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It is a pleasure and an honor to write this foreword for the most recent book by my friend Clyde Stephens. Very few have researched and published so much on the banana industry of Panama, Central America, northern South America, and the Caribbean. By training, he is an entomologist but given his many interests, he is like a man of the renaissance. Besides rescuing many unknown chapters of one of the most important agricultural industries in the tropics of the New World, he gradually became keenly passionate about the natural history of these countries, their people, customs and beliefs. Although born in the United States, he is also a card-carrying “Bocasman,” residing half of the year in Bocas del Toro, on the rainy Caribbean side of the Isthmus of Panama, in a solar-powered house he built at Hospital Point in 1991. This is the spectacular site where the United Fruit Company built its first hospital in 1899. He lives the rest of the year in Tavares, Florida.

I must digress some decades ago when we first met and became friends. In 1980, I was a young anthropologist for Panama’s Ministry of Economic Policy and Planning and had just published my first bilingual book on the oral history of the life and times of don Carlos Reid, a Creole from Bocas del Toro. One day, a security guard at the Ministry called and said an American entomologist from the Chiriqui Land Company in Bocas del Toro wanted to see me. I told him to let him in. My office was at the back of the Palacio de las Garzas (the Palace of the Herons), Panama’s presidential palace, near the Parque de la Catedral, the heart of this old port city. In minutes, we became friends. He told me he had worked in Puerto Armuelles where I was born and we had many friends in common. Clyde told me about his banana work in Central America with the United Fruit Company and about living and exploring in Bocas del Toro. However, he felt frustrated that there was hardly any information in Spanish about the notable history of the banana industry that had played such an important economic and social role in Bocas del Toro and Chiriqui. School children and teachers hardly had any knowledge of the vital role of the banana industry in Panama. Since banana growing for export would soon be a century old in Bocas, he wanted to write a short monograph on this fascinating history and wondered if someone would publish his article in Spanish. He had hundreds of fascinating, but little-known photographs of the birth of the banana industry and its pioneers in Panama.

At the time, I was a member of Panama’s Anthropological Association and offered to translate and publish his manuscript in Spanish for Panamanian readers. Our members were delighted because many of them had done research in Bocas del Toro. In 1987, the booklet Bosquejo histórico del cultivo del banano en la provincia de Bocas del Toro (1880-1980) became the first special publication of the Revista Panameña de Antropología.

Soon, Clyde’s research and publications about the banana industry bloomed. He published Bananeros in Central America: True Stories of the Tropics (1989). La historia de Punta Hospital, Centro médico pionero 1899-1920 (1997). Banana People: True Stories of the Tropics (2002). Bosquejo histórico de la provincia de Bocas del Toro, Panama (2008). In these publications he rescues the visionary barons of the industry, the plantation managers, the engineers who built the railroads, the ports, and the towns. Then there were the mandadores responsible for the farms, the diverse peasantry who gradually became banana field workers in the modern agro-export industry. These workers included those who kept the rail lines, the farms or the stevedores who loaded the bananas ships. Also, there was the fascinating history of banana scientists and the doctors and nurses that staffed the hospitals; they were considered the best on the Caribbean side of Central America.

The banana industry also gave rise to a particular vocabulary, in Spanish and English, that Clyde handles masterfully. Geographically, his work takes place where bananas grow along the great tropical rivers with their rich alluvial soils, such as the Sixaola, Changuinola, Reventazon, Terraba, Ulua and the Motagua.

In Banana Man, his most recent publication, Clyde delights us with little-known stories on the contributions of the United Fruit Company to the development of Central America, on the development of the manila hemp and rubber plantation industries during World War II, on the history of tropical medicine and on the building of banana canals. One chapter is devoted to living under a dictatorship.

One of the most interesting sections of his book is the role the Germans played in the development of the banana industry and the tragedies they suffered during the first and second world wars when they were expropriated, sent to concentration camps, and expatriated to Germany, where many fell in the hands of the advancing Russian Red Army. Some managed to return, like the Probst family from Chiriqui.

Don Clyde, as people from Bocas call him, is a down-to-earth person, concerned about the welfare of others, who makes visitors feel good at his home, and is very hospitable. He is a great host, with a great sense of humor in English and Spanish, and who likes to poke fun at himself. His interests are wide and range from the economic and social history of regions to their natural history, the people and their customs and beliefs. He is also intellectually very generous, a researcher who likes to share his findings with others.

I am sure that Central Americans, Panamanians, and Colombians will find don Clyde’s latest publication on the history of Chiquita bananas fascinating.

Stanley Heckadon-Moreno

Panama, March 2023
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Bananas and the Twin Towers
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We all remember where we were on that horrible day of September 11, 2001. It was a day of infamy that the world will never forget. Phyllis and I were visiting Scott and Joyce Dinsmore at their jungle home near Portalón, south of Quepos, Costa Rica. We had just come back from a pleasant morning hike where we saw monkeys and parrots, and we were cooling off in the pool. When Joyce switched on their small black and white TV, she suddenly started making alarming and incoherent sounds of disbelief and we rushed from the pool to the TV.

From this remote tropical paradise on the Pacific coast of Central America, we watched in shock as the Twin Towers collapsed after Islamic terrorists crashed jet planes into the buildings. At 5:20 that afternoon, World Trade Center, Tower 1,1,collapsed. The rest is history that changed the world.
[image: Image Gallery]
Years before, in September 1960, I had arrived at one of the United Fruit Company’s banana docks on the Hudson River in Lower Manhattan not far from where the World Trade Center with its Twin Towers would be built.

I was taking my first vacation since starting my career in banana research with United Fruit in 1959, having been on the job for 18 months. Employees were given a week of travel time on a banana ship to the United States, plus thirty days of vacation, and then a week of travel time back to the Tropics, a total leave of six weeks. Passage and meals on the banana ship were courtesy of the Company.

At the beginning of my trip, I boarded the SS Quisqueya as it steamed through the Panama Canal. A small launch took me to the moving ship at Balboa, and I jumped to a ladder that had been lowered alongside the ship. The Panamanian baggage handler helped me with my suitcase and a heavy box with a camphor wood chest that Dr. Pat Butler, Assistant Director of Research, had asked me to take to New York.

During earlier times, some ships of United Fruit Company’s Great White Fleet had luxury accommodations for 95 tourists and Company employees. Eventually, tourist cruises conflicted with the banana trade and accommodations were reduced to take only 12 passengers who were mostly employees. We had a free run of the ship, ate with the captain and officers and enjoyed the cruise. Making ports of call along the way made the trip even more interesting.
[image: Image Gallery]
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The SS Quisqueya stopped for two days in Kingston, Jamaica, where I enjoyed the amenities at the stately old Myrtle Bank Hotel owned by the Company. On the second day, I hired a car and driver to see Dunn’s River Falls on the north shore. The trip across the island on the narrow mountain road was frightening but the excursion was worth it. Back in Kingston, night life helped calm the nerves of a 26-year-old bachelor.

A few days later, as the ship sailed along the New Jersey coast after midnight, I heard a disturbing commotion on the main deck. The ship had stopped to pick up an elderly man in a small fishing boat because his 10-HP engine had run out of gas. He was drifting on the Atlantic Ocean and was saved only because he yelled very loudly as the ship passed close to him in the dark. This old fisherman got a free ride to the banana dock at North River, as the Hudson River is called in Lower Manhattan.

We approached New York City at dawn, and I stood by one of the officers on the upper deck. The officer told me to watch for North River Trout. I had no idea what this fish was but soon he started exclaiming, “There goes one!” Then another and another. It didn’t take me long to see that he was referring to hundreds of condoms that had been flushed into the river the night before. After we had docked, thousands of green Gros Michel banana bunches were unloaded. I cleared immigration and arranged for the transfer of Pat Butler’s camphor chest to Boston. Soon, I was on a bus to Ithaca to deliver some insects to Dr. Donald Strong at Cornell University. He and I had been exchanging information about Oiketicus kirbyii, the West Indian bagworm that had suddenly appeared by the millions in plantations and was defoliating entire banana plants. That is why I was hired. My assignment was to learn the name of the pest, find out what caused the abrupt outbreak, study the life cycle of the bagworm, collect and identify its natural enemies, and solve the problem.
[image: Image Gallery]
The Piers

When the banana trade began in the late 1800s, banana ships tied up to “Banana Docks” at old slips on the East River at the end of Wall Street. Later, the United Fruit Company used Piers 2, 3, 7 and 9 along the waterfront of southwest Manhattan Island. These piers accommodated operations of the Great White Fleet that had nearly a hundred ships at one time. Ships hauled cargo to the Tropics, cruise passengers on tours, United Fruit Company employees and their families, sugar from Company refineries in Cuba and cargo from the Tropics to North America and Europe. But bananas by the billions were the main reason for the existence of the Great White Fleet.

Each pier had its own story but Pier 3 was the most noteworthy and had lots of character. Today, there is no sign of these once-prominent docks because the Battery Park City landfill of the 1960s covered them up. Pier 3 was near the site of the Downtown Athletic Club at 20 West Street, which was along the waterfront before the landfill was made.

Pier 3 is where a memorable trip began when Dr. George Wilson and his wife, Claudia, boarded a banana ship on October 3, 1963. He had accepted a job as a Plant Physiologist with the Tropical Research Department in La Lima, Honduras, and the young couple from upstate New York began their adventure in the Tropics. George describes their maiden voyage as follows:


After leaving on the English flagship, SS Sinaloa, from Pier 3 in New York City, our first port of call was Kingston, Jamaica to discharge dry cargo. Captain Norman Thomas informed us that instead of proceeding directly to Puerto Cortes, Honduras, we were going to Mobile, Alabama, to repair damage caused by Hurricane Hattie en route to Jamaica. As we rounded the western tip of Cuba, the captain advised us that our ship had been detoured to New Orleans where Claudia and I could board another ship bound for Puerto Cortes. After enjoying the weekend at the Saint Charles Hotel in New Orleans, we boarded a Dutch flagship for an uneventful trip to our final destination—more than two weeks after our departure from Pier 3 in New York City.
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United Fruit Company Magazine, Lower Manhattan, 1952.
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A Great White Fleet ship is shown docked at Pier 2 (center). Just above the words Pier 3, you can see the UFC sign. The tallest building became what is now The Downtown Club. Piers 7 and 9 came next. The ship trailing smoke is the SS United States on its way to a crossing of the Atlantic in record time.


Pier 3 stood out above the other docks because it was where tens of thousands of tourists departed for tropical cruises on banana ships. Tours typically stopped in Havana, Cuba, for a couple of days of sightseeing while the ship discharged cargo. The next stop might have been in Guatemala, Honduras, Costa Rica or Panama, where tourists boarded trains to visit banana plantations. Other tours might have included trips to the cool, scenic highlands, coffee farms, ancient Mayan cities and the Panama Canal. Accommodations, food and ambience were the best and clients frequently returned year after year. In 1930, such a tour cost $240 and included almost everything during the 12 to 17 days on the ship.

To handle so many tourists, the immense pier had a grand reception room with elegant panels of Honduras mahogany, fine terrazzo floors, and walls with United Fruit Company logos and also colorful tropical posters. Refreshments were served while passengers were waiting and getting to know each other and the tour guide. There was a lot of excitement before the boarding of the Great White banana ships. Security consisted of a single uniformed guard at the front door. The wharves on Pier 3 were able to accommodate several ships at the same time. Combined with Piers 2, 7 and 9, the Company could load or unload eight ships. Four or five ships would be tied up on any given day. It took a fleet of tug boats and barges to handle so many vessels.
[image: Image Gallery]
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The Ships and Their Cargo

The ships of the Great White Fleet were constantly being repainted white, a practice that helped lower the temperature of the banana cargo and reduce premature ripening. Most ships had American registry but some flew Honduran, Panamanian, Dutch or British flags. Banana ships came in daily and got priority because of their delicate, perishable cargo.
[image: BM 001-07 GWF Quirigua.jpg]
Some vessels unloaded other tropical fruits, cacao for chocolate, coffee, and Manila hemp fibers for making rope. Citronella grass was processed into an extract for insect repellent. African palm oil was sold to Colgate Palmolive to make Palmolive soap. Big stiff rawhides would be turned into leather. All of these products had their own unique aromas, and it took hundreds of trips by trucks to unload and move the products to market.

Because bananas were grown in very remote parts of Third World countries, the Great White Fleet ships were filled with freight for the return voyage to the Tropics. Sometimes, new cars were tied down as deck cargo; protective solutions had to be applied to reduce salt spray corrosion. Items loaded aboard were manufactured merchandise, canned goods and raw materials for construction. Hundreds of other supplies were needed to operate the thousands of acres of banana plantations and their ports, railroads, trains, vehicles, hospitals, schools, machine shops, power plants, offices, warehouses, airports, bridges and Company stores. It was common to dispatch one or two ships a day from New York to the Caribbean, Central and South America.
[image: Image Gallery]
Ships also hauled building materials and supplies for thousands of comfortable Company houses that were provided free to all employees regardless of position. Homes of higher category employees were furnished and ready for occupancy. Such Company towns had to be constantly supplied and maintained by the United Fruit Company for thousands of employees.

Some ships went beyond the call of duty. The SS Cape Ann of the Great White Fleet was the first vessel to arrive at the site where the MS Stockholm rammed the SS Andrea Doria on July 25, 1956, with 1,600 passengers aboard. After the ordeal of rescuing some of the victims, the SS Cape Ann continued to New York with 129 survivors. As the ship entered New York Harbor, all vessels sounded their horns in recognition for the valiant rescue. Captain Joseph A. Boyd and his crew received medals for their heroism.

It was a coincidence that I was in the middle of the Atlantic Ocean, returning to New York on a large troopship after serving two years in the U.S. Army in Germany. Our ship’s newspaper reported the tragedy the next day when the SS Andrea Doria sank. When our troopship arrived in New York, we passed by the MS Stockholm, and I snapped a few pictures of its mangled bow, a memorable and gruesome sight.
[image: Image Gallery]
Offices and Departments

Although Boston was the corporate headquarters of the United Fruit Company since its founding in 1899, New York was the most important location in the Company. It was the leading port for bananas, plus there were numerous offices and department headquarters located on all the piers. These included the following groups:


Steamship operations, freight operations, sales, Fruit Dispatch Company, passenger operations, medical department, advertising, public relations, ship stores, Maritrop Trading Corporation, ship engineering, ship building, test kitchen, port purser, research laboratory and other support operations.



In all, there were about 600 salaried employees on the four piers. This number did not include the stevedores and longshoremen who were highly unionized.

Maritrop Trading Corporation was notable because it purchased and shipped millions of items required anywhere in the Company. This covered anything from machetes to airplanes and required a colossal effort in ordering, purchasing and shipping.

Another special group of executives were in the Freight and Passenger Department. They were known for efficiency and being on schedule. This was because they came from the railroad tradition where trains had to be on time. All were men, took Gregg shorthand, were excellent typists and were humorless. Their wages were relatively low but they got the job done.

Neither the piers nor the offices were air conditioned. To keep cool, every desk had a small fan. During the summer, when temperatures and humidity were in the 90s, employees could leave an hour early. One executive had a lung condition and was the only employee with an air conditioner installed in his window. There was one elevator that went to the third floor of Pier 3 where the executives’ offices were located.

Executive Visits and Travel

Although Boston was the corporate headquarters, New York was where much of the activities were. Every week, several executives would take the train to New York on Wednesday and return to Boston on the Thursday night train. For that reason, the Company kept a suite in the Barkley Hotel and in the Chatham Hotel in lower Manhattan. A young employee like Tom McCann, who later became a senior executive, had the opportunity to meet and travel with top corporate executives like Sam Zemurray, Kenneth Redmond, Thomas Jefferson Coolidge, George Gardner and Almyr Bump.

Before good international air travel was developed, Company executives making trips to the Tropics came from Boston to New York and boarded one of the Great White Fleet ships. Plantation managers were alerted beforehand and prepared for these executive visits. Such visitors always got the red-carpet treatment.

The Medical Department

Dr. Edward I. Salisbury was based at Pier 3 and was in charge of the medical department that included eight medical doctors, a dozen nurses and medical technicians. The group treated crews and passengers on ships, performed minor surgery and gave required vaccinations to travelers before they left for the Tropics.

Dr. Salisbury was also the head administrator for all the medical departments in all of the countries where the United Fruit Company operated, including the many hospitals and medical staffs in the Tropics. It was his staff in New York that made sure medical supplies and medicines were properly selected and shipped to the hospitals. When birth control pills became available in 1960, the medical department supplied millions of pills that were dispensed in the various banana zones. The medical staff also had a “snake doctor,” Dr. Sackett, who had a laboratory on Pier 3 that produced anti-venom vaccines against snake bites for victims on the banana plantations.
[image: Image Gallery]
Movie Scenes on the Piers

Vice President Hector Harris Robson, a stern Scotsman, liked movies and permitted major motion picture companies to film on the piers. This delighted the labor force because the films featured famous movie stars. In 1954, Humphrey Bogart, starring in the movie Sabrina was filmed dashing across Pier 3. He quickly boarded a tugboat in a rush to catch up with his love interest, co-star Audrey Hepburn. She was on a ship leaving for Paris. The movie received five nominations and one Academy Award. The following year, Bogart starred in The Harder They Fall, and one scene showed an actor arriving from Argentina on Pier 2 and exiting to the street via Pier 3. Bogart’s co-star in this film was Jan Sterling. It was his last movie before he died of cancer the following year.

Making movies was very distracting to longshoremen and stevedores and caused substantial delays in loading and unloading ships. In 1954, movie producers asked Mr. Robson for permission to make On the Waterfront and he approved it. However, after reading the manuscript, it was decided that the union might be offended and the deal was cancelled.
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Cats and Rats

It is no secret that wharves attract rats. When edible cargo was spilled on the floor, multitudes of rats came for the feast. The Company had a budget of $50,000 for rat extermination and natural control by cats. A man in charge fed an estimated 150 to 200 cats. Rats were a perennial problem.

Research Department

The research staff had chemists who monitored banana handling, residues, ripening, disease, quality and shipping problems. Post-harvest studies were coordinated between scientists based in the Tropics and those at Pier 3.

The End of an Era

In the late 1950s, New York City told the United Fruit Company to vacate everything by 1962 in preparation for the World Trade Center and Battery Park City. This former blue-chip giant was already in financial trouble because of a devastating banana disease, but after the eviction notice, the Company plunged even deeper into a financial tailspin. Many employees lost their jobs. Others went to Company ports on the East and West coasts. Banana operations were moved across the Hudson River to Weehawken, New Jersey.

Among Pier 3 employees who remained with the Company was young Tom McCann who was transferred to Corporate headquarters in Boston. At age 18 in 1952, this young man from Brooklyn had started his career at Pier 3 as an office boy. The job paid him $32.50 per week for 51/2 days of work. He rapidly climbed the ladder to become senior vice president of Public Relations. Tom also wrote a bestseller called An American Company: The Tragedy of United Fruit. The book reveals with candor what only an insider can write.
[image: BM 001-013 book An American Company.jpg]
Banana Man

It was Tom McCann who provided incredible details that made much of this story possible. In 2019, he sent me a tape recording with his stories about the banana piers and how the construction of the World Trade Center forced the banana company docks to disappear from lower Manhattan.

It took many months to move out and vacate the United Fruit Company piers. Offices were furnished with nice, solid oak desks, chairs and filing cabinets. None of these furnishings were transferred anywhere—except to the ends of the Company piers where thousands of items were dumped into the depths of North River with the help of longshoremen. Seasoned oak does not rot and all that office furniture is still there today.

Battery Park City and the World Trade Center1

After the United Fruit Company and other tenants left, the piers and pilings were removed by the mid-1960s. Excavations were then made at the site of the World Trade Center, providing landfill where the old banana piers once existed.The 1,200,000 cubic yards of excavated material, plus sand dredged from the harbor, were used to expand the Manhattan shoreline across from West Street to form Battery Park City. The landfill was completed by 1976. This 92-acre addition was then converted into parks, marinas and more buildings.
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This episode in Lower Manhattan’s history is mostly a forgotten memory except by a few people like Tom McCann who sometimes returns to those nostalgic spots where he started his career in 1952 at Pier 3. Although Battery Park City is on top of the old pier sites, Tom knows that Piers 2 and 3 were in front of The Downtown Athletic Club, now known as The Downtown Club, at 20 West Street. Nearby were Piers 7 and 9, close to the end of Rector Street. Rector Park marks the approximate location where Pier 9 existed before the landfill converted that part of the Hudson River into Battery Park City, something that drastically changed the face of Lower Manhattan Island.

It’s hard to believe that this is where the piers of the United Fruit Company once stood and where untold billions of bananas arrived from the Tropics.
Notes: Bananas and the Twin Towers

1. Construction of the World Trade Center's North Tower began in 1968 and the South Tower in 1969. The original World Trade Center was a large complex of 6 buildings mostly finished by 1973. A seventh building was completed in 1987. Sadly, 60 workers were killed in construction accidents while the World Trade Center was being built.
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