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Introduction

Panama's history is as dynamic as its geography—a slender ribbon of land connecting
two immense continents and separating two mighty oceans. Over the millennia, this
unique position has shaped the trajectory of not just Panama itself, but the broader
currents of regional and global history. From its earliest days as a land of thriving
indigenous societies to its role as the fulcrum of world commerce, Panama'’s story is
marked by crossroads and convergences, challenges and triumphs.

Long before Europeans set eyes upon the isthmus, the region was a cultural and
ecological crossroads, sustaining complex indigenous communities whose innovations
helped lay the foundations for one of the oldest pottery traditions in the Americas.
These ancient Panamanian societies adapted to the region’s diversity, developing
unique systems of trade, architecture, and belief that foreshadowed the importance
Panama would one day have in connecting worlds.

The arrival of the Spanish in the early 16th century transformed Panama into an
epicenter of colonial ambition. Exploited as Spain’s chief conduit for the wealth of the
Americas, Panama’s roads, ports, and settlements became vital nodes in an imperial
network. Yet, the colonial period was also marked by profound cultural disruption, the
devastation of native populations, and the formation of new, resilient communities
forged in resistance, including those of escaped African slaves allied with indigenous
groups.

Throughout the 19th and 20th centuries, aspirations for autonomy and modernization
clashed with external interests, especially as global powers jockeyed for control of the
isthmus’s unparalleled transit routes. The building of the Panama Canal stands as both
an engineering marvel and a symbol of struggle—over sovereignty, opportunity, and
the right to self-determination. It was on Panamanian soil that the ambitions of
empires often met the resolve of a nation in search of its own destiny.

As the canal’s significance grew, so did the intricacies of Panamanian identity. The
20th century saw military dictatorships, U.S. invasions, social reform, and complex
negotiations that would eventually return the canal to Panamanian hands. With the
dawn of the new millennium, Panama solidified its place as not just a pathway for
world trade, but as a sovereign nation nurturing its diverse cultural heritage and
shaping its future.

This book tells the sweeping history of Panama, tracing the currents that have defined

its land and its peoples—from prehistory to the present day. In these chapters, you will
encounter the achievements and adversities, the everyday lives and epochal changes,
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that have made Panama a place of enduring significance in the story of the Americas
and the world.
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CHAPTER ONE: Peopling the Isthmus: The Earliest
Inhabitants

The story of Panama begins not with grand declarations of independence or the clatter
of construction on a monumental canal, but with the quiet footsteps of the very first
humans to traverse this slender land bridge. Long before the rise of empires or the
charting of global trade routes, the Isthmus of Panama served a far more ancient
purpose: it was a crucial corridor for life itself. Stretching between two vast continents
and holding back two immense oceans, this sliver of land, barely 48 miles wide at its
narrowest point, was a biological and geological funnel, shaping ecosystems and
facilitating the movement of countless species, including our own.

For millennia, vast ice sheets held much of the planet’s water captive, lowering sea
levels and exposing land bridges that exist no longer. The Bering Strait, connecting
Asia and North America, was the most famous of these, allowing the initial waves of
human migration into the Americas. But the journey south was long and arduous,
presenting countless environmental challenges. As these early peoples pushed
southward, following game or seeking new resources, the Isthmus of Panama
presented both a final gateway and a potential bottleneck. To venture further into
South America, they had to cross this relatively narrow landmass, navigating its
unique terrain of dense forests, winding rivers, and challenging highlands.

The precise timing of humanity’s arrival in Panama remains a subject of ongoing
archaeological investigation, but the evidence points to a history stretching back at
least 12,000 years, if not more. The earliest traces we have are tantalizingly few,
primarily in the form of stone tools, particularly projectile points - the tips of spears or
darts used for hunting. These artifacts, scattered across various sites on the isthmus,
bear the hallmarks of what archaeologists call the Paleo-Indian period. This era
corresponds to the final stages of the last Ice Age and the immediate post-glacial
period, a time when the environment of Central America was likely somewhat different
from the lush tropical rainforests we see today, perhaps featuring more open
woodlands or savannas in certain areas.

Life for these first Panamanians was one of constant movement. They were nomadic
hunter-gatherers, following the availability of food resources across the landscape.
Their survival depended on an intimate knowledge of their environment - the seasonal
movements of animals, the locations of edible plants, the availability of water sources.
Hunting would have been a primary activity, targeting whatever large and small game
the isthmus supported. While direct evidence of hunting specific megafauna (large
extinct animals) in Panama is scarce compared to other parts of the Americas, the
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presence of early fluted projectile points, typical of big-game hunters elsewhere,
suggests they were equipped for such possibilities if the animals were present. More
likely, their diet included a range of animals from deer and peccaries to rodents and
birds, supplemented by fish from the rivers and coasts, and a wide variety of gathered
plant foods.

The archaeological record for this early period is notoriously sparse. Imagine trying to
find traces of small, mobile groups who left behind little more than stone tools and
temporary campsites, often within environments that experience rapid decay. The
tropical climate and dense vegetation of Panama are efficient at reclaiming
abandoned sites, burying them under layers of earth and vegetation or washing them
away with heavy rains. As a result, discovering and interpreting these ancient sites is
a challenging endeavor, requiring meticulous excavation and careful analysis of the
scattered clues left behind.

These early inhabitants would have perceived the Isthmus not as a political entity
called Panama, but simply as the land they moved through. There were no roads, no
permanent structures, no defined borders. Their world was defined by the natural
landscape - the rhythm of the seasons, the flow of the rivers, the contours of the hills.
Their technology was sophisticated for its time, yet entirely focused on immediate
needs: crafting sharp stone tools for cutting, scraping, and hunting, making cordage
from plant fibers, building temporary shelters from readily available materials. Every
possession had to be portable, carried on their journeys as they followed the food.

The Isthmus, even in this deep past, was not uniform. The Pacific and Caribbean
coasts offered different resources and challenges. The central spine of mountains
created varying microclimates and distinct ecological zones. These early peoples
would have developed different strategies depending on which part of the isthmus
they inhabited or passed through, adapting their hunting techniques, gathering
practices, and perhaps even their toolkits to the specific local conditions. The coastal
areas would have provided access to marine resources - shellfish, fish, and possibly
marine mammals - adding variety and reliability to their diet compared to purely
inland groups.

The concept of "population” in this era is vastly different from today. The total number
of people inhabiting the entire Isthmus would have been very small, likely numbering
in the low thousands at most. This low population density meant that human impact
on the environment was minimal. They lived within the ecosystem, taking only what
they needed for survival, their activities largely indistinguishable from those of other
large mammals moving through the landscape. The vast forests, rivers, and coastal
areas remained wild and largely untouched by significant human alteration.

As the millennia passed and the planet's climate continued to shift, the environment of
the Isthmus changed. The Ice Age receded, sea levels rose, and the tropical forests
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became more dominant. This environmental transition likely influenced the
subsistence strategies of the inhabitants. As megafauna potentially became less
available or disappeared, there would have been a greater reliance on smaller game,
fishing, and most significantly, the exploitation of plant resources. This shift laid the
groundwork for one of the most significant transformations in human history: the
development of agriculture.

While the detailed story of early agriculture and settled villages belongs to later
chapters, the seeds of these developments were sown in this early period. As people
became more adept at identifying and utilizing plant resources, they would have
naturally observed the life cycles of these plants. This growing understanding, coupled
with potentially increasing population densities in favorable locations or a desire for a
more stable food supply, would have led to the first tentative steps towards
cultivation. Instead of just gathering wild plants, they might have begun to protect
useful plants, perhaps planting seeds in areas close to temporary camps, gradually
leading to more deliberate and systematic farming.

The transition from a purely nomadic lifestyle to one that incorporated more settled
periods was a gradual process, driven by innovation and adaptation. The development
of tools specifically for processing plant foods, such as grinding stones, would have
been crucial. The ability to cultivate crops like maize, squash, and various root crops,
which were domesticated in other parts of the Americas, would have eventually made
its way to the Isthmus, either through migration of people or the diffusion of
knowledge and plant varieties.

The earliest signs of a move towards more settled life appear in the archaeological
record as slightly more substantial campsites or areas with repeated occupation.
These sites might show evidence of more varied toolkits, including those for
processing plants, and perhaps the beginnings of storage pits. The sheer amount of
effort required to cultivate crops would have necessitated staying in one place for
longer periods, at least through the growing season. This increased sedentism, in turn,
would have allowed for the accumulation of more possessions, the development of
more complex social structures, and eventually, the creation of pottery - a heavy,
fragile technology ill-suited for purely nomadic life.

The story of the peopling of the Isthmus is a testament to human adaptability and
resilience. The first inhabitants arrived in a world vastly different from the Panama of
today, armed with only their knowledge, their tools, and their ability to cooperate.
They navigated dense forests, crossed swift rivers, and learned to live off the bounty
of a challenging tropical environment. Their initial impact was light, their presence a
whisper in the vastness of the prehistoric landscape. Yet, they were the foundation.
They were the first humans to call this land, this crucial bridge between continents,
home.
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Their movements and adaptations established the initial patterns of human presence
on the Isthmus. They explored its every corner, learned its secrets, and passed down
essential knowledge of survival through generations. While the archaeological
evidence from this deepest past is fragmented, each recovered projectile point, each
trace of an ancient fire pit, offers a direct link to these pioneering peoples who first
charted the course of human history in Panama. Their journey was the opening
chapter in a long and complex story, setting the stage for the diverse cultures and
historical events that would follow on this unique and vitally important land bridge.
The simple act of their passage, over twelve thousand years ago, initiated the human
narrative on the Isthmus, a narrative that continues to unfold today.
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