977, when U.S. President Jimmy Carter signed a revised treaty to transfer control of the canal to Panama by the end of 1999.

"It's important to give the canal back to Panama because it's their land, it's on their territory, and they have the right to control it," says Sidney Hart, historian at the Smithsonian Institution in Washing​ton, D.C., and an expert on American history. Cart​er, he said, wanted to bring an end to U.S. imperial​ism.

Yet as the few remaining American soldiers scurry to evacuate the military bases by the Dec. 31 dead​line, U.S. politicians are divided on whether handing over the canal will ultimately be a good or bad thing. The treaty was ratified by a one-vote margin in the Senate.

Those who are against giving up control believe the Panamanians may not be albe to properly run the canal, which is a sophisticated maritime and industrial operation.  But Panamanians have been working side-by-side with U.S. workers and have been well-trained during the transition.   

Also feared is that a lack of U.S. presence in Central America could compromise U.S. national security or encourage political uprisings, dictatorships and drug trafficking – problems that have historically besieged the region. (The Republic of Panama counts among its neighbors Colombia, Guatemala, El Salva​dor, Honduras, Nicaragua and Costa Rica.)

Some Americans also feel threatened that China, a world power, is trying to position itself to become a dominant force in the Canal Zone. Two years ago,

Hong Kong-based Hutchison Whampoa Ltd., one of the largest shipping companies in the world, won the right to operate seaports on both sides of the canal.

The United States will continue to have first rights to use the canal in an emergency and defend the waterway's neutrality if anything interferes with those rights.

- Robin Haas is a freelance writer. 
(1) Why was the U.S. concerned about giving the control of the canal to Panama?  

(2) Were their fears justified?

