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The New, Old, 
And...   
 

The Afro Antilleans are now one of the 
biggest collective identities and populations 

in Panama. It was a long struggle to be 
absorbed into the Panamanian society and to 
be accepted as part of this nation. The Afro 
Antilleans are a group of people, which are 

native to the Caribbean; the meaning of 
Antillean is a group of islands located near 

the south of Florida and to the South East of 
the Mexican Gulf. The definition of Afro is 

someone of African descent.  
 

 The Afro Antilleans arrived during the 
closing of the 19th century and the dawn of 
the 20th century. Ferdinand De Lesseps was 

the first to initiate the construction of the 
canal starting a vast movement of 

populations, which would further affect the 
lives of thousands of people who would die 

trying or achieve the completion of the 
canal. Disaster struck the French effort when 
a plague of mosquitos decided to ravish the 

French camps. Futile tries to restart the canal 
lead to death and famine over all the camps; 
with increasing casualties everything came 

to a grinding halt.  
 
Ferdinand De Lesseps had past experience 
with building such great feats of 
engineering, for example the Suez Canal 
located in Egypt. Ferdinand De Lesseps was 
unaware that a plague of mosquitos would 
attack his workers and take 20,000 lives. 
Before this catastrophe took place, a plan 
was devised to level a enormous stretch of 
the country to allow ships to traverse it. The 
worst part was cutting through the Culebra 
Cut, which was prone to countless mud 
slides; the French  used large machinery and 
equipment to move the the ruble but it rusted 

with the humidity. Eventually by 1889 the 
French gave up on their goal when they 
went bankrupt; over  $287,000,000  were 
reported to have been spent in one of 
history's greats failures. Most of the Afro 
Antilleans who were recruited  at the time 
understood the dangers and tried to warn the 
next generation of what was coming their 
way.  
 
 
 

 

 
Ferdinand De Lesseps   
 
 
 



 

Culebra Cut in 1904 
 
 

 
 

Map of Panama The Canal Zone. This is 
where the Zonians lived. (Gold Roll) 
                         
 
 
 
 
 
 

When The Green Men 
Came 
 
The US would eventually pick up off were 
the French did and achieve such a lofty goal. 
They arrived between 1901- 1903; The USA 
signed the Hay Pauncefote Treaty stating 
they could build and manage the 
canal.Though they were  not 100 percent 
sure of their capabilities to manage  such a 
phenomenal landmark. Then John Hay 
(Secretary of state) signed another treaty 
with Colombian Foreign Minister Tomas 
Harran allowing them to manage and build 
the canal in Panama. Panama was a great 
decision of constructing the canal due to it’s 
place in between the North and South 
Americas, and the waters of the Atlantic and 
Pacific would meet rather accessible than 
the plan of building the canal in Nicaragua 
where it took relatively immeasurable time 
to cut through the land and have a 
tremendous outcome. Despite the USA’s 
great plan, they were rejected by the 
Colombian congress. 
 
The rejection of such a great plan caused 
anger and frustration towards the Colombian 
government, as Theodore Roosevelt came 
up with an idea to threaten the Colombians 
by planting US warships in the Pacific and 
Atlantic Ocean. The Colombian troops had 
trouble fighting back due to the negotiation 
of the Darien Strait.  Finally on November 3, 
1903 Panama was declared an individual 
country when Colombia surrendered. 
 



 
 
 

Theodore Roosevelt taking a self-
portrait 
 

When The Last Ones Left. 
At the time the medical care was 
horrendous, which was due to the little 
modernization present at the time in the 
country. Being injured was much deadlier 
than it would be in couple of years. After the 
living population became scant, the US 
decided that they wouldn't fail in the same 
miserable way the French failed.  
 
It was up to the recruiting agents to come up 
with a swift and cheap solution to mobilize a 
sizable group of workers to Panama. The 
recruiters traveled to lands far away where 
no middle class American had ever been. It 
took some time to find the solution to a 
problem which could bring to halt  the most 
daring feat of engineering in human history 
yet, it came to a surprise to the recruiters 
when they found a cheap labor force in the 
middle of the Caribbean. After searching 
long and far they found a splendid answer to 
a very difficult problem; the answer was 
right in front of their noses. Barbados, 

Jamaica and Bahamas didn't provide the 
economic opportunities which were required 
by the population to advance in life, when 
the recruiters arrived to these island it was 
like giving candy to a child except for those 
who knew of the dangers of working in such 
conditions. During the end of 1904 to early 
1905 the labor situation was settled and it 
was time to dig. Large groups of Afro 
Antilleans were moved to Panama to 
provide a sizable workforce. This was a 
smart solution but it would lead to the many 
cultural clashes and tension among the 
different ethnic groups.  
 

 
 
Afro Antilleans at work on the canal 
 

Homes All Around 
Afro Antilleans were located around many 
distinct locations over the entire stretch of 
the country. The ethnic groups were split 

apart by location and by the jobs they 
performed; the ones that had higher paying 
jobs lived in more developed cities as an 

example of this higher paid workers lived in 
Panama City and certain parts of 

colon.  While the more jeopardizing jobs 
located the workers in the general vicinity of 

Bocas del Toro, Colon, , Gamboa, and 
smaller towns as Santa Cruz. The workers 

who lived here sometimes lacked basic 
need.  Afro Antillean families were 



crammed  into barracks  which offered 
offered near to none privacy, the majority 
didn't have flowing water or electricity. 

 

The Afro Antilleans were put through the 
silver roll. Their work conditions were 
unbearable. They worked as unskilled 

laborers planting in the dynamite the ground 
to speed up the digging process, and 

spending long hours in the heat shoveling 
mud. Lunch breaks were not considered 

decent either. They did not have any 
benches to sit on. Instead they were forced 

to stand while eating. Housing was not 
considered a comfortable living space. This 

was because a family of 10 would be 
crammed into a 240 square foot barrack.  

 
  

The reason of the implementation of the 
gold and silver role was  to separate the 
skilled and unskilled labor, however this 

later turned to segregation when the Whites 
received suitable housing and health care 
that was accompanied with a very neat 

salary. Afro Antillean lived in degrading 
conditions; many of the factors that 
contributed to this were low living 

standards, horrendous health care, and the 
segregation present at the time. 

 

 
Canal Zone home in 1955  

 

Afro Antilleans on break after working in 
the canal (silver roll) 
 

The Living In Mud  
 

Life wasn't great for people who were 
distinct from the general population, the 

conditions in which Afro Antilleans were 
forced to live were gruesome. Some of the 

areas where they lived included train 
wagons and barracks which had only 100 
square meters and in those 100 meters 20 

families resided in small rooms. It was 
known that at times over four families could 

have shared one room. 
 

A Silver role worker lived on a lower 
income, which was defined by the job that 

they did on a day-to-day basis. Jobs for 
Silver roll workers could be detonating 

dynamite or moving heavy 
equipment.  Many of these jobs could be 

fatal if they were executed in the incorrect 
fashion, others weren't as lucky to die 



instantly but instead, they lost a limb or they 
were incapacitated which meant that they 

could not provide for themselves or for their 
families.  

 

Most homes didn't have air cons or proper 
water and electricity, which lead to very 
uncomfortable conditions than foreseen. 
Life could have been much easier for Afro 
Antilleans if they could have gotten proper 
living conditions. In the end the houses were 
overcrowded with families.  
 

The Zonians were people who migrated 
from the USA to be  part of  Canal staff 

Many conflicts were about to happen during 
the 21st century when Panama felt 

oppressed from the United States. They 
would later on fight for their independence 
and for the control over the Canal. Zonians 
were considered higher class due to their 

gated communities built around Panama and 
their greater  involvement in Politics. 

Panamanians were not fine with foreigners 
coming and taking over their country.  

 

When The Fire Broke Out. 
Life wasn't child's play for Afro Antilleans; 
they were treated like dirt and nothing more. 
Afro Antilleans were despised by locals and 
foreigners alike; this was because each new 

group had a different collective identity.  
 
Armed conflicts came when people stood up 
for their collective identity and for the rights 
of  others who had lived through the same 
hell as they lived through. Life in Panama 
could be excellent for the right person of 
course this was if you were American lived 
inside the zone had a respectable family 
name. Now if you worked in a 
underdeveloped area or if did physical labor 
in the Canal, it was more than probable that 
life was traumatizing. Life was not easy and 
conflict left Afro Antilleans vulnerable to 
abuse from other working groups and US 
officials abusing their power. 
 

An urge to merge 
 
Afro Antilleans are the biggest community 
in Central America. As time passed rivalry 
between racial groups rose, splitting the 
ethnic groups apart more than they already 
were. To this day Afro Antilleans are 
attempting to form a strong bond in between 
smaller communities. However it is still a 
challenge to form strong bonds due to the 
longing of being accepted into the 
Panamanian society; people went as far to 
switch their names into Spanish and marry 
outside the racial group. In a final and 
abrupt attempt to fit in society, Afro 
Antilleans demolished the language barrier 
by only teaching their children Spanish and 
not their native language which was 
dominantly English.  
 
According to our English professor, 
Ms.Tisha Meadows at the MET, “My own 
family changed their name to Moreno 
instead of Brown to be accepted into the 
Panamanian society.” 
 
According to our sports coordinator 
Mr.Javier Wallace “Many of the Afro 
Antilleans refused to teach their children 
their native language which was 
prominently English. In order to be accepted 
as part of the Panamanian society 
 
If the majority of Afro Antilleans would 
have continued to teach their kids English it 
would most likely become the prominent 
language in Panama or the second most used 
language. This could have allowed for 
broader opportunities like traveling abroad.  
 
Day after day, month after month Afro 
Antilleans longed for a community to 
support them. It came down to upstanding 
men and women to create a society that 
would support and understand the struggles 
of Afro Antilleans.  The Spanish speaking 
Afro Antilleans now fitted into the 
Panamanian society, while English speaking 
Afro Antilleans which decide to stick to 
their original costumes still felt excluded 
from society. This lead to the creation of 



various medium sized communities which 
gathered during religious  and meaningful 
events leading to communities rising along 
the entire nation.  
 

 
Afro Panamanians dancing to the Congo 
dance (6- March-2015)  
Afro Antilleans In modern 
Days 
 

Today the Afro Antilleans are regarded as 
any normal human being, they are part of 
our everyday life but the differences are still 
notorious in some regions. Over time 
resentment has diminished due to the 
increasing level of development and open-
mindedness.  People came to the realization 
that having idealistic thoughts about 
someone because of a different skin color is 
utterly absurd.  No matter poor or rich Afro 
Antilleans face staggering odds against the 
world but they have pushed through after the 
finalization of the canal they kept to their 
identity to achieve a better economic 
opportunity for their family. 
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