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	No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, digital scanning, or any other electronic or mechanical method, without the prior written permission of the author, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews, educational materials, and certain other non-commercial uses permitted by copyright law.

	LEGAL DISCLAIMER

	This is a work of narrative nonfiction. All events described are drawn from documented historical sources, including the field journals of Lieutenant Isaac Strain and Passed Midshipman William Truxtun, official United States Navy correspondence and reports, contemporary newspaper accounts, medical records, and the secondary literature on the canal question and the mid-nineteenth-century Navy. Where sources conflict, the author has made interpretive choices that are acknowledged in the text and documented in the notes.

	All quotations attributed to historical figures, Strain, Truxtun, Hollins, Cullen, and others, are either drawn verbatim from documented primary sources or are clearly identified in the text as reconstructed from the sense of the record when verbatim documentation is not available. The author has not invented dialogue, internal monologue, or events for which no documentary basis exists. Where the record is silent, the author has said so.

	The names of all expedition members appear as recorded in the documentary sources. Where names are incomplete or absent from the historical record, most critically, in the cases of the two enlisted men who died in the rear camp during the rescue interval, this book acknowledges the incompleteness directly rather than supplying speculative identification. The omissions are the record's failures, noted as such.

	Judgments made in this book about the causes of the expedition's outcomes, the adequacy of the planning, the reliability of the Cullen account, the role of institutional decisions in producing the deaths are the author's interpretive conclusions, grounded in the evidence and offered in the spirit of historical argument rather than legal finding. They are not allegations against any living person or institution.
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PROLOGUE

	January 1854

	

	

	The country presented the most formidable appearance, a dense, unbroken wall of tropical vegetation, of the deepest green, stretching away in every direction as far as the eye could reach. There was no sign of a path, a clearing, or any indication that human beings had ever been there before us.

	— ISAAC STRAIN, FIELD JOURNAL, JANUARY 8, 1854

	

	

	On the morning of January 8, 1854, twenty-seven American men stepped off longboats onto a Caribbean beach in the Darién, that narrow, roadless neck of jungle and mountain that connects the continents of North and South America, and turned their backs to the sea. Before them, rising from the sand's edge without transition or invitation, stood the jungle. Not the managed forest of the northern latitudes, where the trees are spaced and the undergrowth is penetrable and the sky is visible in broken strips overhead. The jungle. A vertical surface of green so dense that the eye could not find a gap, so tall that the canopy was lost in its own shadow, so completely itself that the twenty-seven men standing at its edge might as well have been standing at the edge of a different planet.

	They had come from the world of maps and orders and naval rank and the kind of institutional confidence that the United States Navy, at the height of its mid-century ambition, knew how to produce in its officers and sustain in its men. They were carrying surveying instruments in brass-bound cases, forty-pound bags of provisions calculated to last four weeks, rifles, machetes, and the accumulated self-assurance of men who had been told, and who had every reason to believe, that their mission was manageable. Forty miles of jungle separated the Caribbean coast from the Pacific. Forty miles, on the map that their commanding officer had studied, looked like a week's work for a determined party. The map had been drawn by men who had not been here. The jungle did not know about the map.

	Their commanding officer was Lieutenant Isaac Strain of the United States Navy, thirty-two years old, a veteran of the Mexican-American War and multiple hydrographic surveys of the South American coast, a man who had been selected for this mission because he was capable and experienced and because the mission, as described in the orders he carried from the Secretary of the Navy, sounded like the kind of thing a capable and experienced man could accomplish without excessive difficulty. He was to cross the Darién, map the continental divide, assess the river systems on both watersheds, and return with data sufficient to determine whether a canal might be cut through this narrowest point of the American land bridge. It was a survey. It would take, at most, a month. He had the men and the provisions and the instruments the mission required.

	He looked at the jungle. He gave the order to advance. The men walked into the green wall and it closed behind them as water closes behind a boat's passage, they were inside. They would not be back on a beach for seven weeks, and when they were back eight of them would not be back at all.

	✦   ✦   ✦

	What followed those first steps is the subject of this book. It is a story about the gap between the map and the territory, between the confident, schematic forty miles of a naval chart and the forty miles of actual ground, flooded river, mountain wall, and primary jungle that the chart was supposed to represent and did not. It is a story about the specific, consequential form that American institutional confidence took in the mid-nineteenth century, and about what happened when that confidence collided with an environment that did not respond to confidence. It is a story about a man who was brave and wrong simultaneously, in the interlocked way of genuine tragedy, and about the men who followed him and paid the price of his wrongness with their lives and with their health and with the three years of his own life that the jungle claimed on a delay, drawing down his constitution across the distance between the Darién and a naval station in Panama where he died at thirty-six of the fevers the jungle had given him.

	And it is a story about forgetting, about how a democracy's military institution manages the fact of its failures, the specific mechanisms by which an event that cost eight lives and devastated nineteen others was processed through the machinery of official report and popular publication and institutional silence until it disappeared from public memory so completely that a century and a half later it requires a book to restore it. The forgetting is not incidental to the story. It is part of the story's argument: that the way we remember or fail to remember the costs of national ambition tells us as much about the ambition as the events themselves do, and that the events we choose not to remember are often the events most worth examining.
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CHAPTER ONE

	The Canal Dream

	An Obsession Older Than the Nation

	

	

	There is no subject which has occupied the attention of the commercial world more than the project of uniting the two great oceans by a canal across the Isthmus of Panama. The advantages of such a communication are so obvious that the wonder is it has not been long since accomplished.

	— U.S. Secretary of State John M. Clayton, 1849

	

	

	Before the United States existed, before the Declaration had been signed or the Constitution ratified or any American city had grown large enough to require a proper map, the dream of cutting through the American isthmus was already old. It had been conceived in the chancelleries of Madrid, argued in the counting-houses of Seville, and dismissed and revived so many times across the span of three centuries that by the time American naval officers began carrying it forward in the 1840s and 1850s, they were inheriting an obsession that had already outlived every civilization that had held it.

	The Spanish were the first Europeans to understand the problem the isthmus posed. Once Vasco Núñez de Balboa crossed the narrowest neck of the Central American land bridge in 1513 and became the first European to sight the Pacific from its eastern shore, the geographic situation was immediately apparent to anyone capable of reading a map: here was a continent that split the world's ocean in two, and the divide between the Atlantic and the Pacific was, at its narrowest point, not much more than forty miles wide. Forty miles of jungle, mountain, and swamp stood between two hemispheres of trade. The Spanish moved their silver across this gap on mule trains, hacking paths through the undergrowth with machetes, losing men to fever and to the Cimarrones, escaped African slaves who had made the jungle their own and attacked the convoys with a ferocity born of everything the Spanish system had taken from them. The mule trains were slow, expensive, and dangerous. It was apparent that a waterway would be better.

	The earliest known proposal for a transisthmian canal dates to 1524, when King Charles I of Spain, Holy Roman Emperor Charles V, ordered a survey of the Chagres River valley to determine whether a canal could be cut between the Atlantic and Pacific. The survey was conducted, the report filed, and the idea quietly shelved. The reasons for the shelving varied depending on who was doing the shelving: engineers who had looked at the terrain reported that the thing was technically impossible, or at least impossibly expensive; theologians muttered that to join what God had separated was to commit an act of hubris with foreseeable consequences; and practical administrators pointed out that a canal would allow Spain's enemies to sail freely between the two oceans, which rather negated the strategic advantage the empire had spent two centuries cultivating. The canal was possible in theory and inconvenient in practice. It was shelved.

	It was shelved, and it was revived, and it was shelved again. This became the rhythm of the idea across three centuries of Spanish colonial administration, a rhythm of periodic enthusiasm followed by studied inaction. Surveys were commissioned, reports written, recommendations made, and then the bureaucratic machinery of the empire ground the proposals down to dust. The Darién was surveyed in 1527 by Gaspar de Espinosa. A canal through Nicaragua was proposed in 1529. The engineer Antonelli drew up plans for a Chagres route in 1586, examined the terrain with characteristic Spanish thoroughness, and concluded that the project was feasible, only to watch his plans disappear into the archives when Philip II decided that the political risks outweighed the commercial benefits. By the time Spanish imperial power began its long decline in the early nineteenth century, the Canal had been proposed, surveyed, reported upon, and abandoned no fewer than nine times. The jungle had not moved. The ocean was still there. Nothing had changed except the empires that wanted the cut made.

	✦   ✦   ✦

	What the Spanish understood, and what every commercial power after them would come to understand, was that the isthmus was not a geographic curiosity but a chokepoint of world trade. The Pacific and Atlantic were not merely two large bodies of water. They were, in the commercial geography of the early modern world, two different economic universes. The Pacific held the spice islands, the silver mines of Peru, the silk routes of China, the whole vast trading world of Asia that European powers had spent centuries trying to access efficiently. The Atlantic held the ports of Europe and, increasingly, the ports of the American east coast. A ship sailing from London to Lima rounded Cape Horn and added four to six months to its journey. A canal across the isthmus would eliminate those months. It would compress geography, shrink the world, and in doing so transfer enormous commercial power to whoever controlled the cut.

	This was, of course, a fantasy that required the canal to actually exist. And the canal stubbornly refused to exist, for reasons that had as much to do with the nature of the isthmus itself as with the political failures of those who dreamed about it.

	Humboldt and the Nine Routes

	Of all the minds that grappled with the canal question in the centuries before Lieutenant Isaac Strain walked into the Darién jungle, none was more comprehensive or more lastingly influential than that of Alexander von Humboldt. The Prussian naturalist and explorer, perhaps the most celebrated scientist of the early nineteenth century, a man whose published work ran to thirty volumes and whose influence on American scientific thought was incalculable, had traveled extensively in South and Central America between 1799 and 1804, and had returned with something no previous canal advocate had possessed: a systematic, scientific survey of the problem.

	Humboldt identified nine possible routes for a transisthmian canal. He was precise about them in a way that earlier Spanish surveys had not been, attending carefully to questions of elevation, river flow, rainfall, and tidal differentials. He identified the Darién, the Atrato valley, the San Juan River in Nicaragua, the Tehuantepec neck in Mexico, and five other options, each with its own combination of geographic advantages and obstacles, each requiring different engineering solutions, each feasible in principle and daunting in practice. He published his findings in his Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain in 1811, and the effect on the European and American imagination was electric.

	What Humboldt had done was to take the canal dream out of the realm of speculation and put it into the realm of science. He had not built a canal. He had not even surveyed the routes in the kind of close, ground-level detail that an engineer would need. But he had established, with the authority of his enormous reputation, that a canal was not a fantasy but a solvable engineering problem, and he had provided a menu of possible solutions. Every subsequent canal debate, and there were many, returned to Humboldt's nine routes as its starting point. American naval officers, French engineers, and British diplomats alike carried his work in their heads and cited it in their reports. When Isaac Strain was ordered into the Darién in 1854, the intellectual framework within which he understood his mission was still, in essential ways, Humboldt's framework. The routes had been named. The problem had been defined. What remained was execution.

	The advantages of such a communication are too obvious to require illustration. Nature herself has pointed out the route, and it only remains for human art to accomplish what she has indicated.

	— Alexander von Humboldt, Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain, 1811

	The irony of Humboldt's influence, and it is a considerable irony, is that while he had widened the scope of possible routes and lent the canal project scientific credibility, he had also, in some ways, made the problem seem simpler than it was. His surveys were conducted from rivers and coastal vantage points, supplemented by interviews with local people and existing Spanish documents. He had not, in any of the nine proposed corridors, penetrated deeply enough into the interior to understand what the terrain actually contained. He had mapped the idea of routes, not the routes themselves. The distinction mattered enormously, and it would cost men their lives.

	The Darién in particular, Humboldt's third proposed route, the one that would eventually draw Strain and his party to their catastrophe, was among the least studied of the nine. Humboldt himself had noted that it was the narrowest crossing, a fact that made it superficially attractive. What he had not noted, because he did not know it and could not have known it from the data available to him, was that the Darién concealed within its narrow span some of the most hostile terrain on the American continent. The narrowness of the gap was real. The ease of crossing it was not.

	Gold, Speed, and the California Emergency

	For the first half of the nineteenth century, the canal question was largely a theoretical one. The volume of Pacific trade was growing but had not yet reached the pitch of urgency that would force the issue. British and American commercial interests crossed the isthmus by mule trail or by the existing sea routes, grumbling about the time and expense but absorbing the cost as part of the normal friction of long-distance trade. The canal remained what it had been for three centuries: a grand idea waiting for the right moment.

	The right moment arrived in January of 1848, when a carpenter named James Marshall found flakes of gold in the millrace of a sawmill on the American River in California. The discovery was, in the context of the canal question, the most consequential event in two hundred years of deliberation. Within twelve months, California's population had exploded from roughly fourteen thousand to nearly a hundred thousand. Within three years, the number would reach three hundred thousand. These people needed to get there, and they needed to get there fast, and the routes available to them were all desperately inadequate.

	The overland trail across North America was brutal. Crossing the continent by wagon took five to six months in good conditions, and conditions were rarely good. The all-sea route around Cape Horn at the southern tip of South America was safer than the overland trail but even slower, four to eight months from New York, depending on winds and weather and the quality of the captain. A third option had emerged in the early 1840s: crossing the isthmus at Panama, taking a boat from New York to Chagres on the Atlantic coast of New Granada, traveling up the Chagres River by canoe and then overland by mule to Panama City, and catching a Pacific steamer north to San Francisco. This route, under ideal conditions, could be accomplished in about six weeks.

	Under ideal conditions. The conditions in the Chagres valley during the gold rush years were rarely ideal. The trail from the river to Panama City was a mud track that turned to liquid in the rainy season, which ran from May through December, roughly half the year. Cholera hit Panama City in 1849 and killed hundreds of migrants waiting for Pacific steamers. Yellow fever and malaria were endemic. The canoe men who worked the Chagres, predominantly Panamanian and Afro-Caribbean, charged what the market would bear, and in 1849 and 1850 the market would bear a great deal. Travelers who survived the transit still faced weeks of waiting in Panama City's fetid port, competing for passage on steamships that were chronically overbooked. The route worked, people did get through, in their tens of thousands, but it was costly, slow, dangerous, and at constant risk of complete breakdown under the pressure of the gold rush's demands.

	The Panama Railroad was the first practical answer to this crisis. Authorized by the government of New Granada and financed largely by American capital, it was begun in 1850 and would be completed, against extraordinary odds and at a cost of thousands of workers' lives, in 1855. The railroad would transform the crossing from a multi-day ordeal into a four-hour journey. It was the most significant piece of infrastructure built on the isthmus in the four centuries since the Spanish first crossed it, and it solved the immediate transit problem well enough to make a canal seem slightly less urgent, for a time.

	But a railroad was not a canal. A railroad could carry passengers and freight across the isthmus, but it could not carry ships. The fundamental geographic problem, that the Atlantic and Pacific were separated by a land barrier through which no vessel could sail, remained unsolved. The commercial logic of a canal had not diminished with the opening of the railroad; if anything, the gold rush had made it more compelling. The volume of Pacific trade, which had been growing steadily before 1848, had now exploded. California was producing gold at a rate that was reshaping the global economy. The Pacific was no longer a distant sea of theoretical commercial importance. It was a thoroughfare, and the isthmus was a toll gate that every ship passing between the oceans had to pay.

	The Geopolitics of the Cut

	The United States did not approach the canal question in a vacuum. The British Empire, which had maintained commercial and strategic interests in Central America since the seventeenth century, had been watching the American expansion toward the Pacific with increasing unease, and the canal debate was inextricably entangled with the broader rivalry between the two powers for influence in the hemisphere.

	Britain's position in Central America rested on several foundations. The Bay Islands of Honduras were nominally British. The Mosquito Coast of Nicaragua, stretching from the Rio San Juan to Belize, was under de facto British protection through a treaty with the Miskito people, an arrangement that gave Britain effective control of the eastern terminus of the most promising Nicaragua canal route. The port of Greytown, San Juan del Norte, at the mouth of the San Juan River was administered by a British consul. If a canal were ever cut through Nicaragua, the most studied and most commercially plausible of Humboldt's nine routes, Britain would be positioned to control one end of it.

	The Americans found this intolerable. Under the banner of the Monroe Doctrine, the 1823 declaration that the Western Hemisphere was closed to new European colonization, successive American administrations had argued that British interests in Central America were not merely inconvenient but illegitimate. The resulting diplomatic friction produced, in 1850, the Clayton-Bulwer Treaty: an agreement between the United States and Britain that neither power would exclusively control any future transisthmian canal, and that both would guarantee the neutrality and security of any such waterway. Both sides signed the treaty and both sides immediately began arguing about what it meant.

	The Clayton-Bulwer Treaty was, in the short term, a document of deliberate ambiguity, a device for managing a conflict that neither power was prepared to resolve by force. In the longer term, it became an obstacle to any American action in Central America, because anything the United States attempted to do unilaterally in relation to a canal could be challenged by Britain as a violation of the agreement. The treaty did not stop American interest in the canal routes, nothing could do that, but it complicated the political context within which that interest operated. When the Navy Department began commissioning surveys of the isthmian routes in the late 1840s and early 1850s, it did so knowing that any route it identified would become the object of immediate international scrutiny, and that the diplomatic implications of choosing one route over another were as complex as the engineering ones.

	✦   ✦   ✦

	France added another layer of complication. The French engineering tradition was, in the mid-nineteenth century, the most sophisticated in the world. French engineers had built the Suez Canal, or rather, were in the process of planning it; Ferdinand de Lesseps would not break ground until 1859, and French commercial interests had been examining the isthmian routes since the 1830s. A French company had obtained a concession from New Granada to survey the Panama route in 1838, and while the survey had not led immediately to construction, it had established a French claim to commercial involvement in the Panama corridor that would become enormously consequential three decades later, when de Lesseps's Compagnie Universelle du Canal Interocéanique attempted, and catastrophically failed, to cut a sea-level canal through the isthmus.

	In 1854, none of that lay in the future that anyone could see. What was visible was a tangle of national ambitions, treaty obligations, commercial interests, and competing surveys, all circling the same unanswered geographic question. The canal did not yet exist. It was not yet clear which route it would take, which nation would build it, or by what technology it would be achieved. What was clear, as clear as anything in the geopolitical landscape of the mid-nineteenth century, was that the nation that answered the route question first would hold a significant advantage in the debates that followed.

	This is the context in which the Navy Department issued its orders to Isaac Strain. The Darién survey was not merely a scientific expedition. It was a move in a larger game.

	The Routes and Their Champions

	By the early 1850s, three routes had emerged as the serious candidates. Each had its advocates, its survey literature, its geopolitical complications, and its particular combination of promise and obstacle. Understanding why the Navy Department ultimately chose to investigate the Darién, the most dangerous and least-known of the three, requires understanding what was wrong with the alternatives.

	The Nicaragua route had been the frontrunner for most of the century. Its logic was straightforward: Lake Nicaragua, a large freshwater lake near the Pacific coast of the country, could serve as a natural reservoir for a canal that crossed from the Atlantic via the San Juan River, traversed the lake, and then descended through a relatively short Pacific approach to the coast. The elevation differential was manageable. The San Juan River was navigable for most of its length. Cornelius Vanderbilt, who was not a man given to investing in fantasies, had established his Accessory Transit Company across the Nicaragua route in 1851 and was running passengers from New York to San Francisco by a combination of lake steamers and a short overland leg, demonstrating that the basic geography was commercially viable. If a canal were to be cut anywhere on the isthmus, Nicaragua was where most serious observers expected it to happen.

	The Nicaragua route's problem was political. Britain's position on the Mosquito Coast and at Greytown, which occupied the strategic eastern terminus of the San Juan River route, made any American canal construction there a diplomatic minefield. The Clayton-Bulwer Treaty had neutralized the most obvious form of British obstruction, but it had not resolved the underlying territorial disputes, which continued to generate friction through the early 1850s. There was also the question of Nicaraguan internal politics, which was turbulent, and the question of financing, which was unresolved. Nicaragua was the best route. It was also, for the moment, politically intractable.

	The Panama route, the one that would ultimately become the route of the actual canal, was well known and extensively traveled, but had a serious technical problem that mid-nineteenth-century engineering could not readily solve. The mountain spine through which a Panama canal would have to pass was relatively high, with the continental divide reaching elevations that would require either an enormous flight of locks or a sea-level cut of daunting depth. The Panama Railroad, which opened in 1855, ran through the Culebra Cut, later called the Gaillard Cut when the canal engineers finally attacked it, and the railroad surveys made clear just how much rock lay between the two oceans. A canal at Panama would require moving mountains. The engineering was possible in principle. In 1854, it was barely possible in practice.

	And so attention turned, almost by elimination, to the Darién. The isthmus there was narrower than at Panama, narrower than anywhere else along its full length, and the mountain barrier appeared, from the available surveys, to be lower. If those appearances could be confirmed by a ground-level survey that actually crossed from ocean to ocean, the Darién might offer a route that combined the relative brevity of the Panama crossing with a lower elevation profile that would make the engineering less brutal. The Spanish surveys were old and imprecise. The French survey of 1838 had not crossed the full width of the isthmus. Humboldt had identified the route as promising without actually walking it.

	What was needed was an American naval officer willing to cross the Darién on foot, measure what was actually there, and come back with numbers that engineers could use. The Navy Department found its man in Isaac Strain.

	The Machinery of American Ambition

	The decision to commission the Darién expedition was made within a specific institutional context that shaped everything about how it was planned, resourced, and understood. The United States Navy of the early 1850s was an institution in transition, still defined, in its self-image and its culture, by the age of sail and the traditions of the officer class that had emerged from the War of 1812, but already being pushed by technological change toward the steam-powered, iron-hulled future that would transform warfare and commerce alike within a generation.

	The Navy had a long tradition of scientific exploration. The United States Exploring Expedition of 1838–1842, commanded by Lieutenant Charles Wilkes, had circumnavigated the globe, charted vast stretches of the Pacific, and produced a body of scientific work, forty published volumes, that established the Navy's credentials as an institution of exploration and knowledge. The expedition had also, it should be noted, been a human catastrophe in several respects: Wilkes was a martinet whose treatment of his crew produced a court-martial and whose publications were marred by plagiarism accusations. But it had confirmed the pattern: the Navy conducted science, and the science served imperial purposes, and both were understood to serve the nation's glory.

	Matthew Fontaine Maury, who headed the Navy's Depot of Charts and Instruments, the precursor of the Naval Observatory, had been advocating for isthmian surveys since the late 1840s. His work on ocean winds and currents had made him the most celebrated naval scientist of his age, and his attention to the canal question gave it institutional weight. When the gold rush made the transit question urgent, Maury had the bureaucratic connections and the scientific credibility to push for systematic investigation of the routes. The surveys that resulted, including Strain's, bore his imprint, in the sense that they were conceived as scientific expeditions serving commercial and strategic ends, not military adventures.

	But the institutional culture that produced the expeditions also shaped their limitations. The Navy's exploration tradition was oriented toward the sea and the coast, toward hydrographic survey, astronomical observation, meteorological measurement. Its officers were superb navigators and passable scientists. They were not, by training or experience, jungle explorers. The men the Navy sent into the isthmian routes were men who knew how to read the stars and handle a ship in a storm. They did not know, in any systematic way, how to survive in tropical rainforest without supply lines, how to navigate terrain where the rivers gave false directions, how to find food in a jungle that was superficially teeming with life but practically hostile to the untrained outsider. This mismatch between institutional capability and operational requirement, the Navy sending sailors where it should have sent something more like Peninsular War veterans with indigenous guides, would prove fatal.

	✦   ✦   ✦

	The congressional authorization for isthmian surveys passed in 1849, and over the next several years a series of expeditions were dispatched to the Nicaragua route, the Panama route, the Tehuantepec neck, and the Darién. Most of these expeditions were modest, small parties of officers with surveying equipment and minimal escort, and most of them produced reports that ranged from useful to worthless depending on whether the officers had been able to actually reach the terrain they were supposed to be studying. The Nicaragua surveys were relatively successful: the route was accessible, the major geographic features were well-established, and the officers could conduct their work without disappearing into hostile wilderness. The Darién was different. Every expedition that had attempted to cross it had either turned back or been severely reduced by disease and hardship.

	The Navy knew this, in a general way, and it did not substantially change its planning. The expeditions were ordered with optimistic supply estimates, given equipment suited to coastal survey rather than jungle survival, and dispatched with the implicit assumption, never examined rigorously, that a determined group of American naval officers could accomplish in weeks what three centuries of Spanish, French, and British effort had failed to accomplish. This was not stupidity, exactly. It was something more characteristically American: a faith in will and capability so strong that it functioned, in practice, as a refusal to take obstacles seriously.

	The Weight of the Idea

	By the end of 1853, as the final preparations for the Darién expedition were being made in Washington, the canal had been an American obsession for roughly three decades. It had consumed diplomatic capital, funded surveys, inspired legislation, and occupied the attention of every significant commercial and political figure who thought seriously about American interests in the Western Hemisphere. The men who ordered Strain into the Darién were not acting on a whim. They were acting on the accumulated weight of three decades of argument, ambition, and frustrated expectation.

	This weight was, in its way, as dangerous as the jungle. The dream of the canal was so large, so long-standing, and so deeply embedded in American commercial and strategic thinking that it was almost impossible, by 1854, to approach the question with appropriate modesty. The question was not whether a canal should be built, that was settled, but where, and how, and by whom. The Darién expedition was ordered into this environment of settled conviction, and the men who planned it carried the canal dream with them as a kind of cognitive burden that distorted their assessment of what the expedition could realistically accomplish.

	Strain himself was not immune to this distortion. He was, in many ways, the ideal vessel for the canal dream's particular form of ambition: a naval officer of demonstrated courage and genuine scientific competence, shaped by a career that had accustomed him to hardship and had taught him to believe that determination and technical skill could overcome most obstacles. He had served in the Mexican-American War and had conducted hydrographic surveys in conditions that would have defeated a less capable officer. He was not reckless. He was not foolish. He was, rather, exactly what the Navy had made him: a man who had learned, through years of successful service, that American naval officers accomplished what they were ordered to accomplish, and that the principal obstacle to accomplishment was insufficiency of will.

	The jungle, as he would discover, did not respond to will.

	What Strain carried into the Darién in January 1854 was not merely surveying equipment and four weeks of rations. He carried three centuries of accumulated expectation: the Spanish surveys, the Humboldt routes, the gold rush's freight of urgency, the geopolitical maneuvering of the Clayton-Bulwer years, the Navy's institutional faith in its own capability, and the specific, concrete belief that the Darién might be the answer to a question that had been waiting for an answer since before the American republic existed. He carried the canal dream, and the canal dream was very heavy, and it would not let him turn back.

	That inability to turn back, the catastrophic persistence of a man carrying an idea too large to put down, is the story that begins when his party steps ashore at Caledonia Bay in the first days of the new year. But to understand why he could not turn back, it is necessary first to understand the place he was stepping into: a geography so hostile that it had defeated every previous attempt at crossing, a jungle that did not know or care about the canal question, and that had been answering the ambitions of outsiders with the same patient, indifferent violence for as long as outsiders had been arriving on its shores.

	✦   ✦   ✦

	The Darién was waiting. It had always been waiting. And it was very good at what it did.

	The Cost of Previous Failures

	The history of the canal dream is also, inescapably, a history of the bodies it had already accumulated before Strain's party ever arrived. Three centuries of European and American engagement with the isthmian crossing had produced not merely failed surveys and aborted schemes but a mortality record that should, by any rational accounting, have given the men planning the 1854 expedition significant pause. It did not. The dead were filed away under a variety of explanations, bad luck, insufficient preparation, the particular fevers of a particular season, none of which amounted to the simpler truth that the isthmus was extraordinarily capable of killing people who did not know how to live in it.

	The most dramatic failure had not involved the Darién at all but was nonetheless vivid in the historical memory of anyone who thought carefully about transisthmian ventures. The Scottish Darién Company had sent roughly 2,500 colonists to establish a settlement on the isthmus in 1698, an ambitious attempt by Scotland to claim a share of the colonial trade that England and Spain were monopolizing. The site chosen was a bay on the Atlantic coast of the Darién, not far from where Strain would land a century and a half later. Within two years, nearly two thousand of the colonists were dead. The jungle, the fever, the Spanish opposition, and the catastrophic failure of supply lines had annihilated one of the most heavily capitalized colonial ventures in Scottish history. The Darién scheme destroyed the finances of the Scottish nobility so thoroughly that it contributed directly to Scotland's decision to accept the Act of Union with England in 1707. The isthmus had, quite literally, changed British constitutional history by killing everyone who went near it.

	The American planners of 1854 were aware of the Scottish disaster in the way that educated people are aware of historical catastrophes, as an event of some academic interest, connected to the present by the thinnest thread of relevance. The Scots had been colonists, not surveyors. They had been trying to build a permanent settlement in a jungle, not cross it quickly and return. The comparison was imperfect. American naval officers were not eighteenth-century merchants trying to establish a trading post. They were professionals with instruments and a clear mission. The situations were different.

	This reasoning was not entirely wrong. But it missed the point in ways that would prove critical. The Scots had died of fever and starvation in the Darién jungle. Naval officers could die of the same things. The jungle did not distinguish between colonists and surveyors, between men who came to stay and men who came to measure. It offered the same conditions to everyone who entered it: abundant rainfall, impenetrable vegetation, unreliable river navigation, a parasite and pathogen load that the human immune system, at least, the immune system of a man raised in the temperate north, was wholly unprepared to handle. The Scots had failed because they had underestimated the difficulty of the environment. The possibility that a small party of American naval officers, moving fast and carrying limited supplies, might make exactly the same error at a smaller scale was one that the planners did not seriously entertain.

	Closer in time and more directly relevant was the experience of a French engineering party that had entered the Darién in 1854, the same year as Strain's expedition, as it happened, attempting a survey on behalf of French commercial interests. That party had turned back after losing several men to fever. The news reached Washington in dispatches that were read, noted, and filed. The French failure did not delay the American expedition. It may have accelerated it, by suggesting that the route remained uncharted and that a successful crossing would be a significant achievement. American ambition has always been partly responsive to the possibility of doing what others have failed to do.

	✦   ✦   ✦

	There is another category of cost that the historical record does not adequately document: the cost borne by the indigenous peoples of the isthmus as a result of three centuries of European obsession with cutting it in two. The Guna and Emberá peoples of the Darién had lived in and around the jungle for centuries before the Spanish arrived, and they possessed, in aggregate, a body of knowledge about the terrain, its navigable rivers, its seasonal floods, its edible plants, its disease cycles, that would have made the difference between survival and catastrophe for any serious expedition. This knowledge was not offered freely, and it was not sought diligently. The relationship between European and American expeditions and the indigenous communities they encountered was structured by assumptions of racial hierarchy that made it almost impossible for the explorers to treat the people they met as sources of authoritative expertise.

	Strain's expedition would encounter Guna guides and receive, from at least one of them, specific and accurate warnings about the terrain ahead. The warnings would not be heeded, not out of malice, exactly, but out of a combination of linguistic incomprehension, cultural condescension, and the simple inability of men committed to a grand mission to absorb information that required them to revise their plans entirely. This failure was not unique to Strain. It was characteristic of the entire three-century tradition of European and American engagement with the isthmus. The people who knew the jungle best were systematically excluded from the planning of the expeditions that entered it, and the expeditions suffered accordingly.

	The canal dream, in this sense, carried within it not only the ambitions of empire and commerce but the particular blindness that made those ambitions so costly. It was a dream dreamed by men who believed that the world would yield to their maps, and it could only be dreamed by men who were structurally prevented from asking the most important question: what do the people who actually live here know that we do not?

	On the Eve

	In the final weeks of 1853, the practical preparations for the expedition moved forward in Washington and in the Navy yards. Strain assembled his party, arranged his instruments, and secured his orders. The orders themselves were a document of studied vagueness; they directed him to survey a route for a transisthmian canal across the Darién, to collect geographic and hydrographic data, and to return with a report that could be placed before Congress. They did not specify the route in detail. They did not address the question of what to do if the party encountered conditions that made the survey impossible. They did not, in any meaningful way, prepare their recipient for the possibility of catastrophic failure.

	This vagueness was not carelessness. It was the normal mode of operation for exploration orders in the mid-nineteenth-century naval tradition. Wilkes had received similarly open-ended instructions for the Exploring Expedition. John C. Frémont's surveys of the western territories had been conducted under orders that gave him enormous latitude and minimal guidance. The exploration tradition assumed that a capable officer, placed in the field with good instruments and clear objectives, would exercise the judgment necessary to accomplish his mission. The tradition had produced some extraordinary results. It had also produced some catastrophic ones. The balance sheet was not examined carefully enough before Strain's orders were cut.

	The party that assembled for the expedition numbered, in its final configuration, twenty-seven men: officers, sailors, and a small number of civilian specialists. They carried surveying instruments, rifles, a modest medical kit, and provisions calculated for approximately four weeks of travel across an isthmus whose width, at the Darién crossing, was roughly forty miles. The calculation assumed steady progress through negotiable terrain, with some allowance for delays but none for the possibility that the terrain might be entirely different from what the maps suggested. The maps, which were based largely on Humboldt's synthesis of Spanish colonial documents and occasional coastal surveys, were wrong in several important particulars. The party did not know this. They could not have known it without going in. Going in was the point.

	On January 6, 1854, the USS Cyane stood into Caledonia Bay on the Atlantic coast of the Darién and put the party ashore. The bay was beautiful: a wide curve of dark water backed by jungle that came down to the beach in an unbroken wall of green. The men assembled on the sand, checked their equipment, and looked at the wall of green. Some of them had never seen a jungle before. None of them had seen anything quite like this.

	Somewhere behind that wall of green, forty miles away across ground that no map had accurately charted, the Pacific Ocean waited. The canal waited, the idea of it, anyway, the dream that had been dreaming itself for three hundred and thirty years and that now, in the minds of these twenty-seven men standing on a Caribbean beach, seemed very close to becoming real. The distance between where they stood and where they needed to go looked, on the map, entirely manageable.

	The jungle did not agree.

	 






