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     Even at seven in the morning the tropical sun was a fiery eye portending the heat that  would soon drench this land lying just nine degrees above the equator.  Thankful for the balmy sea breeze, sleepy-eyed passengers crowded the railing of the promenade deck of our 36,000 ton cruise ship as we sliced through the mirror-like surface of the Pacific Ocean lapping at the Bay of Panama.  The mile long Bridge of the Americas marked the entrance for our journey between two of the world’s great oceans.  We were about to experience what many consider to be one of the manmade wonders of the world and possibly the supreme human achievement of all time - the Panama Canal.


     Our odyssey began a week earlier on a sunny February afternoon as our ship, the Royal Viking Sun, glided out of San Francisco harbor under the Golden Gate Bridge amidst the popping of champagne corks and the haunting melody of Tony Bennett’s tribute to the City by the Bay.  The sea road that would take us eventually to Fort Lauderdale some 17 days and 5,000 miles away led us initially down the coast of California to Los Angeles.  A port call in the City of Angels gave passengers an opportunity to see the Getty Museum, the Queen Mary, Howard Hughes’ Spruce Goose, and to exercise their credit cards in the glitzy shops of Rodeo Drive.


     Three relaxing days at sea followed as we cruised the picture-postcard coast of Baja California and the sun-drenched Mexican Riviera calling at the jet set playground of Acapulco.  Sailing further south, we were treated to our first look and feel of Central America arriving in Puerto Caldera, Costa Rica.  But these were all warm up acts for the feature attraction that was about to begin.


     What initially disturbed many of my fellow travelers was the number of cargo ships near the entrance to the canal obviously waiting their turn to begin the transit.  The prospect of waiting for hours under the searing tropical sun was about to send many camera-laden passengers scurrying indoors to the air-conditioned havens of the ship’s public rooms.  Our guest lecturer, however, broadcasting from the ship’s bridge, assured us that the time-honored custom of putting passenger ships at the head of the line (from the days when they carried the mail) of those awaiting transit, is still in practice.  We would begin our trip between the oceans immediately.


     Passing under the steel arches of the Bridge of the Americas we could see off to our right the red-roofed town of Balboa and the barracks of Fort Clayton still housing U.S. troops.  Panama City, where Manuel Noriega was taken into custody during Operation Just Cause, and a string of jungle-clad mountains rising into the clouds tapered off in the distance.


     For the past three days, the ship’s staff and guest lecturers had fueled our excitement over the impending passage with facts, figures, and superlatives that now became reality.  As mind boggling as some of the construction statistics were, they were still woefully inadequate when confronting the finished product.


     The idea of a canal across the Isthmus of Panama had stirred the imaginations of men as far back as the 16th century when the Spanish explorer Balboa hacked his way across the 43-mile neck of land, and western man first glimpsed the Pacific Ocean.  Christopher Columbus, Balboa, and Hernando Cortes each wanted to find a strait through the continent that blocked their way to the East Indies.  They realized that such a waterway would save ships the 8,000 miles required to sail from ocean to ocean by the usual route around the stormy tip of South America.


     During the heyday of Spain’s empire in the New World, a rugged trail through the jungle crossed the isthmus.  Mule trains laden with the gold and silver of the Incas struggled over this trail to Spanish forts on the Caribbean where it was loaded on galleons and transported back to Spain.


     Charles I of Spain ordered the first survey of a proposed canal across the isthmus in 1534.  More than three centuries would pass, however, before the first actual construction would begin.


     As late as the 19th century, the steaming jungles of Panama still ranked among the wildest, least known corners of the world.  The area had been recognized as a pesthole for years with fevers and diseases from which there was no protection and for which there were no cures.  The construction in the 1850’s of a 47 mile railroad linking Colon on the Caribbean coast with Panama City on the Pacific had seen somewhere between 6,000 and 12,000 men die of yellow fever, cholera, malaria, smallpox, and dysentery.


     The French in 1879, under the leadership of Ferdinand de Lesseps, the hero and builder of the Suez Canal, were the first to attempt a canal across the Isthmus of Panama “for the good of humanity”.  Like their supreme effort in the Suez, the canal in Panama was to be a sea level venture rather than one utilizing locks to raise and lower ships between the two oceans.  But the obstacles facing de Lesseps in Panama would be infinitely more difficult than those he encountered in Suez.  The staggering amount of excavation needed (more than three times the excavation at Suez and four times what de Lesseps estimated); the fact that a labor force would have to be imported; and the health and sanitation problems that would claim thousands of lives combined to deal the French a crushing defeat.   Nine years later almost $287 million had been spent, the company was bankrupt, almost 20,000 lives had been lost, de Lesseps and his son were indicted and convicted of misusing funds, and the canal was still a dream.  The jungle had won the first round.


     By the turn of the century, there was tremendous support in the United States for a canal connecting the two oceans.  The dream of Manifest Destiny had been realized, and the U.S. now stretched between the Atlantic and the Pacific.  The outbreak of the Spanish-American War in 1898 pointed to the strategic value of a waterway between the two oceans for U.S. warships.


     Probably the greatest proponent of a canal built and operated by the United States was Theodore Roosevelt.  His presidential stumping and campaigning were instrumental in overcoming the obstacles to construction before the digging phase could even begin.


     What is now Panama was then a colony of Colombia.  In 1903, after enough political intrigue to rival a James Bond film, Panama revolted from Colombia with the promise of protection from the United States.  The new republic hurriedly signed a treaty with the U.S. giving this country control of a 10 mile wide zone across the isthmus in which to build a canal.  The French company sold its properties, equipment, and concessions to the U.S. for $40 million.  French involvement in the project had ended and the French tricolor was sent home.  The American era had begun.


     Between 1904 and 1914, the U.S. spent $352 million in carving a waterway out of one of the world’s most hostile environments.  After several early frustrations, President Roosevelt turned the job over to the U.S. Army and, under the supervision of Lt. Colonel George Washington Goethals, the canal was completed six months ahead of schedule and $23 million under budget.  And during the American phase of construction, the canal was never stained by corruption.  One has to marvel at these statistics today in the land of cost overruns, kickbacks, bribery, and military procurement policies that result in $80 toilet seats and $50 screwdrivers.


     Approximately 262 million cubic yards of dirt were moved, enough to fill a train of rail cars circling the earth four times at the equator.  Construction consumed more than 61 million pounds of dynamite, a greater amount of explosive energy than had been expended in all the nation’s wars until that time.  The price in human life is estimated at 25,000 or 500 lives for every mile of the canal.


     The death toll undoubtedly would have been even more appalling had it not been for the tenacity of a 49-year old white haired Army physician from Alabama named William Gorgas.  The son of a Confederate general, Gorgas and his staff waged a relentless war against yellow fever, malaria, bubonic plague, dysentery, beriberi, food poisoning, smallpox, pneumonia, and snakebite which had made these suffocating jungles a vast graveyard.


     Many of these ghosts seemed to hover around us as a tiny rowboat came alongside our huge cruise liner delivering cables to attach us to the small electric Mitsubishi locomotives, called mules, which would position us in the Miraflores Locks.  The Panama Canal is not a sea level ditch cut across the isthmus as is its older counterpart in the Suez.  The Miraflores, Pedro Miguel, and Gatun Locks are crucial to the canal as ships are floated and raised within them to the next level of the system.


     The 745-ton gates of the Miraflores Locks are operated by 1,500 electric motors manufactured eight decades ago by what was then a small, little known Schenectady company by the name of General Electric.  They are still functioning today.  In 80 years of operation the canal has never closed due to mechanical problems.  I wondered what is being built today that will be able to make a similar claim even 20 years from now.


     As the locks were opened, 26 million gallons of water (enough to supply a major city for a day) rushed into the chamber to raise our vessel 54 feet into Miraflores Lake.  Cruising across this waterway we next entered the Pedro Miguel Locks, a single set of locks where the same procedure would raise us another 31 feet.


     Exiting the chamber, we began our cruise through the Gaillard Cut, one of the most picturesque sections of the crossing.  Named after Major David Gaillard, the army engineer who supervised this portion of the canal’s construction, this stretch of still water is nine miles long and crosses the Continental Divide at an elevation of 312 feet above sea level.  It had been dearly bought.


     Hundreds of workers had been killed in this cut in mudslides, construction accidents, and dynamite explosions.  Observers wrote that the noise level here during the excavation was deafening with as many as 60 steam shovels in operation, 300 rock drills gouging out dynamite holes, and trains hauling away 500 loads of earth each day.  All in the bottom of the cut where temperatures soared to 120 degrees.


     The jungle growth here is as thick as found anywhere in the world, and creeps right down to the banks of the canal.  The shrieking of birds, the chatter of jungle animals, and occasional small alligators, called caimans, sunning on the banks add to the feeling of wilderness that envelops the traveler here.  The hills alongside are also the spot on the Panama Railroad where Chinese workers, hopelessly lost to melancholia, committed suicide en masse.


     By noon, most of the passengers that earlier had crowded the railings to watch the locking procedures and feel the emerald jungle had filed indoors to the air conditioned comfort of the ship’s dining room for lunch.  Huge picture windows allowed the diners the opportunity to enjoy the culinary splendors of Royal Viking Line’s award winning chefs while watching the Americas glide by on either side.  The few of us left on deck waved at the crews of the cargo ships we encountered.  Most stared blankly back at us.  Passengers on transiting cruise ships are the only people who vacation here.  The canal is a place where ships and seafaring men work.  We were definitely a curiosity.


     By mid afternoon, we were steaming across the 23 miles of Gatun Lake.  This vast impoundment of the Chagres River is one of the largest manmade bodies of water on earth.  The lake is kept full by the torrential rains (as much as six inches in a single day) that descend on the Caribbean side of the isthmus.  In addition to providing part of the canal route, Gatun Lake provides the millions of gallons of water necessary for the six locking steps required in transit.


     The tropical sun had lost much of its ferocity by late afternoon when we arrived at the Gatun Locks, a triple set of chambers that would lower us in three stages 85 feet back down to sea level.  After completing the locking procedure we entered the manmade breakwater that created Limon Bay and the ugly port town of Cristobal with its skeletal rail yards and fuel tanks.  The canal pilot we picked up while approaching the Pacific entrance now disembarked on another pilot boat as we sailed into a perfect sunset in the Caribbean Sea.


     Having crossed the 50 miles from the Pacific to the Atlantic in about nine hours, I thought about the weeks and months the passage took before construction of the canal.  Whaling ships out of New Bedford sailed south all the way to the tip of South America enduring the storms and ferocious weather of Tierra del Fuego rounding Cape Horn and up the continent’s west coast before sailing into the vast Pacific in search of the whale.  Many fortune seekers in the great gold rush days of 1849 chose the water route around South America on the way to the gold fields of California.  The war clouds that had been gathering over Europe in 1914 finally exploded on August 3, ironically the same day the first ocean-to-ocean transit of the canal was made.  The war in Europe underscored the strategic importance of the canal and the vision of the project’s early proponents including Theodore Roosevelt whose “big stick” diplomacy decreed that “We must build the Isthmanian Canal, and we must grasp the points of vantage which will enable us to have our say in deciding the destiny of the oceans of the east and west”.  Ships of all nations now move between the two great oceans in a matter of hours.


     The shortened travel time also translates into a sizable savings in money for shipping companies.  The average toll today for a ship’s canal passage is $26,000, roughly a quarter of the cost of the voyage around Cape Horn.  The largest toll on record was $109,653.60 paid by one of the liners of Princess Cruises, while the smallest, 36 cents, was paid by Richard Halliburton who swam the canal in 1928.


     During the remainder of our cruise, the Royal Viking Sun called at the colorful Dutch island of Curacao and at tourist-swamped Ocho Rios, Jamaica before easing into a docking berth in Fort Lauderdale.  For me, however these were only pleasant closing acts.  The real drama, originally enacted 80 years ago by the nameless thousands who toiled and died in a savage place far from their homes, unfolded for us in the space of a few hours.  The actors had completed the largest, most expensive (in terms of dollars and in human life) single construction project in American history up to that point.  In fact, the only remotely comparable federal expenditures up to 1914 had been for the acquisition of new territories.  And the figure for all acquisitions as of that date - the Louisiana Purchase, Florida, California and New Mexico, the Gadsden Purchase, Alaska, and the Philippines - was only about one fifth of what was spent on the canal.


     Royal Viking Line gave each passenger a beautiful scroll commemorating our passage over the “bridge of water” between the world’s two greatest oceans.  But the memories and mental images we brought back will remain vivid long after our scrolls have faded to yellow.
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