
r



A P P E N D I X I I
A History of Intervention
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Balboa was only the first of many conquerors. The Americans occupied
Panama fourteen times over more than one hundred years, with many
of the same kinds of extrajudicial proceedings and extensions beyond
the limits of diplomatic and international law that characterized the
1989 invasion.

On June 22, 1856, for example, an event took place that became
known as die Watermelon Incident, a great riot in the capital that left
dozens killed and more dian fifty wounded. It all began as die result of a
dispute between an American and a Panamanian fruit vendor on the
street. It was the first case in which a series of events led to diplomatic,
military and economic reprisals by the United States. The United States
sent a naval force to the isdimus, which anchored offshore while U.S. of
ficials tried to pressure Panama (then known as New Granada) to admit
diat it was the only part)' responsible for die chain of events that led to
the riot. On September 19, 160 sailors landed in the capital, seizing con
trol of the railroad stadon for three days before learing. Not giving up,
the United States then sought to force the government to tmm over sov-
ereignt)' of all the islands in Panama Bay to U.S. control as compensation
for the Watermelon Incident, as well as all control of the Panama Rail
road Company. In the end, die United States did in ftict oblige the gov
ernment of New Granada to pay compensation for the incident.
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There were other incidents in 1860, 1865, 1868 and 1873, all in
volving U.S. imposition of its naval forces on the isthmus. On Septem
ber 27, 1860, the United States invaded Panamanian territory and
interfered in its affairs. The event was the result of a public disturbance,
after a domestic political demonstration. U.S. troops under the control
of Commodore Porter came onshore from the USS St. Maiy and oc
cupied Panama City for eleven days.

On March 9, 1865, there was another case of U.S. intervention fol

lowing a political uprising against the government of New Granada
staged by Gil Colunge, a Panamanian patriot; U.S. marines, this time
under the command of Captain Middleton, again disembarked from
the same vessel and occupied the capital. As a result of that incident,
Panamanians memorialized the saying, "1 will not sell out my coun
try." On April 7, 1868, U.S. marines disembarked once more, occupy
ing Col6n for four days. On September 24, 1873, marines occupied
Panama City until October 6; the United States said that U.S. interests
had to be protected on the isthmus, after supposed threats by a series
of domestic political disturbances.

On January 18, 1885, the United States sent an invasionary force to
Colon, commanded by Captain Lewis Clark. The United States had
been asked to intervene by General Ramon Santo Domingo Vila, pres
ident of the federal state of Panama. His aim was to suppress a sepa
ratist movement opposed to the Colombian dictatorial government of
Rafael Nunez. In the course of putting down the uprising, U.S. au
thorities hanged a rebel leader. General Pedro Prestan Col6n.

On April 15 of the same year, U.S. forces from the USS Acapulco
seized control of the Panama railroad from the Atlantic to the Pacific.
Later the same month, the U.S. consul in Panama called for a military
occupation of Panama to deal with rebel uprisings.

And then in 1900, there was another war and another invasion, with
an interesting sidelight. It was known as the Thousand Day War and
the Panamanian military leader was one General Manuel Antonio No
riega, my ancestor and the man after whom 1 am named. In the course
of the war, the United States again took control of the railway line. In
September 1902, U.S. forces led by Admiral Silas Casey invaded and
occupied the ports of Panama and Colon for two months. There were
a series of other actions, all leading up to the original Panama Canal
Treaty. On May 15, 1903, U.S. forces from the USS Wisconsin seized
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and killed General Victoriano Lorenzo, leader of the popular militias
tor Panamanian independence. It was an attempt to eliminate a leader
considered by tlae United States to be an obstructionist to their expan
sionist goals. On November 2, 1903, U.S. forces landed in Colon in a
surprise raid designed by the administration of Theodore Roosevelt to
supplant Colombian authority in Panama toth an independent state.
Behind the scenes was a Frenchman named Philippe Bunau-Varilla,
who decided Panama would be an independent state without so much
as waiting for a reaction from the parties really involved, Colombia and
Panama. Panamanian independence was declared on November 3, sep
arating it from Colombia. Panama had been part of Colombia ever
since its independence fi'om Spain following the War of Ayacucho, led
by Simon Bolivar in 1824. Bunau-Varilla signed the treaty on behalf ot
Panama, although he was not Panamanian, along with William Nelson
Cromwell, an American lobbyist working on tlie canal project. It was
an early case of Panama's oligarchy submitdng to U.S. interests to fur
ther their own economic interests. Independence came without so
much as contacting Colombian authorities and by disregarding the
1846 Cipriano-Bidlack Treaty with Colombia, in which the United
States guaranteed the "perfect neutrality" of the isthmus along with
Colombian sovereignty.

On November 5, the USS Dixie arrived at Colon to reinforce the
USS Nashville, which had been on station to protect the separatist
state. Thus, the United States, via an invasion and occupation, en
forced de facto Panamanian independence from Colombia. On No
vember IS, tlie new de facto state was given its first president, Manuel
Amador Guerrero, with the full support of the Americans. At the same
time, die Hay-Bunau-Varilla treat}'was signed, legalizing U.S. military
intervention in the isthmus and placing the sovereignty of the Pana
manian republic under its virtual control. On December 2, 1903, a
provisional Panamanian government junta ratified the treaty, another
act of U.S. intervention. Ratification of the treaty meant the virtual sale
for posterity of die isthmus to U.S. control. On January 15, 1904 a
constitutional convention created the first law of the new republic, the
right and privilege of the United States to intervene militarily in
Panama.

From November 14 to 18, 1904, the United States plotted against
the commander of Panama's army. General Esteban Huerta, who
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sought to overthrow President Amador Guerrero and supplant U.S
forces. Guerrero became the scapegoat in a policy developed by the
United States to convince the Panamanian oligarchy that there was nc
need for a homegrown army, that the Panamanian military was inher
ently corrupt and that they would be a perm.anent threat to civiliar
politics. Complying with U.S. demands, the Panamanian governmeni
signed a proclamation to disband the army.

Throughout the twentieth century, the United States has seer
Panama as so strategically important that it never worried about oi
considered Panamanian sovereignt\^ in establishing its political goals.
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R e c o l l e c t i o n s o f
Professor Alberto Ayala Moreno^
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The teacher Jose del Carmen Mejfa was the first cousin of my maternal
grandmother, Narcisa Mejia, who was married to Daniel Moreno, an
adventurous man who had disappeared from family life, submerging
himself in the whirlpool of the search for gold, the latex of the rubbet
tree and the harvest of sarsaparilla root, which grew in abundance in
the jungle of die province of Darien and established itself in the rich
ness of the fountain of natural resources in the region at the time. This
teacher Mejia, with great social sensitivity, had elevated the cultural
level of the area, improvising classes in the open air for children and
adults and especially for the Choco Indians, who were accustomed to
"giving away" their small children.

Jose del Carmen Mejia promoted the humanitarian and proper
adoption of abandoned Choco children. I remember that our family
had adopted a boy named Hernan, whom we treated as a brother.

Maria Felix Moreno Mejia had arrived, at a very young age, Ifom
Yaviza (El Darien) to the capital of Panama, and she worked in the in
dustrial factory of the old French Bazaar, making clothes for men, ill

' Alberto Ayala is a protessor of education. A graduate of the Universitt' of
Panama, he is the author ol children's stories and educational material.


