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Castillo de San Felipe de 

Barajas, Cartagena, Columbia 

(1639-1657). Built fend off 

the pirates plaguing the coast 

of Panama. 

Annual cicada, Tibicen linnei  

I have added an archive of all past editions of the Aperture. You can access this archive 

by clicking here. 

Balboa's travel route to the 

South Sea, 1513  

Vasco Núñez de Balboa, (c. 

1475 – January 15, 1519), 

was a Spanish explorer, 

governor, and conquistador. 

He is best known for having 

crossed the Isthmus of 

Panama to the Pacific Ocean 

in 1513, becoming the first 

European to lead an 

expedition to have seen or 

reached the Pacific from the 

New World.  

Example of the dense Darien 

jungle foliage near Gatun 

Lake 

Ferdinand Marie, Vicomte de 

Lesseps, (19 November 1805 

– 7 December 1894) was the 

French developer of the Suez 

Canal  

Caricature of de Lesseps by 

André Gill, 1867.  

The dense jungle runs right 

to the banks of the canal at 

the Culebra Cut 

Aedes is a genus of mosquito 

originally found in tropical and 

subtropical zones, but has 

spread by human activity to 

all continents excluding 

Antarctica. This little insect 

was responsible for the death 

of thousands of French 

workers by yellow fever. 

The Chagres River emptying 

into the Panama Canal and 

ultimately into Gatun Lake.  

Rutherford B. Hayes (October 

4, 1822 – January 17, 1893) 

was the 19th President of the 

United States from March 4, 

1877 to March 4, 1881, 

opposed the construction of 

the Panama Canal. 

Repairing a slide in the 

Culebra Cut. These slides 

plagued the French and 

American engineers and still 

occur today. 

Philippe Bunau-Varilla the 26 

year-old French engineer, 

diplomat, lobbyist  and 

general fixer who was 

probably the most influential 

single individual in getting 

the Panama Canal built. 

Gustave Eiffel, French 

engineer who designed the 

famous Eiffel Tower. He had 

little impact on the French 

effort to build the canal. 

Edouard Drumont the anti-

Semantic French journalist 

who exposed the graft and 

corruption surrounding the 

French efforts to build the 

canal. 

Anopheles mosquito was the 

other killer during the 

construction of the Canal. It is 

a carrier of malaria, which 

killed or disabled thousands of 

workers. 

The French canal company 

set up headquarters in 

Panama City’s former Grand 

Hotel in 1881. Digging began 

a year later, marked by the 

blasting of dynamite and the 

popping of champagne corks 

The French had great 

expectations of the giant 

bucket excavators but these 

were far less effective then 

the American 95-ton Bucyrus 

steam shovels which could 

handle three to five times 

more earth a day. 

In my previous edition of the Panama Canal story I addressed some of the technical aspects of the canal and its operation 

along with my personal experiences while transiting this great engineering marvel. Now I would like to talk about the history of 

the Canal. You can read the first part of the Panama Canal story by clicking here. 

How a medical doctor, an anti-Semitic journalist, an assassin’s 
bullet and a bloodless revolution were responsible for building 

the Panama Canal. 

It all began when Christopher Columbus discovered the new world in 1492 and claimed the 

lands for the Spanish Crown. Columbus did not reach the Far East, as was his intent, but his 

arrival in the West Indies marked the beginning of Spain’s rise to world superpower status. The 

16th century would be Spain’s “Golden Century”, with fleets on every sea and an empire 

encompassing nearly all of South and Central America as well as parts of North America and 

the Philippines. The Spanish conquistadors who landed on the shores of the New World 

proceeded to conquer vast regions in the name of the Crown, country and their Christian god. 

In an era of unscrupulous pilfering, these daring adventures were known for their cunning, as 

well as their ruthless ambition. Yet, one conquistador who was the first to sight the Pacific 

Ocean, on a late September day in 1513, was unlike the others. Vasco Nunez de Balboa rarely 

displayed the miserliness that was characteristic of his fellow conquistadors, and his friendship 

with the natives enabled him to undertake an epic march across the Isthmus of Panama. 

 

Accompanied by over 1,000 natives and 190 Spaniards, including Francisco Pizarro (the future 

conqueror of Peru), Balboa led the expedition through a jungle wilderness, that over time, 

would claim thousands of lives. Although the Isthmus is only 40 miles wide, anyone unfamiliar 

with the swampy terrain risked gelling lost amid the twisting rivers and rain-soaked hills where 

the dense vegetation, the stifling heat and the clouds of mosquitoes could make the journey 

hellish. 

 

Balboa was fortunate. His guides knew the way and 24 days after departing Darien (the colony 

the had founded on the Gulf of Urabá), Balboa reached the crest of the divide and saw before 

him the Pacific Ocean — the great sea his native guides had told him about A few days later, 

after descending to the Pacific coast, Balboa stood at the ocean's edge and, in the name of 

King Ferdinand of Spain, claimed possession not only of the 'Great South Sea' but of all shores 

washed by it. 

 

Balboa's historic discovery and triumphant return to Darien, replete with treasures he had 

gathered at the Pearl Islands in the Gulf of Panama, earned him the Spanish king's favor and 

the title “Admiral of the South Sea”. In 1524 King Charles V of Spain ordered a coastal survey 

of the region in search of a maritime passage from the Caribbean to the Pacific, but none 

existed. 

 

An overland route spanning the Isthmus of Panama was established along an existing trail 

where a road of sorts was constructed. Wide enough for two carts to pass, this road ran 

between Nombre de Dios on the Atlantic side and Panama (today called Old Panama) on the 

Pacific side. These Spanish-built towns contained royal storehouses and stone stables for the 

mules of the treasure trains. 

 

Near the end of the 16th century, Nombre de Dios was abandoned in favor of Portobelo as an 

Atlantic port. By this time the volume of trade along the transisthmian route had made it the 

richest mule track in the world. Pissarro’s conquest of the Incas had provided access to the 

gold mines of Peru, and shipments would arrive at Panama for overland transport to Portobelo. 

From the mid-1500s to the mid-l700s, two armed convoys were sent annually from Spain to 

collect the precious cargo. The New Spain flotilla sailed in April for Veracruz to load silver from 

Central Mexico and treasures from the Orient. The Tierra Firma fleet would sail in August to 

Cartagena and wait for the gold and silver to arrive from Portobelo. Both fleets would 

rendezvous in Havana to reprovision for the long trip home. The majority of Spanish ships 

made the journey safely back to Seville, but some foundered on reefs or were caught in 

storms, others fell prey to pirates. 

 

Centuries of war with rival naval powers slowly weakened the once-powerful nation of Spain 

and by the early 1800s the mighty Spanish Empire was crumbling. Most of Spain's colonies in 

Latin America had attained independence by 1825, including Panama which became part of 

Greater Colombia. The last remnants of Spain's vast colonial empire were lost in 1898 during 

the Spanish American War when Cuba, Puerto Rico. Guam and the Philippines" all shed the 
Spanish yoke and entered America’s growing sphere of international power . 

The Canal Question 
 

Gold was, discovered near San Francisco in 1848, and over the next two years more than 

40.000 prospectors rushed to California to strike it rich. There were three routes for getting 

there from the East coast — across the continent, around Cape Horn, or over the Isthmus of 

Panama. The latter soon drew its first steamer full of Americans who landed at the marshy 

mouth of the Chagres River to set off through a wilderness the likes of which none had before 

experienced. They and others who followed would later write home of the heavy rains and 

stifling heat, the muck and the slime, the swarms of mosquitoes and sand flies, the poisonous 

snakes and  scorpions. 

 

The men who staggered rain soaked and hungry into Panama City to board a steamer for 

California had ascended the Chagres River by native canoe, and then continued overland on 

mule or by foot where the jungle had reclaimed any trace of the Spanish wagon trails and the 

winding foot paths were overshadowed by a thick canopy of tropical trees that grew to over 

100 feet. Not all of the future prospectors had a wretched time crossing the Isthmus. Those 

who traversed it in the dry season (mid-December to mid-April), when the rains abate, were 

often overwhelmed by the primeval beauty of the jungle. Monkeys chattered from tree tops 

and the hypnotic chant of cicadas (the constant buzzing you will hear in the jungle) became 

synonymous with the tropical rainforest's sultry atmosphere. The emerald green of the 

luxuriant foliage, the profusion of brilliant flowers and blue butterflies, the great gorges and 

broad mangrove swamps — all evoked a Garden of Eden atmosphere that could not fail to 

enchant an intrepid adventurer. 

 

The Panama route was not the only option for crossing Central America. Many opted for the 

Nicaragua route, which entailed riding a boat up the San Juan River and a steamer across Lake 

Nicaragua before boarding a stagecoach for the final overland leg to the Pacific. This route, all 

though longer than the one at Panama, was closer to the United States and became the 

popular choice for a future canal. 

 

The 'canal question' was of increasing concern to the United States, where the American 

public's widespread belief in their country's inevitable expansion across the North American 

continent was referred to as “Manifest Destiny.” In keeping with this expansionist sentiment 

was the Monroe Doctrine which as enunciated by President James Monroe in his 1823 message 

to Congress, was a foreign policy based on the principle that European nations should refrain 

from any further colonization or intervention in the Americas. Rivalry between the United 

States and Great Britain was resolved by a treaty guaranteeing that neither country would 

have exclusive rights or threaten the neutrality of a potential inter-oceanic canal. The countries 

of Latin America viewed the Monroe Doctrine with suspicion and dislike, seeing it as a 

validation for American imperialism in the region. 

 

In tandem with the tremendous growth of the United States was the Industrial Revolution, 

originating in England in the mid-1700s. The steam engine was its most important invention, 

and by 1814 the steam locomotive was being used to power early rail travel, followed by the 

first steamship crossing of the Atlantic in 1819. This rapid industrialization spread to the United 

States, and by 1869 the American frontier had disappeared as railways were built from coast 

to coast and people flocked in huge numbers to the growing cities.  

A wealthy New York merchant named William Henry Aspinwall, owner of a steamship line, led 

an American venture to build a railroad across the Isthmus of Panama. This one-track, broad-

gauge line, built between 1848 and 1855, was the world's first transcontinental rail road — and 

it was exactly 47.5 miles long. With Aspinwall's steamships operating on both coasts, the 

railway was the land link needed to transport passengers and mail between New York and 

California. The profits made by the Panama Railroad Company, with its monopoly on the 

Panama transit, were spectacular. Its success also accentuated the need for a maritime route 

connecting the east and west coasts of the United States, and in 1870 the first thorough 

survey of the region was carried out by the United States Navy, followed by six other 

expeditions. 

 

The results of these surveys were presented at an international congress hosted by the Societe 

de Geographie in Paris in 1879, its purpose ostensibly being to determine the most feasible 

route for a Central American canal. A year earlier, a French syndicate had sent a young 

lieutenant, distantly related to Napoleon Bonaparte, on an expedition to Colombia to explore 

the Panama route. His survey was cursory, carried out by an assistant, while he spent most of 

his time travelling by horseback to Bogota to negotiate a concession from the government of 

Colombia. When he presented his plan in support of a Panama route to the congress in Paris, 

his lack of thoroughness was in contrast to the detailed surveys of the American delegation, 

which supported a Nicaragua route. Yet the congress voted in favor of a sea-level canal at 

Panama, mainly because of the persuasive powers of one man whose name was known 

throughout the world. He was Ferdinand de Lesseps. 

 

The French Effort 
 

The latter half of the 19th century, often referred to as the Victorian Age, was one of unbridled 

optimism and belief in modern science and engineering. No man better epitomized this outlook 

than did Vicomte Ferdinand de Lesseps. Born in 1805 in Versailles to a distinguished family of 

diplomats and adventurers de Lesseps exuded charm, charisma and an unwavering belief in his 

ability to succeed. Lesseps began his career as a French diplomat. He became a national hero 

when he successfully planned and oversaw construction of the Suez Canal, which opened in 

1869. Not only did this remarkable achievement restore glory to post-Napoleonic France, it 

made money for thousands of ordinary French citizens who had invested in the project.  
 

De Lesseps, hailed as “The Great Engineer”, was actually more of an entrepreneur 

extraordinaire with his vision, his unrelenting energy, his powers of persuasion, his suave 

diplomacy (some might call it duplicity), all of which contributed to his success at Suez. 

Basking in the public's adoration, de Lesseps maintained a high profile as president of the Suez 

Canal Company. He cut an elegant figure in Paris with his fashionable young wife and brood of 

children, and when he wasn't delivering speeches or granting interviews, his fertile mind was 

planning new and fantastic schemes — such as creating an inland sea in the Sahara — which 

seemed to belong in a novel by Jules Verne, who was a friend and fellow member of the 

prestigious Societe de Geographie. 

 

The self-confidence that had always propelled de Lesseps was now edging toward hubris as he 

cast his sights on Central America and the inevitable construction of an inter-oceanic canal. At 

an age when most men sought the comforts of a well-earned retirement, de Lesseps was still 

enjoying the drive and vigor of a man in his prime. In 1875, the year Great Britain gained 

financial control of the Suez Canal; de Lesseps first expressed publicly his interest in building a 

Central American canal. Opposed to this grandiose project was his 38-year-old son Charles, 

one or five children de Lesseps had with his first wife who died or scarlet fever in 1853. "You 

succeeded at Suez by a miracle”, said Charles, who was his father's right-hand man. "Should 

not one be satisfied with accomplishing one miracle in a lifetime”? Little did either man know at 

this time that de Lesseps dream would cost the lives of 21,900 workers, many from the West 

Indies. 

 

Another who opposed the canal being proposed by de Lesseps was President Rutherford Hayes 

who declared in a message to Congress that America's policy concerning any isthmian canal 

was that it be under American control. The specter or French interests building a canal in 

Central America was, in the minds or many, in conflict with the Monroe Doctrine. The French 

government reassured the United States that it was in no way involved with the de Lesseps’ 

enterprise. It was de Lesseps, however, who skillfully refuted this view when he barnstormed 

America by train in March 1880. Treated like a head or state and renowned everywhere he 

went, de Lesseps won widespread public approval but could not interest a single New York 

capitalist in his scheme. The funds needed to finance a canal would come, as they had for 

Suez, from share offerings to the French public. 

 

In retrospect, it was clear that the French effort to build a canal at Panama was doomed from 

the start. There was no single reason, but several, including financial problems and a lack or 

medical knowledge concerning the mosquito-transmitted diseases of malaria and yellow fever. 

In addition, railway and hydraulic engineering had not yet made some of the advances 

necessary for the volume of excavating, dam building and lock construction required for such a 

massive project. Ironically, the French success at Suez contributed to ultimate failure at 

Panama. From the beginning, de Lesseps insisted on building a sea-level canal at Panama, as 

he had done so successfully at Suez. But Panama was not Suez, even though the comparisons 

were inevitable, beginning with de Lesseps' declaration that "Panama will be easier to make, 

easier to complete, and easier to keep than Suez” - how wrong he would be. 

 

It was not the similarities between the two projects that were noteworthy, but the differences. 

Suez was built in a hot, dry desert: Panama was a tropical jungle where the average annual 

rainfall on the Caribbean side reached 129 inches and at Balboa 92 inches. At Portobello it 

could reach 169 inches. The terrain at Suez was flat: in Panama it was rugged. At Suez the 

digging was through sand: at Panama it was through slippery clay lying atop rock stratum. 

Furthermore, there had been no river to harness at Suez, unlike Panama’s mighty Chagres 

River, which was fed by 17 tributaries and stood directly in the canal's path. 

 

The French engineers who worked on the Panama project were of the highest caliber. In the 

late 1805, France was considered to have the best-trained corps of civil and military engineers 

of any country. Their approach to their work was thoroughly scientific, based on sound 

mathematics and abstract computations, but these engineers had no training in improvisation 

— an approach they somewhat disparagingly applied to American engineering. Their inability to 

improvise, and to discard much of what they had learned in Suez, was the downfall of French 

engineering in Panama. With no prior experience in the tropics, these men of science waged a 

war with nature and lost. It was, however, a valiant effort and their work paved the way for 

the Americans who followed. (Click for diagram of Culebra Hill Cut diagram) 

 

In January 1881, the first shipload of French engineers arrived at Panama. Using a local force 

of laborers, they set about clearing the jungle along the proposed canal line, and building 

barracks and hospitals. Survey crews mapped the canal route and made test borings. The 

canal company bought the Grand Hotel in Panama City and set up headquarters. It soon 

became apparent, however, that control of the Panama Railroad was vital for transporting 

people, supplies and equipment back and forth across the Isthmus, so the canal company 

bought the railroad at three times its market value. This purchase did not affect an 1846 treaty 

between Colombia and the United States, which guaranteed an American military presence to 

maintain both Colombian sovereignty on the Isthmus and uninterrupted traffic on rail line. 

 

No sooner had the canal company set up operations when yellow fever struck. It arrived with 

the start of the rains, as it always did, which began in May and lasted until mid-December. By 

June, the first canal employee had died. Some 20.000 more would die before the French 

abandoned their efforts in Panama, earning the Isthmus its reputation of a death trap. The 

region was feared long before the French arrived, its climate considered a killer by the early 

explorers and privateers. In 1698 a large group of Scottish settlers, attempting to establish a 

colony on Caledonia Bay, was decimated by disease. In more recent memory, scores of 

laborers who had worked on the Panama Railroad were stricken with infectious diseases and 

died. Those who recovered from malaria often suffered such severe melancholia they would 

commit suicide. 

 

Everyone knew that Panama was deadly. What they didn't know was why. There were many 

theories of course. One was that malaria (its name comes from the Latin for bad air) was 

caused by a poisonous marsh gas released into the air by rotting vegetation. Yellow fever was 

also believed to be airborne, its source supposedly being human and animal waste, sewage 

and the carcasses of dead animals. It was treated as a plague and its victims were thought to 

be contagious. Of the two diseases, yellow fever was the most feared. Malaria could be treated 

with quinine, but there was little to be done for patients with yellow fever, except pray it was a 

mild case from which the victim would recover and henceforth be immune. Those struck with a 

severe case of yellow fever suffered a horrific death. It began with fever, chills. Headaches, 

back pains and extreme physical weakness. By the third day jaundice would appear at which 

time the symptoms receded, only to return with a vengeance. Internal hemorrhaging is 

common in the final stage, with the vomitus containing blood, before the patient lapses into 

delirium and coma, then death. Malaria was no picnic either. Bouts of chills caused 

uncontrollable shivering, and a fever is accompanied by an unquenchable thirst, these 

symptoms lasting several hours and reoccurring every three or four days. Survivors were left 

physically and mentally debilitated, and susceptible to recurrence of the disease. 

 

 

Canal workers stricken with fever were reluctant to go the hospital where the mortality rate 

was roughly 75% despite the efforts of trained French doctors and nurses working in modem 

facilities. The cruel irony of the situation was that the hospitals themselves and their 

manicured gardens were a perfect breeding ground for yellow fever. The Aedes mosquito, 

which transmits yellow fever, lays its eggs in still, fresh water, and they found plenty of this on 

the hospital grounds where no screens covered the windows, and the legs of patients' beds and 

pots of flowers were set in pottery dishes filled with water to protect them from ants. The 

Anopheles mosquito, which transmits malaria, thrives in the shaded streams and swamps of 

the jungle. Only by eliminating the breeding grounds of mosquitoes and segregating stricken 

patients, can malaria and yellow fever be eradicated. 

 

As the death toll on the Isthmus mounted, moral decadence was blamed for the grim situation. 

As in any frontier town, the most popular pastimes were drinking, gambling and prostitution. 

Bar room brawls were commonplace and the empty wine bottles piling up in Colon were used 

(bottom-side up) to pave Bottle Alley behind Front Street. The three most profitable 

businesses on the Isthmus were said to be gambling houses. brothels and coffin makers. The 

clientele — technicians, tradesmen and laborers — hailed from a variety of countries, including 

Germany, Switzerland, Russia, Italy, Holland, Belgium, and England. as well as Jamaica, Cuba 

and Venezuela. Americans, who ran the Panama Railroad, also carne to Panama to work for 

the French canal company as mechanics, contactors and laborers, the later arriving from New 

Orleans and Other Gulf ports. 

 

The cosmopolitan nature of the local populace extended to the equipment, which arrived from 

various countries — often in parts — and were not always compatible. This lack of 

standardization made the chief engineer's job a daunting one. In 1882, the year digging 

began, the Genera1 Agent — the top official in Panama — resigned, citing "the disorder of 

details", as did his successor. Amid this confusion, an earthquake struck on September 7, in 

the early hours of the morning, the worst in recorded history for the Isthmus. The twin towers 

of the cathedral at Panama City toppled to the ground and much of the rail line was damaged. 

Then, a few months later, the canal company's general contractor —a prestigious French firm 

resigned, stating that work could progress more efficiently using smaller, specialized 

contractors. 

 

In early 1883, Charles de Lesseps and a new General Agent named Jules Dingler (pronounced 

Danglay) arrived from Paris to restore order and morale. Highly organized, Dingler prepared 

the first master plan for the canal and was soon issuing contracts for every conceivable piece 

of machinery needed — dredges, steam shovels, picks, shovels, wheelbarrows — as well as for 

hundreds of laborers, mostly from the West Indies. The wages, At Panama were good and the 

company had no trouble recruiting willing workers. The company's contracts were also 

lucrative and there were plenty of bidders in Europe, Great Britain and the United States who 

were eager to get a piece of the Panama pie. 

 

In the fall of 1883, Dingler returned from a trip to France with his wife, son, daughter and her 

fiancé. By the end or the following year, they had all died of yellow fever. Somehow Dingler 

managed to carry on his duties despite his grief, inspiring the young engineers in his employ 

with his dignity, courage and determination to succeed. The setbacks were, however, 

discouraging. The amount of excavation required was proving to be much more than originally 

anticipated, and the wet weather was blamed for the landslides that plagued the freshly 

exposed slopes of the Culebra Cut. The fill being removed itself became a source of slides. It 

was hauled by rail car to adjacent valleys where pile upon pile formed an unstable, terraced 

slope of mud that would give way in a torrential downpour and bury the train track below. It 

was an inefficient system, in which time was continually wasted digging out from yet another 

slide, but it was indicative of how the contractors — seeking the quickest, most economical 

solution — operated. 

 

To add to the growing list of problems the French canal company was facing in Panama, the 

region's politics were as unstable as the slide-plagued slopes of Culebra Cut and in March 1885 

two simultaneous uprisings, one led by a Haitian mulatto in Colon, the other by an ambitious 

Colombian politician in Panama City, resulted in the deaths of at least one hundred people 

(more than half of them executed by government troops). Colon was burned to the ground — 

which proved to be a quick way to rid the town of its filth and squalor. 

 

By August, an exhausted and short-tempered Dingler resigned and returned to Paris, leaving 

forever the country that had claimed his entire family. His temporary replacement was a 

26·year-old engineer named Philippe Bunau-Varilla. Small and slightly built, Bunau-Varilla was 

a man of high energy and pleasing personality who had risen rapidly in the ranks since arriving 

at Panama. Acutely aware of the health risks, he regarded Panama not so much as a death 

trap but a great adventure, a place where a man could prove his courage and competence. 

 

Panama had become a battlefield on several fronts, and the stench of death and defeat could 

no longer be ignored. Back in Paris, the company's share prices were slipping and unpaid bills 

were mounting. To raise more funds and restore morale among canal workers, de Lesseps 

embarked, at the age of 80, on his second trip to Panama. His charismatic presence had the 

desired effect, and the French continued their advance at Panama. The next blow came from 

an influential report released in May 1886, in which abandoning the canal was not 

recommended, but government financial support in the form of a bond lottery was. The need 

for modifications of the canal plans was also stressed, which could mean only one thing — 

switching from a sea- level passage to one with locks, a concept de Lesseps had opposed from 

the start. France's great hero was starting to look like a stubborn old man as he steadfastly 
refused to alter his plans. Meanwhile, the company continued to borrow heavily . 

 

A year passed, and digging continued. Then, amid ongoing rumors of pending collapse and 

bankruptcy, Bunau-Varilla, who had resigned from the canal company to work for one of its 

main contractors, clime up with an incredible plan that would allow de Lesseps to save face. 

The contractors would build a lock canal adjacent to the sea-level canal route and use it 

instead of rail tracks to transport excavating equipment and carry away fill. In other word — 
build two canals . 

 

Gustave Eiffel, designer of the Eiffel Tower which was then under construction, was hired to 

design and build the locks, but his high profile was not enough to stop the downward slide of 

the canal company's share prices. A government lottery was the company's only hope and in 

April 1888 the necessary bill was approved and share prices rebounded. This was a short lived 

turn of fortune, however, for the lottery failed to sell enough bonds to keep the company 

solvent. De Lesseps, fighting to the end, tried to muster his followers with yet another battle 

cry to press on with construction of his canal. but the company's board of directors conceded 

defeat and the man who had seemed ageless now lapsed into a slow decline. To the shock of 

the company's investors, many of whom had invested their life savings, they had lost 

everything. The worst, however, was yet to come. 

 

Nearly three years passed before the real scandal broke. An anti-Semitic journalist named 

Edouard Drumont began investigating and writing about the collapse of the canal company. 

Anxious to prove that Jewish financiers were the real culprits, he questioned the French 

government’s failure to audit the company's books. As Drumont began turning over rocks, 

strange things began crawling out. An official investigation was launched into the possible 

misuse of funds and the willful deception of the public. Few realized how far it would go. 

 

Members of government at the highest level came under suspicion of receiving pay-offs for 

voting in favor of the lottery bond bill, and two powerful financiers — Baron Jacques de 

Reinach and Cornelius Herz — were revealed as the major players. The de Lesseps, who had 

feared their company's financial lifelines would be severed if they refused to co-operate, had 

paid huge sums of money to de Reinach who was supposed to pay off the press but who, was 

revealed in the criminal investigation, also paying off members of government as well as Herz, 

who was blackmailing de Reinach. The details of the intrigue were never revealed in a court of 

law for de Reinach committed suicide in the early days of the investigation and Herz fled to 

England where he died of kidney failure while under house arrest in a Boumemouth hotel. 

 

The scapegoats for the scandal, which deeply shocked the French public, were Ferdinand and 

Charles de Lesseps. The elder de Lesseps was not made to stand trial due to his age and failing 

health, but his son faced two sets of charges — one of fraud and maladministration, another of 

corruption (i.e. bribery) of public officials. Madame de Lesseps took her a ling husband to their 

country estate to protect him from the events unfolding in Paris, but when he eventually 

learned that his son had been arrested and was in prison awaiting trial, the elder de Lesseps 

was devastated. 

 

All along, Ferdinand de Lesseps claimed that an isthmian canal would benefit the world, and 

his motives reflected the motto of the Ecole Polytechnique: For country, science, and glory. 

Millions of francs had changed hands, but neither de Lesseps nor his son Charles had 

personally profited in spite of having ample opportunity to pad their own pockets. De Lesseps 

had in fact invested more than he made from the Company, losing a considerable sum which 

included part of his wife's savings. As for Charles, he was found guilty of both sets of charges 

but served only a light sentence. He maintained his dignity throughout the ordeal and for the 

remainder of his life never talked of Panama. 

 

You can view a complete gallery of all the photos I took while on our 15-day Panama Canal 

Cruise by clicking here. The photos taken during the Panama Canal transit begin at number 

336 I hope you enjoy them as much as I did taking them. When you view one of the photos 

and it has a hyperlink (shown in red) under the caption you can click on it to open a Google 

Map showing the exact location where the photo was taken. When traveling, I always use a 

GPS attachment on my Nikon cameras so I can document the position of each photo. 

 

In the next edition of this newsletter I will cover the American effort to build this great 

engineering marvel and you can find out how a medical doctor, an assassin’s bullet and a 

bloodless revolution were responsible for building the Panama Canal. I think you will find it 

interesting and informative. 

French housing and 

landscaped grounds in 

Cristobal brought civilization 

to the jungle but didn’t 

eradicate the disease-

transmitting mosquitoes that 

killed workers by the 

hundreds. 
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The major physical obstacle 

for the French was at the 

Continental Divide. The 

highest point on the route 

was  Culebra Hill at 335 feet 

above sea level. To create a 

seal level canal they would 

have had to cut a 375 foot 

ditch through this unstable 

hill to provide enough draft 

for the ships. Due to the rains 

and soil conditions this 

proved to be an impossible 

task. 
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