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% is it that the truly great experiences of one’s life are apt to be so




exceedingly simple?

As a child T had heard all about the Panama Canal. Early in the fifties a
brother of my grandmother had moved to Brazil. He had survived yellow fever
and revolutions and had amassed a considerable fortune. When I was six or
seven years old he had come back to Holland, bringing his family—his
wondrous family of dark-eyed, dark-haired daughters. They had made such a
stir in our little Dutch town that soon they had felt obliged to escape to the
delights of Paris and the Riviera, which were much more to their rather
exuberant Latin tastes than the simple pleasures of an evening at home with
some unknown cousin, who in his Spartan simplicity had felt rather awkward
before this overgenerous display of feminine beauty and charm.

I am afraid that these French peregrinations were not an unlimited success.
For one day they had suffered a humiliation from which they never fully
recovered. They were mighty proud of their jetblack hair and wore it in long
braids that almost reached to their feet. Well, one fine morning they had
climbed to the top of a bus to proceed to Fontainebleau. The bus was crowded
and they had been pushed hither and yon, and when they reached their
destination—oh, ghastly discovery!—their hair was gone!

It was of course quite a common occurrence during the late eighties of the
previous century to have one’s hair stolen. It was needed for the manufacture of
those chignons which were then highly popular and were contraptions of
human hair meant to be worn underneath those crazy little hats which now,
after an absence of almost fifty years, have once more made their appearance.
The supply of false hair being necessarily limited (for no living Chinaman
would then have dreamed of divesting himself of his queue), a class of
professional hair-stealers was then successfully operating not only in Paris but
in every large city of the continent. The poor Brazilians had been easy victims
and the labor of twenty painful years of brushing and combing had been rapidly

undone by the quick clip of a sharp pair of scissors.

Somehow or other, that event made a very deep impression upon my

youthful mind and it made me conscious of the existence of a people called the
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French. The Eiffel Tower, coming to me at about the same time (it was the year
of the great Paris exhibition) in the form of an inkstand, a watch charm and a
paperweight, also helped the good work along, and finally the Indian suits
which generous uncles and aunts brought back to me from Buffalo Bill’s
contribution to the Grande Exposition turned me into an ardent Francophile.

Alas, the only way in which I could givé evidence of my feelings at that
time (I was all of seven years old) was by a close application to my studies of
the noble French tongue. I bravely struggled with j’ai, tu as, j’eusse, je fusse
and all the other perplexing problems of a language so infinitely more
complicated than my native Dutch, in which, as all of us knew, the good Lord
had originally written the Major Catechism of our Reformed Church, and soon
I had acquired a sufficient facility in this queer idiom to fish the Paris
Illustration out of that cardboard “portfolio” which the bookstore used to send
us once a week and to be able to translate the simpler captions of its fascinating
and intriguing pictures. And in that way I learned a good deal about a
gentleman by the name of Ferdinand de Lesseps, who having dug the Suez
Canal had now set bravely out to repeat his success on the Isthmus of Panama
but who, in some mysterious way, had got no further than the door of a French
jail.

The details of the “Panama scandal” did not become clear to me until
many years later but at least I learned a lot about the geographical aspects of
that narrow strip of land which separates the Atlantic from the Pacific and
which appeared to be a region of inaccessible mountains and deep ravines, all
of them inhabited by wild natives and wilder crocodiles.

You know how it goes with such childish recollections. They are as
persistent as the weeds in the grass of your garden. You can plow them up,
poison them, burn them down, and a few days later, behold! there they are
again as if nothing had happened. As a result, for almost half a century, the
Isthmus of Panama remained to me just that a region of high mountain peaks,

' dense forests, wild natives and even wilder crocodiles.
Therefore, when at an ungodly hour, the steward knocked on the door and




said, “In a few moments we will be in Cristobal, Sir,” I quickly slipped into a
dressing-gown, put on a pair of sandals and hastened to the deck, to hear me
say to myself, “Lord help us all! the Captain took the wrong course! We are
going into the Hook of Holland!” For the distant landscape was about as
exciting as the coast of my native land and what I supposed to be the entrance
to the canal looked as impressive as the mouth of the river Maas or the Scheldt.

Of course, when we came a little closer, I noticed certain di'fferences.
Everything was not entirely flat. There were a few low hills, but for the rest, I
would not have been in the least surprised if the vessel had landed me in
Rotterdam instead of the city which the ever-courteous and obliging American
Government so generously called after the great Italian discoverer when it
erected its own harbor at the northern entrance of the proposed canal to avoid
any direct contact with the plague-hole which since the middle of the last‘
century had been known as Colon.

Of that old Colon very little seems to remain. William Aspinwall had
founded it as a terminal for his railroad across the Isthmus and during the
hopeful days of that enterprise (A. D. 1850) it had been known as Aspinwall.
This name being a little too complicated for the contemporary Panamanians
(then in full possession of this tract of land), it had shortly afterwards been
changed into the much simpler and easier Spanish name of Colon (Columbus to
us). It had also been most magnificently neglected. Soon its streets had become
marshes, ideally suited for the purpose of breeding yellow fever mosquitoes,
and when in the year 1903 our government, after a most efficiently
stage-managed one-night revolution, had acquired the right to a narrow strip of
land leading from the Pacific to the Atlantic, one of the stipulations of the
famous treaty of peace had granted the United States full sanitary control over
the big cities of the newly established Republic of Panama.

The rest of the story can best be summed up in one single word—Gorgas.
For without the thoroughgoing ministrations of this modern miracle-man, there
never would have been any canal. There would have been (as there had been in

the days of poor de Lesseps) a vast variety of cemeteries, hiding the pathetic
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remains of those faithful Spaniards and Frenchmen and Cubans who had so
valiantly struggled to dig this little trench in this Godforsaken land of malaria
and yellow fever while it was still under control of the French Canal Company.

Whereas today, the canal region is a health resort, where a mosquito has
no more chance to survive than the proverbial snowball in Hades. In less than
two years, this quietspoken Southern gentleman had performed his herculean
task and could thereupon leave it to another officer of the United States Army
to do the actual digging and to give us that short cut from the Atlantic to the
Pacific which had been one of man’s most cherished dreams ever since that
evening of the twenty-fifth of September of the year 1513, when Vasco Nuiiez
de Ballboa, from his silent “peak in Darien” had solved the problem of the
Great South Sea, of which shortly afterwards he was to become the “Grand
Admiral and Commander-in-Chief ”.

Alas for poor Balboa! poor, serious, hard-working and incompetent Balboa!
Restlessly he had crossed and recrossed his isthmus, founding cities, erecting
forts, sending glowing descriptions of his conquest to His Most Catholic
Majesty in far-off Spain. Others, less delicate in their methods (to indulge in a
slight understatement), had wanted his job. And one of them had got it. He had
got it by the simple expedient of having Balboa arrested on trumped-up charges.
A packed tribunal had thereupon done the rest and less than four years after he
had first climbed his famous peak and had shouted his triumphant “There it is!”
the discoverer of the Pacific Ocean had been decapitated as a traitor and an
enemy to the crown.

One often hears it said that republics are ungrateful. Within the domain of
the Canal (as I shall hereafter call it), this statement is not borne out by the
facts. Both Goethals, who did the digging, and Gorgas, who made the digging
possible, were duly honored by the governments they served so faithfully and
so efficiently and at an annual salary which must have horrified all believers in
“private enterprise”. For these sound businessmen regarded the income of a
major of the Medical Corps, U.S.A., and of a colonel of the Engineering Corps,

U.S.A., as mere cigarette money and made no bones about saying as much. I




