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The building of a canal across
the American Isthmus has occupied the attention of the world for
four hundred years. While yet the sailors who crossed the sea with
Columbus were living in all the vigor of mature manhood, a Spanish
engineer drew the plans for an artificial waterway across the
Isthmus and submitted them to the King of Spain. From that time to
this the building of an Isthmian Canal has been a fascinating
project in the minds of progressive men. Attempts to build it have
resulted in the loss of thousands of lives and the squandering of
millions of treasure; and this “dream of the centuries” is still
unrealized.
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SUMMARY OF COMPARISON







II. INTEROCEANIC CANALS



There are at least five routes
which at one time or another have been chosen and seriously
considered as possible locations for the Isthmian Canal. They are:
the Atrato-Napipi, the San Blas, the Tehuantepec, the Nicaragua,
and the Panama routes.

The Atrato-Napipi route follows the river Atrato, which empties
into the Gulf of Darien, as far as the mouth of its tributary, the
Napipi, thence up that river through the mountains and empties in
Capica Bay. See Fig.
1, No. 1.

The San Blas route runs from the bay of the same name on the
Atlantic side to the river Chipo which empties in the Gulf of
Panama. It is only forty or fifty miles southeast of the Panama
route. See Fig. 1,
No. 2.

The Tehuantepec route begins at the bay of Coatzacoalcos in the
Bay of Campeche and ends at the harbor of Salina Cruz in the Gulf
of Tehuantepec. See Fig. 1, No. 3.

All modern engineers thrust these aside as impracticable, the
first two because of the necessity for tunnels and the last because
of its great length and number of locks. They will, therefore,
receive no further attention.

The choice of the location for an Interoceanic canal has long
been conceded by practical engineers to lie between the Nicaragua
and Panama routes. A consideration of the natural advantages and
disadvantages of these rival lines follows.

Since the Nicaragua route has been abandoned the features of the
proposed construction will receive no attention. It is highly
probable that this route would never have been seriously considered
by the United States had it not been for the fact that the Panama
line was for many years under the control of France and apparently
was destined to continue so for a considerable period.

Logically the question of harbors first suggests itself. Natural
harbors do not exist in Nicaragua nor could one be excavated and
maintained on the Atlantic side without a continual battle with
forces which, in the last fifty years, have transformed what was
once an excellent harbor at Greytown into a lagoon partially
enclosed by an ever advancing line of sand brought down by the
 river San
Juan. Experience on the South Atlantic and Gulf coasts of the
United States has given abundant evidence of the results of a fight
with such forces. In his “The American Isthmus and Interoceanic
Canal” W. Henry Hunter says, “The policy which fights against the
forces of nature is a mistaken one; it is foredoomed to failure.
Nature may be aided in her operations; her more gigantic forces may
to some extent be curbed and controlled; but an almost certain
Nemesis pursues any effort which may be made to arrest and to
determine in an absolute way a process so continuous as that of the
filling up of the Greytown bight.”

Brito, the Pacific terminus, is little better than Greytown
since “even in the calmest weather there is a nearly constant surf,
with breakers from four to ten feet high.” Therefore, the terminus
at Greytown would always be in danger of being filled up by the
Atlantic waves and the one at Brito would constantly be liable to
destruction by the Pacific breakers.

On the other hand the natural harbors of the Panama route have
successfully met the demands of commerce for the last four hundred
years. On the Pacific end practically no harbor improvements will
be necessary. On the Atlantic the present needs are satisfied, but
the large steamers of the future may require deepening which can be
done and the resulting channel easily maintained since there is no
persistent filling in process such as characterizes the Greytown
harbor.

Volcanoes have long been plentiful in Central America,
especially near the proposed Nicaragua canal. Nicaragua Lake, so
geologists say, owes its separation from the Pacific to a great
upheaval. There is now an active volcano near which ships would
have to pass. From January 1, 1901 to April 30, 1904, a period of
forty consecutive months, the instruments of the Instituto-Fisico
Geografico, located 60 miles from the locks of the proposed canal,
recorded 43 tremors, 91 slight shocks and 35 strong shocks, some of
which lasted 16 minutes. Similar observations at Panama for the
same period revealed only 6 tremors and 4 slight shocks, the
longest being for a period of only 10 seconds. The lock gates of a
canal might very easily be injured by earthquakes; and common sense
would dictate that other things being equal, the canal should be
placed where the shocks are fewest.
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