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Some of our nation’s great military heroes are 

buried in the U.S. Military Academy Cemetery at West 

Point. In that cemetery, just to the north of the Civil 

War Major Robert Anderson memorial fountain, 

stands a large boulder that marks the final resting place 

of a man that “moved mountains.” George Goethals 

graduated from West Point 2nd in his class of 1880 and 

went on to pursue a career not as a warrior in battle but 

in engineering. At that time West Point produced some 

of the best engineers in the country. Goethals lifetime 

career was in building dams, bridges and canals, but 

not in commanding military troops. 

 

Born in Brooklyn, New York in 1858 to Bel-

gium immigrant parents, who had arrived in 1848, 

George was named after the “father” of their newly 

adopted home. This lad was an achiever and even 

worked as a messenger and bookkeeper while attend-

ing the College of the City of New York. He was able 

to obtain an appointment to the Military Academy 

through his local congressman. After four years he 

graduated as a Second Lieutenant in the Army Corps 

of Engineers and was introduced to William T. Sher-

man, who was head of the Army at the time. Sherman 

asked what branch of the service George had chosen. 

George responded, “Engineers.” Sherman was not im-

pressed with his decision but admired his academic 

record.  

 

George received 2 more years of military 

schooling in engineering training at Willets Point, New 

York. His first field assignment came in 1882 with his 

appointment out west as an engineer officer for the De-

partment of Columbia in Washington Territory. After 

some routine surveys to test his skills in the wilderness 

of Washington, he got a break when the main bridge 

over the Spokane River near Fort Spokane was washed 

out. George was assigned the engineering responsibil-

ity to build the replacement for the old 120-foot struc-

ture. It was a huge project and a high pressure job for a 

young man who have never built a bridge. Resources 

other than timber were in short supply and he was giv-

en only limited time since this was a critical roadway 

for the Fort. He accomplished the task in flying colors, 

but later he described the project as the toughest he 

ever had to tackle. 

 

When a fellow officer brought his sister to the 

west George met his future wife, Effie Rodman. They 

soon became engaged. He and Effie were married in 

New Bedford, Massachusetts, December 3, 1884.  
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George had a brief assignment with an Ohio 

River Improvement project from 1884-85. There he 

learned about river dredging, pouring of dams and 

dikes, and levee and lock construction. He also learned 

a valuable lesson that when working with civilians you 

had best drop the military style, manner, and uniform. 

Get in there with civilian clothing, don’t forget to asso-

ciate with the men and get your hands dirty. 

 

He again returned to the Military Academy. 

There he taught engineering to cadets for the next four 

years from 1885-89.  

 

Returning to the field, George was assigned to 

the Tennessee River improvements project. The Mus-

sel Shoals Canal was being completed and locks were 

being proposed at Colbert Shoals. Originally two locks 

were proposed similar to 11 others already built. Goe-

thals felt that the lockage could be accomplished with 

just one 26-foot lift lock. He convinced others that 

such a lock could be built and after 3 years the project 

was completed. At Mussel Shoals, George also had to 

construct a supporting railroad to help with the lock 

and dam construction. It was here he worked with Syd-

ney B. Williamson, a fellow engineer who he would 

call on at Panama. 

 

From 1894-1898 Goethals became assistant 

engineer with the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the 

Army Corp of Engineers in Washington, D.C. He dealt 

with the Washington bureaucracy and learned the po-

litical aspects of his work.  

 

In the Spring of 1898, the war with Spain broke 

out. That April Chickamauga, Georgia was selected by 

Major General Nelson Miles as a training center for 

the Army. The Chickamauga Battlefield, best known 

for the action it saw during the Civil War, was also the 

nation's largest military training ground during the 

Spanish-American War. Goethals was sent there to 

work on sanitary water lines and wells. Despite his ac-

tions sanitary conditions in the camps were not main-

tained and disease such as typhoid broke out causing 

over 752 deaths. George asked for a more front line 

experience. He was sent to Porta Rico, but before be-

coming involved in any military action the armistice 

was declared. 

Goethals, returned briefly to West Point as an 

instructor but was soon promoted to Major and com-

manded the Engineering Department at Newport, 

Rhode Island. He was involved in harbor development 

and harbor fortifications. In 1903 Secretary of War Eli-

hu Root reorganized the Department of the Army. 

Root established a corps of 42 officers whose duty it 

was to support the new position of Chief of Staff. 

George was one of the 42 selected.  

 

In 1904 George became Secretary of the Taft 

Fortifications Board whose goal was to improve U.S. 

costal forts from foreign attack. In this position he be-

came a close friend of William Howard Taft. 

 

From the point of early discovery the Isthmus 

of Panama became a strategic route between the Pacif-

ic and Atlantic oceans. The Spanish used it as the land 

route to carry Inca gold and treasurers to ships on the 

Atlantic coast bound for Spain. It was a favorite haunt 

for pirates who preyed on Spanish gold. Early as 1534 

Charles V, the king of Spain, had talked about a canal 

across the 50 miles to connect the oceans. However, 

once the Spanish gold stopped flowing, the Isthmus 

lost its strategic importance. It became a subpart of 

New Granada (Columbia) and returned to a bunch of 

sleepy villages in the middle of a jungle.  

 

The California gold rush stimulated the build-

ing of a railroad across the Isthmus. Gold seekers rode 

8 miles by rail and then traveled another 40 miles by 

mule or foot to reach Panama City where they hoped to 

catch a boat north to San Francisco. The railroad was-

n’t completed until 1855 when the gold rush was large-

ly over. It is estimated that somewhere between 5,000-

10,000 persons died in building the railroad. Most of 

these deaths were from diseases. 

 

Ferdinand de Lesseps, a French engineer, built 

the Suez Canal for France from 1858 – 1869. It was 

102 miles long, 26 feet deep and constructed at sea 

level without any locks. France organized a private 

stock company to repeat the sea level canal concept in 

Panama. Lesseps went to Panama and estimated that a 

sea level canal could be built there in 8 years. After 

two years of surveys, work began in 1882. Diseases 

such as malaria and yellow fever and accidents cost 
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over 20,000 thousand lives during the French period. 

The moist soil required that the slopes through the 300 

foot continental divide be continually widened to pre-

vent landslides. The project costs and timeline were 

grossly underestimated by the French engineers. Work 

stopped in 1889 and the company was bankrupt.  

 

Another company was formed in 1894 to run 

the Panama Railroad and to maintain existing excava-

tion and equipment in a salable condition. The French 

company was asking $109 million to a willing buyer 

for the works and the railroad. The U.S. Congress pro-

fessed more interest in a Nicaraguan canal route. The 

French finally reduced the price to $40 million, a vol-

cano erupted in Nicaragua and the U.S. was persuaded 

to go with a Panama canal. Volcanic and earthquake 

activity were always considered a potential negative 

factor for the route through Nicaragua and a timely 

eruption sealed the deal. 

 

Columbia refused a treaty with the U.S. for a 

Panama canal. Local Panamanians revolted against the 

Columbian government encouraged by U.S. warships 

blocking the sea lanes to Panama. A treaty was quickly 

signed with the new Panamanian government in No-

vember 1903, paving the way for the U.S. to recognize 

the state of Panama and thus receive the rights to build 

the canal. In 1904 the U.S. purchased the French 

equipment and railroad in the canal zone for the $40 

million dollars. Panama also received $10 million. The 

formal date for U.S. takeover was May 4, 1904. 

 

President Roosevelt, not wasting any time, es-

tablished the Isthmian Canal Commission (ICC) and 

on May 6, 1904 appointed John Findlay Wallace Chief 

Engineer of the project. Wallace previously was gen-

eral manager for the Illinois Central Railroad. His was 

a brief tenure in Panama. He became overwhelmed 

with the disease-plagued country, dilapidated French 

infrastructure and equipment and bureaucracy of the 

ICC. After only 1 year, he resigned abruptly in June 

1905. He was replaced by John Frank Stevens, who 

was the engineer who had built the Great Northern 

Railroad. Also in 1904 Colonel William C. Gorgas was 

appointed to improve sanitation and rid the zone of 

malaria and yellow fever. Walter Reed had learned in 

Cuba that the mosquito was the carrier of these diseas-

es so Gorgas conducted a campaign to destroy the pest 

and its breeding grounds. By 1906 these diseases were 

largely eliminated. War was declared on the mosqui-

toes. Standing water was removed and oil sprayed on 

the swamps. Mosquito netting was installed and any 

one with disease was quarantined. The cleanup took 

well over 2 years to really reduce the occurrences of 

these diseases. Still the death toll during the American 

construction was about 5,600 from disease and acci-

dents . 

 

Stevens improved worker housing, working 

conditions and other infrastructure such as the railroad 

system. As conditions improved Stevens recruited U.S. 

workers. He supported a lock-based canal despite the 

recommendations of an engineering panel, which con-

tinued to support the sea to sea level canal. Stevens 

laid the groundwork for the lock-based canal that was 

eventually built. 

 

On November 14th 1906 President Teddy Roo-

sevelt arrived in Panama for a 3-day visit to inspect the 

canal construction. He was the first President to leave 

the country while in office. During his visit he vigor-

ously traveled up and down the canal through 

worksites and workers’ housing. The most famous mo-

ment happed on the second day when he climbed 

aboard a steam shovel and the press got their famous 

photo. “Roosevelt is There” and the public loved it. 

 

Leadership in Panama began to unravel. In Jan-

uary 1907 Theodore P. Shonts, a prior railroad execu-

tive and then the Chairman of the ICC, resigned to take 

another position. Roosevelt accepted Shonts’ resigna-

tion, but he still had Stevens in whom he had a great 

deal of confidence. Roosevelt really appreciated the 

work that Stevens had accomplished and his plans for 

completion of the canal. The President was thus great-

ly shocked on February 12, 1907, just a few months 

after his visit to the Canal Zone, to receive a letter 

from Stevens revealing his disgust with congressional 

critics. It revealed an exhausted and bitter man who 

was burned out. “The work itself … on the whole I do 

not like. …There has never been a day since my con-

nection with this enterprise that I could not have gone 

back the United States and occupied positions that to 

me, were far more satisfactory.” Roosevelt quickly 
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Some of our nation’s great military heroes are bur-

ied in the U.S. Military Academy Cemetery at West Point. 

In that cemetery, just to the north of the Civil War Major 

Robert Anderson memorial fountain, stands a large boul-

der that marks the final resting place of a man that “moved 

mountains.” George Goethals graduated from West Point 

2nd in his class of 1880 and went on to pursue a career not 

as a warrior in battle but in engineering. At that time West 

Point produced some of the best engineers in the country. 

Goethals lifetime career was in building dams, bridges and 

canals, but not in commanding military troops. 

 

Born in Brooklyn, New York in 1858 to Belgium 

immigrant parents, who had arrived in 1848, George was 

named after the “father” of their newly adopted home. 

This lad was an achiever and even worked as a messenger 

and bookkeeper while attending the College of the City of 

New York. He was able to obtain an appointment to the 

Military Academy through his local congressman. After 

four years he graduated as a Second Lieutenant in the Ar-

my Corps of Engineers and was introduced to William T. 

Sherman, who was head of the Army at the time. Sherman 

asked what branch of the service George had chosen. 

George responded, “Engineers.” Sherman was not im-

pressed with his decision but admired his academic record.  

 

George received 2 more years of military school-

ing in engineering training at Willets Point, New York. 

His first field assignment came in 1882 with his appoint-

ment out west as an engineer officer for the Department of 

Columbia in Washington Territory. After some routine 

surveys to test his skills in the wilderness of Washington, 

he got a break when the main bridge over the Spokane 

River near Fort Spokane was washed out. George was as-

signed the engineering responsibility to build the replace-

ment for the old 120-foot structure. It was a huge project 

and a high pressure job for a young man who have never 

built a bridge. Resources other than timber were in short 

supply and he was given only limited time since this was a 

critical roadway for the Fort. He accomplished the task in 

flying colors, but later he described the project as the 

toughest he ever had to tackle. 

 

When a fellow officer brought his sister to the west 

George met his future wife, Effie Rodman. They soon be-

came engaged. He and Effie were married in New Bed-

ford, Massachusetts, December 3, 1884.  

 

George had a brief assignment with an Ohio River 

Improvement project from 1884-85. There he learned 

about river dredging, pouring of dams and dikes, and levee 

and lock construction. He also learned a valuable lesson 

that when working with civilians you had best drop the 

military style, manner, and uniform. Get in there with ci-

vilian clothing, don’t forget to associate with the men and 

get your hands dirty. 

 

He again returned to the Military Academy. There 

he taught engineering to cadets for the next four years 

from 1885-89.  

 

Returning to the field, George was assigned to the 

Tennessee River improvements project. The Mussel 

Shoals Canal was being completed and locks were being 

proposed at Colbert Shoals. Originally two locks were 

proposed similar to 11 others already built. Goethals felt 

that the lockage could be accomplished with just one 26-

foot lift lock. He convinced others that such a lock could 

be built and after 3 years the project was completed. At 

Mussel Shoals, George also had to construct a supporting 

railroad to help with the lock and dam construction. It was 

here he worked with Sydney B. Williamson, a fellow engi-

neer who he would call on at Panama. 

 

From 1894-1898 Goethals became assistant engi-

neer with the rank of Lieutenant Colonel in the Army Corp 

of Engineers in Washington, D.C. He dealt with the Wash-

ington bureaucracy and learned the political aspects of his 

work.  

 

In the Spring of 1898, the war with Spain broke 

out. That April Chickamauga, Georgia was selected by 

Major General Nelson Miles as a training center for the 

Army. The Chickamauga Battlefield, best known for the 

action it saw during the Civil War, was also the nation's 

largest military training ground during the Spanish-

American War. Goethals was sent there to work on sani-

tary water lines and wells. Despite his actions sanitary 

conditions in the camps were not maintained and disease 

such as typhoid broke out causing over 752 deaths. George 

asked for a more front line experience. He was sent to Por-

ta Rico, but before becoming involved in any military ac-

tion the armistice was declared. 

Goethals, returned briefly to West Point as an in-
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structor but was soon promoted to Major and com-

manded the Engineering Department at Newport, 

Rhode Island. He was involved in harbor develop-

ment and harbor fortifications. In 1903 Secretary of 

War Elihu Root reorganized the Department of the 

Army. Root established a corps of 42 officers whose 

duty it was to support the new position of Chief of 

Staff. George was one of the 42 selected.  

 

In 1904 George became Secretary of the Taft 

Fortifications Board whose goal was to improve U.S. 

costal forts from foreign attack. In this position he 

became a close friend of William Howard Taft. 

 

From the point of early discovery the Isthmus 

of Panama became a strategic route between the Pa-

cific and Atlantic oceans. The Spanish used it as the 

land route to carry Inca gold and treasurers to ships 

on the Atlantic coast bound for Spain. It was a favor-

ite haunt for pirates who preyed on Spanish gold. 

Early as 1534 Charles V, the king of Spain, had 

talked about a canal across the 50 miles to connect 

the oceans. However, once the Spanish gold stopped 

flowing, the Isthmus lost its strategic importance. It 

became a subpart of New Granada (Columbia) and 

returned to a bunch of sleepy villages in the middle 

of a jungle.  

 

The California gold rush stimulated the build-

ing of a railroad across the Isthmus. Gold seekers 

rode 8 miles by rail and then traveled another 40 

miles by mule or foot to reach Panama City where 

they hoped to catch a boat north to San Francisco. 

The railroad wasn’t completed until 1855 when the 

gold rush was largely over. It is estimated that some-

where between 5,000-10,000 persons died in build-

ing the railroad. Most of these deaths were from dis-

eases. 

 

Ferdinand de Lesseps, a French engineer, 

built the Suez Canal for France from 1858 – 1869. It 

was 102 miles long, 26 feet deep and constructed at 

sea level without any locks. France organized a pri-

vate stock company to repeat the sea level canal con-

cept in Panama. Lesseps went to Panama and esti-

mated that a sea level canal could be built there in 8 

years. After two years of surveys, work began in 

1882. Diseases such as malaria and yellow fever and 

accidents cost over 20,000 thousand lives during the 

French period. The moist soil required that the slopes 

through the 300 foot continental divide be continual-

ly widened to prevent landslides. The project costs 

and timeline were grossly underestimated by the 

French engineers. Work stopped in 1889 and the 

company was bankrupt.  

 

Another company was formed in 1894 to run 

the Panama Railroad and to maintain existing exca-

vation and equipment in a salable condition. The 

French company was asking $109 million to a will-

ing buyer for the works and the railroad. The U.S. 

Congress professed more interest in a Nicaraguan 

canal route. The French finally reduced the price to 

$40 million, a volcano erupted in Nicaragua and the 

U.S. was persuaded to go with a Panama canal. Vol-

canic and earthquake activity were always consid-

ered a potential negative factor for the route through 

Nicaragua and a timely eruption sealed the deal. 

 

Columbia refused a treaty with the U.S. for a 

Panama canal. Local Panamanians revolted against 

the Columbian government encouraged by U.S. war-

ships blocking the sea lanes to Panama. A treaty was 

quickly signed with the new Panamanian govern-

ment in November 1903, paving the way for the U.S. 

to recognize the state of Panama and thus receive the 

rights to build the canal. In 1904 the U.S. purchased 

the French equipment and railroad in the canal zone 

for the $40 million dollars. Panama also received $10 

million. The formal date for U.S. takeover was May 

4, 1904. 

 

President Roosevelt, not wasting any time, 

established the Isthmian Canal Commission (ICC) 

and on May 6, 1904 appointed John Findlay Wallace 

Chief Engineer of the project. Wallace previously 

was general manager for the Illinois Central Rail-

road. His was a brief tenure in Panama. He became 

overwhelmed with the disease-plagued country, di-

lapidated French infrastructure and equipment and 
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bureaucracy of the ICC. After only 1 year, he re-

signed abruptly in June 1905. He was replaced by 

John Frank Stevens, who was the engineer who had 

built the Great Northern Railroad. Also in 1904 

Colonel William C. Gorgas was appointed to im-

prove sanitation and rid the zone of malaria and yel-

low fever. Walter Reed had learned in Cuba that the 

mosquito was the carrier of these diseases so Gorgas 

conducted a campaign to destroy the pest and its 

breeding grounds. By 1906 these diseases were large-

ly eliminated. War was declared on the mosquitoes. 

Standing water was removed and oil sprayed on the 

swamps. Mosquito netting was installed and any one 

with disease was quarantined. The cleanup took well 

over 2 years to really reduce the occurrences of these 

diseases. Still the death toll during the American con-

struction was about 5,600 from disease and acci-

dents . 

 

Stevens improved worker housing, working 

conditions and other infrastructure such as the rail-

road system. As conditions improved Stevens recruit-

ed U.S. workers. He supported a lock-based canal 

despite the recommendations of an engineering pan-

el, which continued to support the sea to sea level 

canal. Stevens laid the groundwork for the lock-

based canal that was eventually built. 

 

On November 14th 1906 President Teddy 

Roosevelt arrived in Panama for a 3-day visit to in-

spect the canal construction. He was the first Presi-

dent to leave the country while in office. During his 

visit he vigorously traveled up and down the canal 

through worksites and workers’ housing. The most 

famous moment happed on the second day when he 

climbed aboard a steam shovel and the press got their 

famous photo. “Roosevelt is There” and the public 

loved it. 

 

Leadership in Panama began to unravel. In 

January 1907 Theodore P. Shonts, a prior railroad 

executive and then the Chairman of the ICC, re-

signed to take another position. Roosevelt accepted 

Shonts’ resignation, but he still had Stevens in whom 

he had a great deal of confidence. Roosevelt really 

appreciated the work that Stevens had accomplished 

and his plans for completion of the canal. The Presi-

dent was thus greatly shocked on February 12, 1907, 

just a few months after his visit to the Canal Zone, to 

receive a letter from Stevens revealing his disgust 

with congressional critics. It revealed an exhausted 

and bitter man who was burned out. “The work itself 

… on the whole I do not like. …There has never 

been a day since my connection with this enterprise 

that I could not have gone back the United States and 

occupied positions that to me, were far more satisfac-

tory.” Roosevelt quickly sent a note to Secretary of 

War William H. Taft saying, “Stevens must get out at 

once.” Taft felt he knew just the man for the job, 

George Washington Goethals. 

 

On February 18, 1907 Goethals was interrupt-

ed from his dinner party with friends and asked to 

come immediately to the White House. Goethals not 

knowing what to expect dressed in his best uniform 

and went to see the President. Roosevelt said that he 

had now two open positions in Panama to fill, chief 

engineer and head of the Canal Commission. There 

was only one way to efficiently handle the problems 

that Stevens incurred and that was to have one man 

for both positions. That man was to be George Goe-

thals. Roosevelt also thought that an Army Engineer 

taking control of the project was less likely to resign 

than the prior two civilian chief engineers.  

 

Goethals was in charge of the Commission 

and engineering. The canal work still remained under 

civilian control. Goethals reported only to William 

Taft and Roosevelt. He became a benevolent dictator 

on the canal project. 

 

Stevens stayed briefly with the project to pro-

vide some transition between himself and Goethals. 

The changes and improvements that 30,000 workers 

had accomplished were recognized by Goethals and 

he sought to build on the base that Stevens had ac-

complished. The railroad system had been greatly 

enhanced. The health of the workers was greatly im-

proved. The basic design of a lock-based canal had 

been laid out. It was up to Goethals to complete this 

plan.  
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George officially took change on March 21, 

1907. Lock design had to be completed and most of 

the digging still lay ahead. The Gatun Lake Dam had 

not even been started. Being a military person, he 

was faced with much trepidation by the general staff 

and workers. Goethals manner to become “one of the 

men” and his fair dealings quickly turned attitudes. 

He became popular with the workers. Goethals made 

sure that American workers had access to baseball 

and movies as well as better housing arrangements. 

Workers were divided into gold “skilled” and silver 

“unskilled.” He established a local weekly newspaper 

called the Canal Record from 1907-1914 that was 

distributed at no cost to the “gold” team workers. 

 

Stevens had divided the work in Panama for 

his staff by function: that is digging, dredging, lock 

construction etc. Goethals changed this approach and 

divided the work into 3 geographic divisions with 

each assigned to one individual. The Atlantic Divi-

sion was from the entrance at Limon Bay and includ-

ed the Gatun Locks and dam construction. This sec-

tion was assigned to William L Sibert, who was al-

ready on the scene and had worked on the Sault St. 

Marie locks in Michigan. The Pacific Division from 

the ocean to the Miraflores and Pedro Miguel locks 

was assigned to Goethals’ fellow engineer from Mus-

sel Shoals, Sydney B. Williamson. The most difficult 

section was the Central Division from Gatun Lake 

through the treacherous 9-mile-long Culebra cut. For 

comparison the Lincoln Tower Bank in Fort Wayne 

is 312 feet high (22 stories). Imagine digging dirt and 

rock for 1/3 of a mile wide for nine miles from that 

height down to 39 feet below sea level, that’s what 

had to be dug. This Central Division was assigned to 

Major David DuBose Gaillard, who arrived with 

Goethals for the project. The work at Calebra was 

daunting. A path would be cleared only to be buried 

the next week by a landslide. The railroad hauled 160 

loads of dirt a day from the Culebra cut to Gatun 

Dam site. At the busiest times there was one train 

inbound or outbound at the cut each minute. In April 

1915 this cut was renamed the Gaillard Cut in honor 

of the Major, who died of a brain tumor December 5, 

1913 only months before the canal opened in 1914. 

Panama, after taking over the canal in 2000, has re-

turned the cut to its former name. 

 

 The Panama Canal as finally planned and 

constructed may be described as follows: 

A ship enters from the north from the Atlantic 

into a 7 mile sea level channel until it reaches the 

Gatun plateau. A 164 sq. mile Gatun Lake was creat-

ed by building over a mile long earthen dam blocking 

the Rio Chagres River to produce a water level at 85 

feet above sea level. To reach Gatun Lake a double 

set of 3 Gatun locks hydraulically lift ships onto the 

lake. Ships then proceed 32 miles across Gatun Lake, 

which in places follows the old channel of the Cha-

gres River but elsewhere the flooded high hills were 

dredged to create a minimum 45 foot depth. Portions 

of this lake travel is through the Calebra Cut. Next 

the ships reach the Pedro Miguel Lock where they 

are lowed 31 feet into Miraflores Lake. They then 

proceed another 1 ½ miles to the double Miraflores 

Locks. After being lowered another 54 feet they enter 

the 8½ mile Pacific channel to reach the ocean. The 

whole trip is from North to South, not East to West 

as you might suspect. This entire process uses 52 

million gallons of water. The new Post Panamax 

locks now being built will save 60% of its water us-

age. 

 

The major barrier for the canal was the 300-

foot 8-mile Calebra ridge that had to be widen to 1/3 

of a mile and reduced to about 39 feet below sea lev-

el. This was about 4 times wider than the French had 

planned. When the French left about 19 million cubic 

yards of material had been removed at Calebra com-

pared to a total of 96 million cubic yards removed in 

the final work. Stevens had removed some material 

but most of the digging and landslides were left for 

Goethals. Changes were also made by Goethals in 

lock dimensions to meet Navy battleship require-

ments. 

 

Despite additional excavation, changes in 

lock dimensions and $11 million in additional fortifi-

cations, the total project was $23 million less than the 

original 1907 projection. The project was completed 

without any graft or corruption. There was not a hint 

of scandal. Without question, the credit goes to 
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George Goethals, whose ability, courage and 

tenacity were of the highest order. The total 

cost was $353 million, which included the pay-

ments to France and Panama. 

 

 The excavation work on the Panama 

Canal by each of the groups involved is sum-

marized below: 

1881-1903 French Excavation - 78 mil-

lion cu.     yards of earth /only 30 million 

used in final  

  canal 

1904 -1906 Wallace & Stevens – 7 mil-

lion cu.    yards 

1907-1914 George Goethals - 232 mil-

lion cu.    yards / 35 million just land-

slides - Calebra Cut 

 

The final canal wasn’t completed until 

August 15, 1914. The first ship to pass through 

the Panama Canal was the cement cargo ship 

S.S. Ancon. 

 

George Washington Goethals was pro-

moted to Major General and became the first 

Civilian Governor of the Panama Canal Zone. 

For seven years he had managed the Panama 

Canal construction. This was the largest engi-

neering project in the world at that time. Goe-

thals was also there to dismantle the workforce 

and develop a group of workers to operate the 

canal. He left the canal zone in September 

1916 and returned to New York. When asked 

by a reporter what he was going to do next he 

said, “Look for a job.” 

 

Soon George was appointed by Presi-

dent Wilson as chairman of a board of inquiry 

concerning the Adamson eight-hour law that 

reduced regular hours for railroad workers to 

an eight hour day. In 1917 he be-      came the 

State Engineer for New Jersey to supervise 

highway construction. During World Was I he 

headed up the Quartermaster Department for 

the Army. He later became a consulting engi-

neer for the Port of New York Authority and 

recommended one authority for all states and 

entities in the New York harbor. To honor his 

service to the nation, the bridge  between New 

York and New Jersey is named the Goethals 

Bridge and in World Was II a liberty ship was 

named the U.S.N.S. George W. Goethals. 

George died of cancer in New York City on 

January 21, 1928 at age 69. 
  


