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What is the Panama Canal?
120-PG Bible/History

Week 21, Day 1

History, Geography & Biographies

What is the Panama Canal? | Read the whole book

Vocabulary

isthmus: a narrow strip of land that connects larger land 
areas.

panamax: the largest size of ship that can fit through the 
Panama Canal.

To Discuss After You Read

1. Why was a canal across Panama needed?  
[What is the Panama Canal?]  the trip around Cape 
Horn was exceedingly difficult with dangerous, fierce 
winds, high waves, and the distance was far

2. How far apart are the Atlantic and Pacific Oceans in 
Panama? [What is the Panama Canal?]  30 miles at 
Panama’s narrowest

3. What event increased interest in traveling across Pan-
ama and why? [chap. 1]  the 1848 Gold Rush; people 
sought a quick route to California

4. What were the conditions of the 1846 treaty between 
the United States and Colombia? [chap. 2]  the United 
States promised to support Colombia against rebels if 
Panama tried to break away. In return, the United States 
would have the right to build either a canal or a railroad

5. What are the two types of canals? [chap. 3]  (1) dug 
entirely at sea level; (2) use locks

6. Why did the Panama Canal turn out to be more difficult 
to dig than the Suez Canal? [chap. 4]  the terrain 
through which each must go; the Suez Canal had been 
dug from dry, flat sand, where as in Panama diggers had 
to deal with dirt, mud, rock, clay and mountains; Panama 
had a heavy rainy season, a strong river ran through 
Panama, and disease killed workers

7. Why did the French fail to build a canal across Panama? 
[chap. 4]  the French engineers thought they could build 
a simple sea-level route across the isthmus of Panama. 
They underestimated the weather and how much earth 
had to be moved. Working conditions, including rampant 
disease, were worse than had been expected. By the end, 
the French government had spent millions of dollars and 
could no longer continue the project

8. Why was the United States still interested in building a 
canal through Panama after the Transcontinental Rail-
road was built? [chap. 5]  the railroad couldn’t carry 
the huge amount of heavy freight a ship could

9. What did the United States gain from its treaty with the 
new country of Panama? [chap. 6]  a ten mile wide 
zone where the canal could be built and run as though it 
was part of the United States

10. How were malaria and yellow fever spread? How did 
the French attempt at building a canal accidently make 
the disease situation worse? [chap. 7]  by the bites of 
infected mosquitoes; their construction had left behind 
hundreds of standing pools of water for mosquitoes to 
breed in

11. How did William Gorges reduce malaria and eliminate 
yellow fever? [chap. 7]  he used insect-killing chemicals 
and reduced the watery places mosquitoes would lay eggs

12. Which workers were paid in gold and which were paid 
in silver? Why? [chap. 8]  mostly white American work-
ers received gold coins; everyone else was paid with silver 
coins; due to racism

13. Why was the decision made to dam the Chagres River? 
[chaps. 8–9]  the dammed-up waters would form a lake 
that canal ships could travel on; the dam would operate 
a hydroelectric plant, generating electricity to power the 
locks

14. What are locks? [chap. 10]  watertight basins arranged 
like steps to move ships up or down

15. When did American control of the Panama Canal end? 
[chap. 11]  December 31, 1999

Timeline and Map Activities

d Suez Canal opens (1869)
d Panama Canal opens (1914)
 Panama Q; Suez Canal W (map 1) 


