
The building of the Panama 
Canal was one of the great 
engineering feats of the 
twentieth century. For hun-
dreds of years, mankind 
had dreamed about cutting 
through the Isthmus of 
Panama to build a canal, 
but the jungle, insects, and 

the damp, humid conditions had always combined to 
defeat any and all attempts to construct the waterway. It 
took the discovery of the mosquito as a disease carrier, 
the tenacity of the workmen, and the single-minded 
stubbornness of Theodore Roosevelt to make the canal 
dream a reality. 

But if the canal made some men great, it also 
destroyed the lives of others. That was the sad fate of 
Count Ferdinand de Lesseps of France, a national hero 
who had done the impossible by building the Suez 
Canal, then failed in Panama. The fate of de Lesseps is 
as much the story of the Panama Canal as is the success 
of Roosevelt. 
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The Panama Canal, completed in 1914,  provided 
ships with a shortcut between the Atlantic and 
Pacific oceans.
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Never to Smile Again 
On December 15, 1888, a French newspaper editor walked along a sidewalk 
in Paris. He was searching for a house. He wanted to be the first person to tell 
the home’s occupants something . . . something important . . . something 
earth-shattering. 

As he walked, the editor passed horse-drawn carriages, ladies with 
parasols, and men in top hats. Finally he found the house he had been looking 
for—11 Avenue Montaigne. He went to the front door and knocked. Seconds 
later an old man appeared at the door. The man was in his eighties, but still 
seemed energetic and vigorous. He had white hair and a bushy white mustache 
with tips that extended off his face. 

The man’s name was Ferdinand de Lesseps, but he was often called by 
another title: Le Grand Français (the Great Frenchman). He was a hero in 
France—the man who had headed the building of the miraculous Suez Canal 
in Egypt. The canal had been a feat that many thought was impossible, but de 
Lesseps had done it, and Frenchmen everywhere basked in the glory. 

Now he was deeply involved in another canal project: the digging of a 
canal across the Isthmus of Panama, a strip of land owned by the South Ameri-
can nation of Colombia. The work had been plagued by hardships: Landslides, 
disease, rainy weather, and many other problems had turned the project into 
a nightmare. After seven years, the canal still was not finished.

The work had been costly. Millions of francs had already been spent. 
Many millions more were needed to continue. The Panama Canal Company 
that de Lesseps had founded to dig the canal was bankrupt. It needed more 
money to continue operating or it would cease to exist. 

Even steeper than the financial cost was the human price. Some 20,000 
men had died since the digging began on February 1, 1881. Some had been 
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Building the Panama Canal

killed in construction accidents. Others had been killed by jungle animals like 
snakes. Many had been killed by diseases such as malaria and yellow fever. 

After all the money that had been spent and all the people who had 
died, only eleven miles of canal out of fifty had been dug. Now de Lesseps 
wanted—needed—more money to continue. He was certain that patriotic pride 
would not allow France or its people to abandon the project. 

He was wrong. Everyone in France knew that the project was going 
badly, and few wanted to invest more funds into it. In addition, France was in 
the midst of an economic depression. Money was tight. 

In a last-ditch attempt to raise funds, de Lesseps had gotten government 
permission to hold a public lottery. The lottery would sell bonds to the public. 
The idea was that when the canal was complete and generating revenue, the 
bonds would be worth far more than people had paid for them. That was how 
it had worked for the Suez Canal stockholders. Many had become wealthy. 

When the first ships sailed through 
the Suez Canal in 1869, it marked the 
triumphant conclusion of one of the 
world’s great engineering feats.

The Suez 
Canal had long 
been a dream, 
from ancient 
times through 
Napoleon. It 
took de Lesseps 
nearly 11 years, 
but he turned 
this dream 
into a reality 
in 1869. The 
canal’s opening 
led to increased 
and more 
efficient trade 
worldwide. 
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The Panama Canal bonds had not sold well. It did not help that on the 
day the bonds went on sale, someone started a rumor that de Lesseps had died, 
scaring the public.1

Le Grand Français had refused to admit defeat. In the autumn of 1888 
he had gone on a strenuous tour of personal appearances throughout France, 
urging people to buy the bonds. It was an incredible feat of strength and will-
power for the eighty-three-year-old. It demonstrated how badly he wanted to 
finish the canal. 

On December 2, de Lesseps had personally challenged his countrymen: 
“I appeal to all Frenchmen. Your fates are in your own hands. Decide!”2

The public did decide, but not the way de Lesseps had hoped. At least 
400,000 bonds needed to be sold to raise sufficient funds. Fewer than 200,000 
were purchased. 

The Great Frenchman had one more card left to play. He asked the 
French government to pass a bill that would let his canal company stop paying 

An 1881 French Panama Canal bond sold 
by Ferdinand de Lesseps.

The canal’s 
success had 
made some 
bond-holders 
rich. But in 
Panama the 
project’s troubles 
made people 
reluctant to 
buy the bonds. 
Ultimately de 
Lesseps ran out 
of money. 
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A statue of Ferdinand de Lesseps was 
erected at the Mediterranean entrance 
to the Suez Canal in 1899.

its debts and making interest payments for three months. De Lesseps hoped 
that the reprieve would enable him to form a new company and resume the 
digging. 

On December 15, 1888, the French government rejected the bill. This 
was the news the editor was bringing to de Lesseps. He was there to tell him 
that his dream of building the Panama Canal was dead. 

When the newspaperman told the old man about the vote, all the color 
drained from de Lesseps’s face. He turned pale as a ghost. He knew what the 
news meant, but he could not believe it. He could not believe that his country 
would abandon the canal project. 

“It is impossible! It is shameful!”3 he whispered. 
It was true. De Lesseps’s dream for the Panama Canal was dead.  

According to legend, from that day until the end of his life six years later,  
Ferdinand de Lesseps never smiled again.4

Ferdinand de 
Lesseps was not 
an engineer. 
Nevertheless, 
he built the 
Suez Canal, 
which was an 
engineering 
marvel. Later, 
his lack of 
engineering 
expertise 
doomed the 
Panama Canal 
project.
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