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Gran Colombia 1819-1831



Timeline



Panama Congress:
Chapter House of the Convent of the Franciscans



Plaza Bolívar, Casco Viejo



Gold Rush 



Forty-Niners



Bond of the Accessory Transit Company (of Nicaragua), 
issued 30. November 1855



Rails Across the Isthmus



Panama Railroad 1855



Panama Railroad



Watermelon Riot April 15, 1856



Vanderbilt Shipping through Nicaragua



The French Tragedy

“We are, gentlemen, soldiers under fire; let us salute 
the comrade who falls in the battle, but let us think 
only of the fight of tomorrow and of victory.”

French engineer and lobbyist

Philippe Bunau-Varilla



French Canal Project 1881-1889

1. French company granted exclusive rights 

2. Ferdinand de Lesseps: driving force

a. promoter and financier of Suez Canal

b. sea-level canal 

3. yellow fever and malaria - “white man’s graveyard”

4. blasting and excavating

Afro-West Indian workers 

5. bankruptcy, corruption, disillusion

“Panama affair’ = scandal

22,000 lives 800,000 investors

6. completion of 40% of excavation



French Chronology

1. French spirit of revanche:

aftermath of Franco-Prussian War of 1870

2. Le Grand Français – Ferdinand de Lesseps

overcame technical, political, and financial problems

Suez Canal  - November 17, 1869

reputation, energy, and charisma – bond issues

3. sea-level canal despite misgivings

4. works begins on February 1, 1881

5. work force: Afro-West Indians from Jamaica and St. Lucia

6. rainy season 1881 – first deaths from yellow fever



French Chronology

7. Company hemorrhages money: 

mismanagement, extravagance, and corruption

8. engineering problems – landslides, spoil, Chagres

9. wet seasons of 1882 and 1883 - desertions

“burials averaged 30 to 40 per day”

10. tragedy of Jules Dingler  

died exhausted and heartbroken in 1885

11. Harper’s Weekly: 

“Is Monsieur de Lesseps a Canal Digger, or a Grave Digger?”



Ferdinand de Lesseps



Dingler’s Folly



Philippe Bunau-Varilla



Collapse and Scandal

1. crash of Compagnie Universelle

2. bondholders seek redress

3. “Panama Affair” – trial of de Lesseps father and son

4. scandal and national humiliation



French Liquidation Bond


