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Hospital Point is on the western tip of Nancy’s Cay in the archipelago of Bocas del Toro, Panama, at latitude 9º 20’ North and longitude 82º 13’ West. Christopher Columbus sailed by the island during his fourth voyage in 1502,1 but, contrary to local beliefs, references have not been found to prove that the explorer named the islands and waterways in the archipelago.2, 3, 4 As English-speaking buccaneers, pirates, traders and settlers appeared during the next three centuries, the island became known as Nancy’s Cay. During his excursions in 1817, Orlando Roberts wrote about Nancy’s Cove and Provision Island (Isla Bastimentos) where he visited turtle fishermen from Corn Island and San Andrés Island.5 In the medical records of the United Fruit Company dated 1899-1920, the island is referred to as Nances Cay.6 At some point in time, this name may have been derived from nances, a common fruit tree on the island. In Spanish, the island is known as Solarte, but it is not known when this name was given.

Pre-Columbian artifacts found by the author in 1993-95 on the north shore of Nancy’s Cay at Pine Creek, 250 meters from the point, were estimated by archaeologist Carlos Fitzgerald to be approximately 1,000 years old. Indigenous people inhabited much of this area when Columbus sailed through the archipelago, but populations declined because of tribal wars and European diseases.7 Since the Spaniards never gained control of the region, a few English-speaking people from the Caribbean began to settle on the islands in the early 1800s.8 American planters opened the first banana plantations on the islands and along the rivers.9 By the end of the century, the banana business surged and immigrants of many nationalities arrived to benefit from the prosperity of this new industry.10 With them came numerous sanitation and health problems.11 

Several banana companies operated in Bocas del Toro during the late nineteenth century. Some of these were: Jochen Ludwig Heinrich Hein, Snyder Brothers Banana Company, Camors, McConnell and Company, and Minor C. Keith. Banana communities developed along the Chiriqui Lagoon at Cricamola, Chiriqui Grande, Robalo, Pumpkin River, and Monkey Cay, but the largest center of commercial operations was at the city of Bocas del Toro on Columbus Island. Here, the narrow strip of beach filled up fast with waterfront businesses and houses. As thousands of newcomers arrived, the town expanded over the pestilent mudflats and mangrove swamps behind the shoreline, thus creating a severe public health crisis.

Fortunately, in 1881, the Cuban doctor Carlos Finlay made the historic discovery that mosquitos transmitted yellow fever. However, it was two decades later before his finding was recognized. In 1897, in India, malaria was found in mosquitos by Ronald Ross. Soon after, medical authorities accepted the fact that mosquitos were vectors of yellow fever and malaria. By isolating victims and destroying mosquito breeding habitats, these devastating diseases could be controlled if money and technology were made available. Consequently, that was what the United Fruit Company did. 

Before this time, no major efforts had been made to control deadly tropical diseases along the Caribbean coast. During the French endeavor to construct the Panama Canal from 1882 to the end of the century, despite good French doctors and hospitals, about 25% of the canal labor force died from malaria, yellow fever and other tropical scourges, which was one of the major reasons for the French canal failure.12 This and other examples made the United Fruit Company recognize that its investments were at great risk unless public health was successfully managed.

By 1899, the giant United Fruit Company of Boston superseded all other banana interests in the region and established its headquarters in the city of Bocas del Toro. To enable the company to expand and do business, a medical department was established to assure a healthy and functioning labor force. As a result, the northwestern tip of Nancy’s Cay was chosen as the site for a medical center which became known as Hospital Point. 
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Nancy’s Cay
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This forested island is seven kilometers long and runs approximately east and west. Climatically, the region has no pronounced dry season, although there is less rainfall in September/October and February/March. Rains peak in July and December. Average annual precipitation is 2,515 mm and mean temperature is 28º C. Hospital Point is surrounded by coral reefs which drop into deep channels. Waves from the open Caribbean break on the reefs and the cliff at the point. Prevailing winds cool Hospital Point and reduce the nuisance of mosquitos and sand flies, thus creating a healthier environment. The island is two kilometers east of the city of Bocas del Toro which isolated the medical center from a major source of disease and health problems. Before development by the United Fruit Company, Nancy’s Cay was sparsely populated by a few Creole families near the point.
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Early Records and Medical Facilities
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The following is quoted from the first medical director, Dr. Robert Earl Swigart, in his United Fruit Company Medical Department review covering 1899-1911:


The Hospital service of the United Fruit Company of Bocas del Toro was installed August 20, 1899, with a resident surgeon at Chiriqui Sanitarium, Monkey Cay, Chiriqui Lagoon, on whose shores were the properties of the various planters which were taken in as a part of the United Fruit Company. There were employed 2,020 men, and the sanitary conditions at Rio Caucho, Robalo, Chiriquicito, and Cricamola were very bad. Little was known then of proper sanitary methods, and malaria and yellow fever were rampant. The first two years proved the worst in the history of the Company, with a death-rate of over 5 percent per annum among white people treated. As there were no hospital accommodations for colored people, a record to their death-rate was impossible. The new building at Nances Cay, the present site of the hospital, was erected June 23, 1900. To accommodate the development of Chiriquicito, Cricamola, and Robalo, branch hospitals were maintained at these places for a period of two years. The branch hospital at Chiriquicito accommodated 60 colored patients, that at Robalo, 35; and the one at Cricamola, 20. These hospitals were closed only when the project was abandoned, and efforts were concentrated in Changuinola. In this new district, a hospital was opened for colored people, accommodating 70 laborers, and was maintained for nearly four years. Up to the month of September, 1904, services were rendered to the negroes as out-patients, and it was not until after this date that we opened our hospitals to this class of labor. The service in Changuinola has been replaced with sick-camps and dispensaries, and at present there are seven of this type to supply laborers with first aid, the one central hospital providing treatment for those who are not promptly relieved through Dispensaries and Sick-camps.13 
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The Medical Center at Hospital Point
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In 1900, the United Fruit Company rebuilt a hospital previously constructed on Nancy’s Cay by Minor C. Keith, an American businessman, railroad, banana plantation and shipping magnate, en Costa Rica, Colombia y Panamá.14 Captions on early photographs of the hospital referred to the facility as Quarantine Island.15 Soon after construction, Colombian Conservative forces took over the hospital in 1901 and 1902 and used the point as a headquarters and assault base against the Liberals on the neighboring island of Bastimentos during the War of a Thousand Days.16 

When Panama gained independence from Colombia on November 3, 1903, officials of the new government of Panama were invited by the United Fruit Company to visit Bocas del Toro, which included a trip to the hospital. The excursion took place on March 24-29, 1904. Members of the party included Tomas Arias, F. V. de la Espriella, Julio J. Fabrega, Manuel Quintero, Luis de Roux, F. Mutis Duran, Federico Boyd and son Archibaldo Boyd, and a newspaper reporter from La Estrella de Panamá. They were joined in the Bocas del Toro capital by Governor Juan Jose Diaz. Herbert Leer, The assistant manager and local German merchant, Herbert Leer, and the company manager, John Morgan Kyes, represented the United Fruit Company. Doctor Robert Earl Swigart received the group at Nancy’s Cay and gave a tour of the hospital.17 

The facility was described in La Estrella de Panamá newspaper as having a main hospital with an annex. The main hospital normally accommodated six administrative patients. It was also the residence
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