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‘THE KEYS TO THE UNIVERSE’

The ‘Darien Disaster’, the calamitous effort at the beginning of the eighteenth century to establish a Scottish colony in Panama, has many parallels with de Lesseps’ French adventure nearly two hundred years later. Each was financed by a host of small investors in their own countries and motivated by idealism, patriotism and naivety, as well as by the chance to make a fast buck. Both had leaders with more front than particular expertise. William Paterson was born in Dumfriesshire, Scotland, in 1658, and as a young man had travelled, as part missionary, part buccaneer, to the West Indies. Returning to England, he had made his fortune in business and had become a ‘projector’, a promoter of speculative moneymaking schemes.

But ever since his sojourn in the Caribbean, Paterson had been in the grip of a ‘Great Idea’, the venture to cap everything. He was not the first, nor would he be the last, to fall for the ‘lure of the Isthmus’. It was so obvious. If ports could be established on both coasts, cargoes could be transferred over the narrow strip of land, saving ships the long and dangerous voyage around Cape Horn. News from British coastal raiders had identified a spot where there was ‘no mountain range at all’2 and where ‘broad, low valleys’ extended from coast to coast. It was perfect enough to envisage not just a road, but, in time, a waterway. Paterson, with more than a few ideas before his time, intended to welcome traders from all over the world to the new settlements, regardless of race or creed. It would be a truly global entrepôt, to rival any in the world, and whoever controlled it, proclaimed the Scot, would possess ‘the Gates to the Pacific and the keys to the Universe’.

Having unsuccessfully touted the project around England and Europe, Paterson had a stroke of luck when the Scottish Parliament, jealous of the new riches flowing into England from trade, passed an Act to encourage new settlements and commerce. Paterson rushed to Edinburgh, parading his knowledge of America and hinting that he possessed a great secret. In fact, he said, he knew of a place ideally situated for trade with all parts of the world where there were no Spaniards, and in which there were rich gold mines a plenty. It was the Isthmus. ‘Do but open these doors,’3 wrote Paterson in his proposal to Parliament, ‘and trade will increase trade, and money will beget money.’ There were warnings that the area was jealously guarded by Spain, and that Paterson ‘talks too much and raises people’s expectations’,4 but the government were sold. In June 1695 an Act of the Scottish Parliament established the ‘Company of Scotland trading to Africa and the Indies’.

But then, startled by the extensive privileges granted to the new company and under pressure from the East India Company, the English Parliament turned against the project. William III, who had given royal assent to the Act, in part to assuage the bad feeling after the Massacre of Glencoe, now backtracked. The substantial English subscriptions of £300,000 were withdrawn, and similar amounts raised in Hamburg also taken away under English pressure. But a wave of patriotic indignation in Scotland saw money pouring in from all quarters and all levels of society. Like the French public in the 1880s, Scottish investors saw the scheme as a means of re-establishing national pride after recent disappointments. From 1400 individuals, including craftsmen and servants, £400,000 was quickly raised, about half the country’s available capital. It was a colossal risk for so much of the national silver. Now the future of Scotland itself was at stake.

Five large vessels were loaded with merchandise, including large quantities of cloth, Scotland’s principal export, as well as shoes, slippers, stockings, hats, wigs and 1500 bibles in English. Aristocracy sent their younger sons, and the ranks were swelled by army officers who had been kicking their heels since the end of fighting in Europe in 1697. Twelve hundred people embarked. Hundreds of others had to be restrained from stowing away in the ships. Almost the entire population of Edinburgh came out to see off the fleet on 26 July 1698.

More than forty of the colonists died on the three and a half month voyage, and many others were ill when the small fleet anchored of the coast of the Isthmus on 3 November. But their first meeting with the local inhabitants was a success. They found the Indians ‘very free and not at all shy … They got drunk and lay on board all night.’5 The Scots went ashore at a deserted beach in a sheltered cove a hundred miles north of the end of the Isthmus, opposite the supposed ‘valleys leading from coast to coast’. The inlet was named Caledonia Bay, and a Fort St Andrew, equipped with sixteen guns, was rapidly established on a thumb of rock overlooking the anchorage.

At first, all went well. Friendships were formed with the most powerful of the local tribes, who saw the newcomers as possible allies against their brutal Spanish colonial overlords. Land was cleared and planted; those who had been sick on the voyage recovered quickly. One of the first official reports, written at the end of December, although requesting provisions to replace those that had perished on the voyage, spoke of the ‘rich earth’ and proclaimed ‘here is food hunting and fowling and excellent fishing’.6 ‘The Country is Healthfull to a wonder,’ wrote a settler to a friend in Boston. ‘The Country is exceeding Fertile, and the Weather Temperate. If Merchants should Erect factories here, this place will soon become that best and surest Mart in all America …’ There was one caveat, however: ‘We have had but little Trade as yet; most of our Goods Unsold.’7
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And there was the rub. Far from establishing a custom-free entrepôt welcoming the traders of the world, the settlers had only made enemies, keen to protect their own privileges. As soon as the Scotsmen landed in the New World, there were fierce protests in London from the Spanish ambassador as well as from English merchants. In response, William III issued orders to the Governors of Virginia, New York, New England, Jamaica and Barbados forbidding them to trade with or supply food or other provisions to the Darién colonists. For a settlement established as a trading station, it was a fatal blow.

Everything started to unravel. The death rate from fever was now rising. In the absence of word from the Company directors in Scotland, the leadership of the colony became divided and ineffectual. It soon emerged that far too many of the settlers were ‘gentlemen’, with neither the inclination nor the strength for the hard labour required in starting the settlement. The ‘valleys’ ‘extending coast to coast’ turned out to be a fiction, and no realistic attempt was made to open up an overland route to the Pacific as planned. Relations with the Indians cooled when it became apparent that the new arrivals were preparing no blow against the common enemy from Spain. Now the Indians brought alarming news that the Spaniards, determined to protect an area vital to their shipment of treasure from Peru, were massing to destroy the settlement.

With the international embargo, the only trading partners were the local Indians. The settlers could not eat the unwanted piles of bibles and heavy Scottish cloth, and many regretted that the space had not been given to more useful provisions. Scarcity of food brought increasing weakness, disease and demoralisation; among the first to die was Paterson’s wife. Within six months, nearly four hundred settlers had perished of fever or starvation. The onset of the rainy season in May, and the concurrent further worsening of living conditions, was the final straw.

Utterly discouraged, on 20 June 1699, after just seven months on the Isthmus, the Scots abandoned Panama and sailed for New York, en route to Europe. The last man to embark was William Paterson; suffering from a fever, he had to be carried on board, protesting all the time at the too-hasty evacuation. For a while on board ship he lost his reason. Only half of the weakened settlers survived the journey. One of the lucky ones wrote from New York: ‘In our passage from Calidonia hither our sickness being so universal aboard, and Mortality so great, that I have hove over board 105 Corps.’8 The survivors, described by an eyewitness as looking ‘rather like Skelets than men, being starved’, barely numbered enough to fill one ship on the cross-Atlantic voyage back home.

In fact, help had been on the way. During the month before the abandonment of the colony, two ships carrying three hundred new recruits and plentiful supplies had left Scotland heading for Darién. The previous December, the first, optimistic reports had arrived at last in Scotland, and an anxious nation had learnt that the colony was established and running well. Euphoria had ensued. Thanksgiving services were held in the churches, bells rang out and bonfires were lit across the country.

The second expedition arrived in Caledonia Bay in August to find the settlement deserted, with ‘nothing left but a howling wilderness’.9 Despite their shortage of supplies, they determined to stay and restart the colony, in the expectation of another relief expedition in the process of being prepared at home. But soon after their arrival one of the two ships, containing most of the expedition’s supplies and provisions, was accidentally burnt, and that settled the matter. ‘We are a poor, graceless shiftless and heartless company labouring under all discouragements,’ wrote a settler home. All but a dozen set sail for Jamaica, with many dying on the way or soon afterwards from sickness.

Shortly after the arrival of the second expedition on the Isthmus, a third set sail from Scotland in late September 1699, this time the fleet comprising four ships with 1300 people and copious supplies. More than one in ten were lost on the voyage, but the remainder reached Caledonia Bay on 30 November. Again a ghostly scene of an abandoned settlement was encountered, although this time the newcomers found twelve of their countrymen living peaceably among the Indians. New huts were built and the ground cleared once more. But, as before, the Scottish leadership was divided in the face of the Spanish threat. Paralysed by their strong religious faith that declared warfare illegal, the Scots allowed their enemies to assemble strong enough forces to end their occupation of the Isthmus. At last convinced that William III really did mean to abandon his subjects and not send the English Navy to the rescue, the Spanish moved against the isolated settlement. In January 1700 the Scots finally roused themselves to take the fight to the Spanish and inflicted on them and their allies a sharp reversal, capturing their camp and dispersing their mulatto and Negro allies. But the following month powerful Spanish ships appeared off Caledonia Bay and the colony was effectively blockaded. Skirmishes were fought around the perimeter as troops from Panama City and Santa María closed in.

On 30 March the Spanish governor of Panama and Cartagena offered honourable capitulation with fourteen days allowed for the Scots to leave. The settlers had no choice but to accept the face-saving deal. On 11 April 1700 they departed New Caledonia still in possession of their arms and with colours flying and drums beating. Many of the settlers were so weakened that the Spaniards had to help them hoist the sails of their getaway ships. Few were strong enough to cope with the difficult voyage. Most of the vessels were wrecked on the journey north and only 360 of the original 1300 survived, most to end up scattered around the British communities of the West Indies.

In all, Paterson’s ‘Great Idea’ had cost over two thousand lives and the precious savings of an entire nation. As de Lesseps and many others would discover, the Isthmus could be a graveyard of men, dreams and reputations.

The ‘Darien Disaster’ hastened the coming of the Act of Union that dissolved the Scottish Parliament. Seeing the futility of trying to compete with England, and stripped of capital from the disaster, Scotland was merged into Great Britain in 1707, an early but spectacular casualty of Panama Fever.

What had motivated the voyages that led to the discovery of the New World was exactly what the Panama Canal would eventually deliver – a through passage to the East. On his fourth voyage in 1502 Columbus had sailed all along Panama’s northern coast, obsessively searching every tiny cove for a ‘hidden strait’. At one point he anchored in Limón, or ‘Navy’, Bay, now the Atlantic terminus of the canal. Even after Columbus’s failure to find an open passage to the East, the idea died hard. In 1507, the first map ever printed of the New World optimistically showed an open strait about where the Isthmus of Panama is located.

But Columbus did report back that the Tierra Firma he had discovered was rich in gold and pearls. Having set out to discover a route to the wealth of the East, the Spaniards had effectively found far greater riches on the way. A settlement was established, Santa María de La Antigua del Darién, some sixty miles south-east of what would later be named Caledonia Bay. Then, in 1513, the colony’s leader, Vasco Núñez de Balboa, his curiosity aroused by Indian stories of a Great Ocean across the mountains, put together an expedition of 190 Spaniards, accompanied by a number of bloodhounds, which the natives found particularly terrifying. On 6 September, they set off across the mountains on a route about a hundred miles east of the modern canal, their heavy loads of supplies carried by a mixture of press-ganged local Cuna Indians and black slaves. The expedition’s rate of advance through the Darién jungle was at times only a mile a day. The rivers were in spate and numerous bridges had to be improvised from tree trunks. Even in the sweltering jungle, the Spaniards wore helmets and breastplates of polished steel, thick leather breeches, woollen stockings and thigh boots. Heatstroke, hostile Indians and disease began to thin their number. On 25 September, with only a third of his men left, Balboa reached a small hill. From its summit, promised the guides, you could see the Great Ocean. Balboa set off alone at midday. At the top, he turned one way and then the other; he could see both oceans quite clearly. He fell to his knees in prayer and then called up his men, ‘shewing them the great maine sea heretofore vnknowne to the inhabitants of Europe, Aphrike, and Asia’.10

They struggled down to the shore, on the way defeating and then befriending Indians who had barred their route to the Ocean. On the afternoon of 29 September they reached the sea. That evening Balboa, in full armour, waded into the muddy water and laid claim in the name of Ferdinand of Castile to what he called the ‘South Sea’.

The party remained on the Pacific coast for over three months, exploring the bay and trading trinkets with the local Indians. Balboa heard stories of a rich land away to the south, but wrongly deduced that he must be close to Asia. He at last returned, heavily laden with pearls and gold, to Santa María and a hero’s welcome. Along with the fifth of his treasure, Balboa sent the King of Spain a report, which included, rather as an afterthought, the musing of a Castilian engineer, Alvaro de Saavedra – a suggestion that although the search for a strait between the two oceans should continue, if it was not found, ‘yet it might not be impossible to make one’.

Five years after Balboa’s discovery, a paved road had been established linking Nombre de Dios, a port on the Caribbean, with a new Spanish settlement at Panama, a prosperous Indian village on the Pacific coast. The transit route opened up the Pacific. Although Magellan found a way around the southern tip of the continent in 1519–21, the voyage was so remote and hazardous that it did nothing to discourage the quest for a way through the Isthmus to the newly found ocean. In 1522 explorers sailing north from Panama discovered Lake Nicaragua. The following year Hernando Cortés, the conqueror of Mexico, was ordered by Charles V to continue the search for an open strait. By 1530 it was clear that no such waterway existed in the tropics, and in 1534 Charles ordered that the Chagres River be mapped and cleared as far as possible in the direction of Panama City, and that the intervening land be studied with a view to excavation. This was the first survey for a proposed ship canal through Panama, and it more or less followed the course of the current Panama Canal. At the same time, the San Juan River, which runs from Lake Nicaragua to the Caribbean coast, was also to be surveyed as part of a possible canal. The great rivalry between the two routes was thus started.

Detailed, reliable information on these very early surveys has not survived, although Charles seems to have received mixed messages. Some reported that the project was totally unfeasible; others, like the Spanish priest Francisco López de Gómara, writing to the King in 1551, thought anything was possible. In an early example of the hubris that the canal dream attracted throughout its history, the priest wrote: ‘If there are mountains there are also hands … To a King of Spain with the wealth of the Indies at his command, when the object to be attained is the spice trade, what is possible is easy.’11

Then Spanish priorities in Panama changed. Philip II, Charles V’s successor and a religious fanatic, shared little of his enthusiasm for a canal, seeing it, among other evils, as ‘unnatural’, as meddling with God’s creation. More importantly, the conquest of Peru led to concerns that an Isthmian canal could be a strategic liability. As early as 1534, the Governor of Panama had warned against the construction of a canal as it ‘would open the door to the Portuguese and even the French’.12 By the 1560s most believed that it was safer to have an unbroken wall of land between the gold and silver of Peru and Spain’s maritime enemies in the Atlantic. Similar strategic concerns would arise three hundred years later when the United States debated building a canal.

With the conquest of the Incas, the Panama Isthmus became the overland route for the treasure pouring back to Europe, whose value dwarfed anything that could have come from the Indies. Once a year a grand fleet would arrive at the Pacific terminus of the trail, unload the bullion, which would be transferred across the Isthmus to waiting ships at Nombre de Dios. One witness recounted that he saw 1200 muleloads of precious metal leave Panama City in 1550. The ‘Royal Road’ was now the most important thoroughfare in the Spanish empire, and the Isthmus the key to the Spanish commercial and defence system in the New World. Panama City quickly became one of the three richest centres in the Americas, outshone only by Lima and Mexico City. At the other end of the trail, Nombre de Dios grew into an important port, and the site of an annual trade fair of dazzling opulence, where European goods were bought for transhipment throughout Spanish America. The experience of visiting the fair was described by a travelling Englishman, Thomas Gage, as highly risky: it was ‘an unhealthy place … subject to breed fevers … an open grave’. But, he wrote, ‘I dare boldly say and avouch, that in the world there is no greater fare.’

The great wealth and strategic importance of Panama led to numerous attacks from Spain’s enemies. In 1572, Francis Drake carried back to Plymouth an enormous pile of looted silver; he returned twenty years later to attempt to capture the Isthmus for England, only to die of dysentery off Nombre de Dios. The infamous Sir Henry Morgan sacked Panama City in 1671, causing a new city to be built in a more secure location nearby.

The new Panama City was never overrun, and Spanish power was still sufficient to see off the Scottish settlers in Darién at the beginning of the eighteenth century. But the English Navy continued to flex its muscles in the region, and frequent plans were laid to seize the Isthmus for the English crown. To take Panama, it was believed, would end Spanish rule in the Americas, and open up the Pacific to English trade. In 1739, during a period of official war with Spain, the English Admiral Edward Vernon, leading six ships of the line and nearly three thousand men, took the Caribbean port of Portobelo and destroyed its defences, although he was unable to cross the Isthmus to seize Panama City itself.

Confronted by growing threats on the Caribbean side of the Isthmus, in 1748 the bullion ships abandoned the Panama route and started sailing around Cape Horn. Thus Panama City lost her place as the treasure house of the New World. Soon afterwards, the famous fair had declined and ceased. Panama was attached to the Vice-Royalty of New Granada based in Bogotá, beginning a century and a half of struggle on the part of the Panamanians to regain their autonomy.

During the rest of the eighteenth century Panama shared Spain’s steep decline. Weakened by incessant European warfare, falling birth rates and intermittent bankruptcy, Spain gave way to the new aggressive mercantile and maritime powers of northern Europe. However, economic decline on the Isthmus was not matched by a falling off of geopolitical or military importance. Spain’s new rivals in the Caribbean, now a key arena of international conflict, were more interested than ever in the strategic value of the Isthmus.

In 1735 the French government had sent an astronomer through Central America on a scientific expedition to investigate the possibility of a trans-Isthmian canal. He had reported back in 1740 to the French Academy of Science advocating a canal at Nicaragua, making use of the San Juan River that flowed from Lake Nicaragua to the Caribbean coast. In the same year, however, the British were establishing control over a section of the Nicaraguan coast through an alliance with the Mosquito Indians, who refused to recognise Spanish sovereignty. It was not a coincidence that this gave the British control over the mouth of the San Juan River, and therefore the Atlantic terminus of any future Nicaraguan canal.

Portobelo was attacked again by the British in 1745, and when in 1779 Spain joined France in support of the rebellious American colonies, the British decided to launch a naval expedition to seize Lake Nicaragua and thus divide Spain’s American empire in two. A force was assembled by 1780 and in command of the naval section was a young Horatio Nelson, who was well aware of the importance of the potential transit route. ‘I intend,’13 he wrote, ‘to possess the Lake of Nicaragua which, for the present, may be looked upon as the inland Gibraltar of Spanish America. As it commands the only water pass between the oceans, its situation must ever render it a principal post to insure passage to the Southern Ocean.’ The expeditionary force succeeded in overcoming the Spanish defenders, but was decimated by disease and was forced to withdraw. The idea of the canal, however, retained its wide appeal, and over the next twenty years no fewer than four French proposals were made.

With the independence of Gran Colombia1, officially declared on 28 November 1821, the dead hand of Spanish rule was at last removed, and a major barrier to the construction of a canal disappeared at the same time. Furthermore, there was now a new emerging power to the north beginning to take a keen interest in Central American affairs.

1 Gran Colombia consisted of modern-day Panama, Colombia, Venezuela and Ecuador. This federation dissolved in 1830 with the later two becoming independent and the remainder renamed the Republic of New Granada, which became ‘Colombia’ in 1863.
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RIVALRY AND STALEMATE

Even in the midst of the American Revolution, Benjamin Franklin, then the United Colonies’ representative in Paris, became gripped by the idea of a trans-Isthmian canal. In 1781 he printed on his own press a pamphlet written by a French peasant called Pierre-André Gargaz, which advocated the cutting of canals at Panama and Suez, which Gargaz believed would bring about world peace through enhanced commerce and communication. When Thomas Jefferson became the United States minister to France, he, too, became interested in a canal at Panama. Jefferson saw expansion southwards as the natural destiny of the United States and was intrigued by rumours that there had been recent Spanish surveys of a canal route at Panama. ‘I am assured … a canal appeared very practicable,’1 he wrote in 1788 to a fellow US diplomat in Madrid, ‘and that the idea was suppressed for political reasons.’

Before independence from Spain, revolutionaries in Latin America had looked to the United States and Britain as their natural allies. When freedom from Spanish rule, having been achieved, was subsequently threatened by the French-led Holy Alliance, the British Foreign Secretary George Canning contacted the leadership of the United States to ask them to make a joint declaration warning of their shared opposition to the reconquest plans. But President Monroe was persuaded to make a statement purely on behalf of the United States. His famous Doctrine, delivered in a message to Congress on 2 December, 1823, is of huge importance to the Panama canal story: ‘The American continents,’2 he announced, ‘are henceforth not to be considered as subjects for future colonization by any European Powers.’

In the meantime, impetus for a trans-Isthmian canal had received a major boost with the publication of ‘A Political Essay on the Kingdom of New Spain’ in 1811. Its author, the German Alexander von Humboldt, had recently explored the regions of South and Central America on an epic journey that thrilled readers all over the world. Although he never actually visited any of the sites, he identified five possible Central American routes for a trans-Isthmian canal. Going from north to south, they were: the narrowing of Mexico at Tehuantepec; in Nicaragua, using the giant inland lake; at Panama; and two using the Atrato River in modern-day northern Colombia. Humboldt’s book was widely read and admired, and can be seen as the inspiration for all the many subsequent surveys of the Isthmus looking for the best route for a canal. The account was full of errors – he calculated the height of the Continental Divide in Panama at three times its correct elevation – but it was a hugely exciting work nonetheless. His personal favourite was the Nicaragua route, where he envisaged something along the lines of Thomas Telford’s Caledonian Canal, then the most ambitious construction of its kind. Humboldt reckoned a canal was possible and, furthermore, ‘would immortalise a government occupied with the interests of humanity’.3
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One of those inspired by the book was the German poet Johann Goethe, who in 1827 predicted the ‘incalculable results’ of a ‘crosscut’ through the South American Isthmus.4 With remarkable prescience he also foretold how intimately interwoven would be the destinies of Panama, the United States and the canal. ‘I, however, would be surprised if the United States would miss the chance to get such a work into her hands,’ he wrote. ‘It is entirely indispensable for the United States to make a passage from the Gulf of Mexico to the Pacific Ocean, and I am certain that she will accomplish it.’

It was also the climax of the ‘canal age’ in Europe and the United States. The 1820s saw the opening of the Erie Canal, joining the Hudson River and the Great Lakes, as well as Telford’s monumental achievement in linking the Atlantic and the North Sea across Scotland, which included twenty-eight locks of a size big enough for most of the ocean-going vessels of the time. All across Europe and North America, canals transformed communication, slashing journey times and transport costs for raw materials and finished goods. Crucially, steam power had arrived, and with it the possibility of vessels transiting canals without the need for towpaths. A steam tug was first used on the Forth and Clyde Canal in Scotland as early as 1802, and by the time of the independence of Gran Colombia in 1821, the prospect of a trans-Isthmian canal seemed much closer.

Simón Bolívar chose Panama City as the site for his Latin-American Congress, which finally met on 22 June 1826. For Bolívar, Panama was the ‘veritable capital of the world, the centre of the globe, with one face turned toward Asia and the other toward Africa and Europe’.5 Britain and the United States were both invited to send delegates.

Bolívar was in favour of a canal, and soon after independence a stream of proposals were put to him, first by an American army officer (a relation of Benjamin Franklin), then a British naval captain, then a Jamaican merchant, all focused on the narrow Isthmus at Panama. Each was rejected by his Congress, quite rightly, as unrealistic, and the Bogotá government tried unsuccessfully to get funding from London to build the canal itself. But in 1827 Bolívar at last granted permission for a survey to be carried out by a British army captain, John Augustus Lloyd, and Captain Maurice Falmarc, a Swedish officer in the Colombian military. Hampered by the weather, they nonetheless produced the most reliable survey yet of the Isthmus, even though construction never started. Their plan was to use the Chagres River up to its junction with the Trinidad, then build a railway to the coast. In due course, this would be replaced by a ship canal. Labour would be supplied by British convicts, who would be accompanied by colonising settlers. This body combined would, Lloyd suggested, ‘present a human barrier of such formidable power, as to limit … any attempts of the United States towards aggrandizement and increase of territory …’.6 Lloyd had little time for the Panamanians, whom he described as ‘superstitious … Billiards, cockpits, gambling and smoking in low company, are their exclusive amusements … Their best quality is great liberality to the poor, and especially to the aged and infirm.’7

In fact the Panamanians were almost all desperately poor. The long economic decline started in the mid-eighteenth century had continued unabated since independence. A visitor from Bogotá in the 1830s was shocked by what he found at Panama City: buildings in ruins, vagrants everywhere and prices fallen to unbelievable levels. The population of the Isthmus had shrunk, with many who had the will or the means leaving to find prosperity elsewhere. Those remaining knew they had to re-establish the transit route that had always been the reason for Panama’s existence. In 1829 Bolívar was petitioned by the Panamanians to do what he could to facilitate the construction of a ‘clear route or canal’.8

There was also a real fear that Panama would lose out to Nicaragua or some other site on the Isthmus as the beneficiary of a future canal. Like Panama, Nicaragua played host to a multitude of optimistic surveyors and explorers from the United States, Britain, France, Italy, Denmark and Holland. Their backers were sometimes private companies, sometimes kings or emperors. The King of the Netherlands and Louis-Philippe of France were at various times interested in trans-Isthmian canals. Telford himself considered a ‘grand scheme’ for a canal at Darién, starting at the ill-fated Caledonia Bay. The Great Idea of the canal now attracted not only proven engineers such as Telford, but almost all the millionaires, dreamers, amateur engineers and crackpots of the nineteenth century. Wildly unrealistic schemes abounded. One of the greatest businessmen of English fiction, Sir Roger Scatchered, the irascible, drunken construction tycoon in Anthony Trollope’s 1858 Dr Thorne, is called upon to mastermind a project to ‘cut a canal from sea to sea through the Isthmus of Panama’. It was the great unfulfilled engineering dream of the nineteenth century.

In Panama itself concessions to build a canal or railroad were handed out freely after 1834. An eccentric, and probably insane, Frenchman was the first concession-holder, but his scheme came to nothing. In 1835, US President Andrew Jackson, alarmed by Dutch efforts to secure a monopoly in Nicaragua, ordered Charles Biddle to visit Nicaragua and Panama and carefully to document the possibilities of building a canal or railroad. Biddle’s effort, too, ended in failure when he ignored Nicaragua and negotiated a concession for Panama on his own behalf, but from then on American policy towards an interoceanic canal was established: if such a waterway could be built, it would not be allowed to be under the sole control of any foreign power.

At the same time, New Granada still hoped to have any future canal under its control, and petitioned the governments of the United States, France and Britain to act as funders and international guarantors of their sovereignty over the Isthmus. In response to this, in 1843 the French government sent a senior civil engineer, Napoléon Garella to map the Panama route. His survey was the most complete yet, although he failed to find the lowest pass over the Continental Divide, and his plan for a canal included nearly forty locks as well as a huge tunnel over three miles long. Humboldt himself was among those denouncing the scheme as ‘an absurdity’.9 The next concession was more modest – for a French syndicate to build a railroad over the Isthmus.

All this activity by the French had not gone unnoticed in London. In fact, British steamers had started operating out of Panama in the 1830s, and several reports were sent back detailing the possibilities of a canal or railway there. In 1836, however, an incident occurred that was to sour relations between New Granada and Great Britain. After a personal disagreement, there was a fight between Joseph Russell, Her Majesty’s vice-consul in Panama City, and a local resident, in which both were injured. Russell was given a stiff sentence, which led, in true gunboat diplomacy style, to British warships blockading the mouth of the Chagres River and the harbour of Cartagena. War was averted when the local authorities agreed to release Russell and pay an indemnity. It was all part and parcel, however, of an increasingly high-handed and interventionist approach on behalf of the British. Everyone in Panama and Washington feared that the British, using another excuse, might one day seize the Isthmus. There was also American concern about the railway concession given to the French syndicate, which might be operated as a monopoly. Thus, at the end of 1845, the United States sent a new chargé, Benjamin A. Bidlack, to Bogotá to ensure that ‘no other nation should obtain either an exclusive privilege or an advantage’. He did not have high hopes, such was Britain’s regional dominance, but found that the new President, Tomás Cipriano de Mosquera, who had been minister to London, had also come to fear British aggression and presented a sympathetic ear.

Much of the subsequent treaty negotiated by Bidlack with the New Granadan Foreign Minister, Manuel María Mallarino, was humdrum, concerning the removal of discriminatory tariffs on American products. The key article, which would shape relations between the two countries and decisively affect the story of the Panama Canal, was number thirty-five: this guaranteed ‘that the right of way or transit across the isthmus of Panama upon any modes of communication that now exist, or that may be hereafter constructed, shall be open and free to the Government and citizens of the United States …’. In return, the US guaranteed ‘the perfect neutrality of the before-mentioned Isthmus, with the view that the free transit from the one to the other sea may not be interrupted’. The New Granadan Foreign Minister, Mallarino, declared that ‘to surround the isthmus with the vigorous will of a powerful and benign democracy … was to save the isthmus’.

It was clear that the treaty, by which the US would protect the Isthmus from British seizure in return for transit rights and favourable customs rates, would come perilously close to an ‘entangling alliance’, something the United States Senate had set its face against. So the New Granadans emphasised British aggression, warning that British ambitions would soon stretch from the Cape to California. The treaty was ratified by the US Senate in 1848, and, at a stroke, Mosquera had reversed Bolívar’s traditional policy of using Britain as a balance against the potentially more powerful United States. More than that, he had, in fact, effectively handed control of the Isthmus to a foreign power, as French diplomats and others in Bogotá warned at the time. From now on, the United States had the right to land troops on the Isthmus if ‘free transit’ was threatened. For the United States it was a unique treaty, the only foreign alliance ratified throughout the nineteenth century, and for almost the first time the country had strategic interest outside its continental borders.

The treaty also further escalated tensions in the region between Britain and the United States. Seeing the Panama route now under US control, the British moved to strengthen their hold over the Caribbean terminus of any potential Nicaraguan canal. They were also alarmed (as was the whole of South America) by the acquisition by the United States at the end of the war with Mexico of vast territories including California. The southward march of American power seemed unstoppable, even to the extent of taking over all of Central America and threatening British colonies and investments in the entire hemisphere. Nicaragua protested about British incursions on their territory and asked for – and received – the backing of the United States, which then negotiated a treaty with Nicaragua that gave it exclusive control over a canal there.

On both sides the sabre-rattling increased ominously, and there was talk of war. In December 1849 the British Foreign Secretary Lord Palmerston sent Sir Henry Lytton Bulwer to Washington to try to find a solution to the standoff. The result was the Clayton–Bulwer Treaty, at the heart of which lay the desire by both sides to avoid having a canal exclusively controlled by the other. In effect, the fear of a foreign-controlled canal – which would hand to its owner total dominance of the region – was greater than the benefits that such a waterway might provide. The treaty stipulated that neither the United States nor Great Britain would take exclusive control over any waterway in Central America or try to fortify any that might be built. The canal was now on hold, with the hands of the US firmly tied.

But there were still other ways of improving the Isthmus transit route. Because of the upheavals in Europe in 1848, the French syndicate which had been granted a railway concession failed to raise the initial surety, and the contract was taken over by a syndicate headed by William Aspinwall, a New York businessman, who had been lobbying for permission to build a railway for some years, and who was running a new steamship service between Panama and San Francisco. His concession gave him exclusive transit rights across the Isthmus at Panama to a point ten miles south of Caledonia Bay, including the first option to build a canal within this zone.

The timing was, to put it mildly, fortunate. On 24 January, gold was discovered near Colonel Sutter’s sawmill in the vicinity of Sacramento in California. ‘The Eldorado of the Spaniards is discovered at last,’ announced the New York Herald after President Polk himself confirmed that the rumours of huge deposits were true. With the transcontinental railroad still twenty years away, the quickest and safest way to get from the East Coast to California was by travelling to the Chagres River, taking a boat upriver to Gorgona, crossing overland to Panama City, then sailing up to San Francisco. Once more, in a different way, Panama was to become ‘the Golden Isthmus’.


3

GOLDRUSH

The small steamer the Falcon left New York on the first of December 1848 with sacks of mail and twenty-nine passengers bound for California via Panama. The majority were government officials and missionaries. On the way the boat docked at New Orleans. But in the meantime the news of the discovery of gold in California had swept the nation, and by the time it left New Orleans on 18 December, the Falcon carried 193 passengers. The new arrivals were Southern backwoodsmen bearing pans, picks and axes and all the paraphenalia of the gold hunter. The small ship was swamped; efforts by the captain to reduce the number boarding had been met with brandished revolvers.

The impatient party arrived off the mouth of Chagres River on 27 December 1848. From that moment on, the Isthmus was transformed forever. After a decade of hard times on the East Coast of the United States, there was a flood of young men eager to try their luck in the California goldfields. The Panama route was the most expensive, but the quickest, and speed was vital if the best claims in Sacramento were to be staked out. Following the Falcon, one ship after another arrived, and within a few weeks more than five hundred prospectors had crossed the Isthmus to Panama City, which had not known such commotion and wealth since the early days of the Spaniards.

Because of a sand bar, arriving vessels had to anchor about a mile from the landing place, the small village of Chagres, on the south side of the river, a ‘low, miserable town, of thirty thatched huts’,1 as an early traveller reported. Native canoes carried them ashore across the swirling muddy water. Chagres did not make a good impression, and reaffirmed the Americans’ sense of superiority. ‘The houses are only hovels,’2 wrote one to his mother back in Alabama, ‘that in the States, would not even do for Negro quarters or even for a respectable cow house.’ The people, too, were seen by the Americans as little better than savages: ‘Half are full-blooded negroes … The dress for the men is little short of indecent.’3

The locals were not slow, however, to realise that they, too, had struck gold. The prices charged to the new arrivals were exorbitant. One traveller, a seventeen-year-old New Englander called Stephen Davis, reported, ‘Early in the morning went ashore in a skiff, for which we paid $2 each … We engaged passage in a large flat-bottomed boat, with 15 others, for $10 each to Gorgona.’4 For him, it was worth the money just to get away from Chagres near the river mouth, ‘one of the filthiest places we ever saw’. The town also quickly acquired a reputation as ‘the birthplace of a malignant fever’,5 as an English traveller, Frank Marryat, noted. Within the town and in a new shanty across the river, known as ‘American Chagres’, bars and brothels soon sprang up. At the Silver Dollar Saloon drinks were seven times as expensive as in New York, but there were plenty of takers. The working girls, who soon flocked to the area from as far away as New Orleans or Paris, in the total absence of law enforcement took to carrying guns, a practice one British traveller called ‘as disconcerting as hell. All the time she kept one hand on her blasted six-shooter.’ Soon there were more than two hundred prostitutes working in Chagres alone.6

The journey to Gorgona was along fifty miles of winding river, which took about three days. Most went in ‘bungos’, hollowed-out logs used for transporting bananas. If the water level was high, the boats could get as far as Las Cruces. Many of the travellers marvelled at their first sight of the lush, tropical jungle. ‘The bright green at all times charms the beholder,’ wrote Frank Marryat. ‘The eye does not become wearied with the thick masses of luxuriant foliage, for they are ever blended in grace and harmony.’7 Alligators lazed in the shallows, and birds of every type and hue flitted through the treetops.

At Gorgona, originally a small town of a few hundred people, there was pandemonium. It quickly became a bottleneck in the flood across the Isthmus, as the eager gold hunters waited impatiently for scarce transport on the next leg of the journey. Such was the shortage and demand that to hire a riding mule could cost up to $20. Numerous tents and shanties sprang up on the hills above the town.

For the journey onwards to Panama City, the ‘road’ was diabolical. Over much of the twenty-one miles it was a trough rather than a track and if it was the wet season it would be swampy gunge, with mud up to 5 feet deep. Mules and horses, jolting over the rough, uneven cobbles, carried the travellers and their loads, but often it was local porters. Some of the men carried as much as 300 pounds over the journey of a day and a half.8 Many of the smarter travellers were even carried in chairs strapped to the bearers’ shoulders.

The whole experience of crossing the Isthmus was for one American ‘so like a nightmare that one took it as a bad dream – in helpless silence’.9 But at last the weary travellers could descend to the Pacific and Panama City, which they found had quickly realised the money to be made from the prospectors. ‘The old ruined houses have been patched up with whitewash,’ wrote Frank Marryat, adding that ‘the main street is composed almost entirely of hotels, eating houses and “hells” [bars].’10 Most were American-owned and run. In the city much of the rushing stampede hit a brick wall, as there were at first insufficient ships to take the men on the next leg of their journey. Arriving steamers would be mobbed as a mass of people fought to get on board. The situation was made worse by the fact that most of the ships entering San Francisco lost their crews, who chose instead to join the gold rush. Soon abandoned ships lay seven deep
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PICTURE SECTION
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Spanish conquistador Vasco Núñez de Balboa discovers the South Sea and that Panama is a tantalisingly narrow isthmus
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William Paterson, the Scottish promoter who declared that with possession of the Isthmus ‘trade will increase trade, and money will beget money’
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Mapping the route for the Panama railroad through thick jungle and swamp
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Members of the American Selfridge expedition in the Darién jungle, 1870
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Armand Reclus, the young French naval lieutenant who mapped the route of the French canal and led the de Lesseps effort in its early years
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The hero of the Suez Canal, Ferdinand de Lesseps, depicted as Hercules pushing apart the continents of Africa and Asia

[image: image]

Ferdinand de Lesseps with his second wife and some of his many offspring
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A triumphal arch, part of the lavish welcome given to de Lesseps when he descended on Panama at the beginning of 1880, fêted as the ‘Presiding Genius of the Nineteenth Century’
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Charles de Lesseps, who urged his father not to take on the challenge of Panama, but seeing that the old man had made up his mind, gave him his unconditional backing
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Colón Harbour in 1884. The steamer was king, but much non-perishable freight was still carried by sailing vessel. The following year the town was destroyed by fire after a revolution on the Isthmus.
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The beginning of the ‘big ditch’. In spite of the hopes of the leadership, much of the French canal was dug by men rather than machines.
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Jules Dingler, Directeur Général of the canal, 1883–85, who would pay a terrible price for his devotion to the endeavour in Panama
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The execution of Pedro Prestan in Colón on 18 August 1885
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A French ladder excavator. The machines that had triumphed at Suez proved unable to cope with the heavy clays of the Chagres valley.
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Philippe Bunau-Varilla, French engineer, lobbyist and plotter extraordinaire
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Bottle Alley in Colón. The small town had nearly 150 bars, with 40 in this one street alone.
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Huerne, Slaven & Co. dredges at work. Visitors were hugely impressed by these monster machines, but the American contractors were among the most corrupt of all those working for the French Company.
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The works in the Culebra Cut in 1888, with Gold Hill on the left

[image: image]

With the press running for cover, the directors of the Canal Company, led by Ferdinand de Lesseps, are brought to trial. Eiffel brings up the rear.
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On the Isthmus, wreckage from the French effort was everywhere, with the jungle quickly returning
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In a cartoon published six days afterwards, the New York World gives its impression of the ‘Panama Revolution’
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William Nelson Cromwell on one of his frequent journeys between Panama, New York and Paris
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General Esteban Huertas in the regalia of the Commander-in-Chief of the Panama Army. Declared a ‘Hero of the Republic’ for his part in the ‘revolution’, he was quickly seen as a threat by the Conservative junta.
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