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Introduction


As I crossed Guatemala’s largest lake and approached the village of Izabal, it was almost impossible to imagine that this loose collection of cinder-block houses and scattered huts was once the chief port of entry to nineteenth-century Central America. The walled army garrison that stood watch on the brow of the hill was now a tumble of stones, the main plaza an exhausted soccer field, and the tombs and markers of the port’s cemetery were overgrown and buried.

I had come to the village to see for myself the place where two men came ashore in 1839 and altered the world’s understanding of human history. In some ways, John Lloyd Stephens and Frederick Catherwood were a mismatch, an unlikely pair for such a revolutionary journey. One was a red-bearded, gregarious New York lawyer; the other a tight-lipped, clean-shaven English architect and businessman. But their earlier, separate travels through the ancient ruins of Greece, Palestine, and Egypt had prepared them for the unusual archaeological foray they were about to undertake. And their brilliant, perfectly matched skills—Stephens with words and Catherwood with illustrations—made them ideal candidates to record and make sense of their impending discoveries.

I had picked the same week in the year they had landed 170 years earlier. It was near the end of the rainy season, and I wilted under the same kind of oppressive, stifling heat they had described. If time had long passed the town of Izabal by—Guatemala’s major Caribbean port was now a hundred miles to the northeast—the surrounding landscape had not changed. The mountain ridge backing the town remained a barrier to the interior, its rain-soaked slopes still coated with dense jungle. As they had for generations, the local people, many occupying palm-thatched huts, still lived close to the earth, nurtured by subsistence tropical agriculture and fish from the lake.

Stephens and Catherwood would lead me on a 1,500-mile chase through the mountains and jungles of Guatemala, Honduras, and Mexico. Where they had traveled on the backs of mules, I would follow in my own primitive beast, a mottled blue 1985 Toyota Corolla sans radio and air-conditioning. Where they complained of problems with muleteers and fretted over the health of their animals, I, driving alone down rutted, bone-cracking gravel and mud jungle roads, envisioned the team of workers on a Japanese assembly line tightening the bolts on my Toyota twenty years earlier and prayed they had done a good job.

For all the rough similarities between our journeys through Central America, I had arrived at Izabal in a world already changed by Stephens and Catherwood’s discoveries. The two men fought their way through the thickest of jungles—often only to discover incomprehensible piles of carved stones and mysterious, seemingly inchoate structures. I, on the other hand, would arrive at fully excavated and restored archaeological sites filled with magnificent pyramids, temples, and palaces, sites whose art and hieroglyphics reveal a civilization of extraordinary sophistication and complexity. And while I knew what drove me on my journey—an overpowering desire to learn who these two men were and how they survived against seemingly impossible odds—I did not yet understand the insatiable yearning that drove them to undertake such a crazed and dangerous mission.

Nor did I comprehend the world they had brought with them, carried in their heads. When they arrived, Charles Darwin was still twenty years from publishing On the Origin of Species. In the West, the Bible was still the basic template of history, and most Christians believed the world was less than six thousand years old. The natives found populating the “New World” when Columbus and his European successors showed up were considered unrefined savages: sparse and scattered Indian tribes who had never more than scratched out a bare subsistence from the land; idol worshippers who performed bloody human sacrifice atop stone mounds.

After 1839, this worldview, the notion that the Americas had always been a land occupied by primitive, inferior people, would change forever. And so would the assumption that writing, mathematics, astronomy, art, monumental architecture—civilization itself—was only possible through so-called “diffusion” from within one part of the “Old World” to another, and from the civilized “Old World” to the uncivilized “New.” Stephens and Catherwood’s historic journey radically altered our understanding of human evolution. In their wake, it became possible to comprehend civilization as an inherent trait of human cultural progress, perhaps coded into our genes; a characteristic that allows advanced societies to grow out of primitive ones, organically, separately, and without contact, as occurred in Central America and the Western Hemisphere, which were isolated from the rest of the world for more than fifteen thousand years. And, just as with the Old World’s ancient civilizations, they can collapse, too, leaving behind only remnants of their previous splendor.

Stephens and Catherwood plunged headlong into a region racked by civil war. They endured relentless bouts of tropical fever, close calls, and physical hardships, and emerged to publish two bestsellers: the first works of American archaeology, so enchantingly written and illustrated that they have become classics and remain in print today. In 1839, they found the remains of what would come to be known as the Maya civilization. More than discovering them, they made sense of them, reaching conclusions that defied the conventional thinking of their time and initiated a century and a half of excavations and investigations, which continue today. After publication of their books, the mysterious stone ruins in Central America, the vast, sophisticated road network of the Inca in South America, and the monuments and temples of the Aztecs could no longer be viewed as vestiges of the Lost Tribes of Israel, the ancient seafaring Phoenicians, or the survivors of lost Atlantis. They were understood to be solely indigenous in origin, the products of the imagination, intelligence, and creativity of Native Americans.

Jungle of Stone tells of the harrowing journey that led to these discoveries and the two extraordinary men who made it. The book weaves their little-known biographies through the narrative of their expeditions and their significant achievements afterward. Stephens would best the British Empire twice, and his successes personified the spirit of America on the rise in the nineteenth century.

The book is the first text to combine the history of prior explorations, the circumstances and context of their discoveries, and their sudden and unexpected race with the British to be the first to show the world the art and architectural wonders of the Maya. Catherwood’s illustrations, drawn “on the spot,” are the first accurate, strikingly detailed representations of this lost world from a time before photography.

Even in a great age of exploration that would later reveal the source of the Nile in Central Africa and Machu Picchu in Peru, send expeditions to the north and south poles, Stephens and Catherwood stand apart. Known among archaeologists today as the originators of Maya studies, they accomplished much more. Like Darwin to come, they broke through dogmatic constructions of the past and helped lay the foundation for a new science of archaeology. They captured the romance, mystery, and exhilaration of discovery with a vividness and intensity that inspired the explorers of the future. And they opened to the world a realm of artistic and cultural riches of an ancient American Indian civilization whose remains stagger the imagination, draw millions of visitors every year—and still have much to teach us.
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When Christopher Columbus and his European successors began arriving in the so-called New World in the late fifteenth century, several advanced societies populated the Western Hemisphere. Hernán Cortés and his Spanish conquistadors marveled especially at the sophistication of the Aztec’s capital Tenochtitlan, now buried under present-day Mexico City. But they were less interested in archeological discovery than gold, and more concerned with subjugating the native populations, imposing “civilized” Christianity on their pagan practices, pulling down their temples to construct new cities, and putting the Indians to work for the Spanish overlords. What sophistication and social refinements they had found in Mexico and Peru, they also kept closely to themselves as they jealously closed off Spanish America from the rest of the world for nearly three centuries.

At the time of the Spanish Conquest, the Aztecs dominated central Mexico and the Inca administered a sprawling empire from their home based in the Peruvian Andes. The highly evolved civilization of the Maya, however, had ceased to exist. It was already ancient history. Their civilization was as distant historically from the Aztecs and the Inca as those two empires are from us today. The remains of the Maya’s once-dazzling, densely populated cities lay overgrown in the jungle. The lords of the cities, the scribes and astronomers, architects and artists, tradesmen, soldiers, and merchants had mysteriously disappeared. Yet if the Aztecs—geographically separated from the Maya heartland by only hundreds of miles—even knew of the Maya ruins, they had little or no historical understanding of who these ancient Maya were. They were unable to read the thousand-year written history that the Maya left behind, carved in hieroglyphs on their fallen monuments.

At the zenith of their achievements, during a six-hundred-year period lasting through the tenth century A.D., the Maya were in a class of their own in the Americas. Even as archaeologists continue finding traces of long-ago Native American cultures, some predating the Maya, none has compared to the political complexity and artistry, the writing, mathematical and astronomical skills, the architectural acumen, and sheer longevity of the Classic-era Maya. During their civilization’s long run, the Maya built more than forty important city-states, and it is estimated that as many as ten million Maya inhabited the Yucatán Peninsula and lowland tropical forests of what is now Guatemala, Mexico, Honduras, and El Salvador. By comparison, today in a region of Guatemala known as El Petén, the Maya’s ancient heartland, the population barely exceeds half a million inhabitants.

The Maya civilization was by any measure an exceptionally long and sustainable one. Arriving in the Pacific coast and highlands of Guatemala and spreading north to lowland tropical marshes as early as 1,500 B.C., the Maya developed more and more complex agricultural communities over the next millennium with harvests of manioc, beans, squash, and, most important of all, corn. By the time of the flowering of classical Greece (400 B.C.), the Maya were already constructing pyramids and temples around central plazas. Within a few hundred years the structures took on a scale that required millions of man-hours of labor, and technical and organizational expertise. Without the benefit of metal tools or the wheel, they quarried thousand-pound stone blocks and constructed pyramids that rose above the jungle canopy.

Timeline of Early Civilizations
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Over the next millennium dozens of city-states evolved, each governed by powerful lords, some with populations larger than any city in Europe at the time, and connected by long roadlike causeways of crushed limestone. Though ruled by separate royal dynasties often warring among themselves, the Maya nonetheless developed a cohesive, unified cosmology, an array of common gods, a creation story, and a shared artistic and architectural vision. They created stucco and stone monuments and bas-reliefs, sculpting figures and hieroglyphs with refined artistic skill. They coated their temples in brilliant, showy colors, decorated their palaces with stone mosaics, and painted vivid storytelling murals. They studied the night sky from astronomical observatories, created one of the world’s most complicated set of interlocking calendars, worked out great cycles of time mathematically—in the process inventing the concept of “zero”—and recorded their history with the only true writing system in the Americas, which allowed them to transcribe anything they could say.

Then it all came to an end. The great Maya civilization—one of the most complex and advanced in the ancient world—dissolved and the tropical forests reclaimed their accomplishments, leaving a hidden jungle of stones that one day two explorers would bring to the world’s attention, and begin the process of unraveling the Maya’s amazing, improbable story.
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Prologue


John Lloyd Stephens was exhausted. It was April 1852 and he was in his second year as president of one of the most brazen undertakings of the age: construction of a railroad across the narrow, vicious, almost impenetrable Isthmus of Panama. It had been the dream of explorers and traders for centuries to find or build a link connecting the world’s two great oceans. Canal propositions had come and gone. They cost too much; the technology was not yet there. But now the timing seemed right. By midcentury, pressure to slice through the Western Hemisphere somewhere in Central America, if not by canal then by rail, had reached a breaking point. There was a stampede for gold in the California Sierras. It was the era of steamships, railroads, and the telegraph, an age compressing time and space. Technologically almost anything seemed possible.

Early in April, weakened by overwork, his liver ravaged by chronic bouts of malaria, Stephens could no longer continue. His iron road was already years behind schedule. Unlike his well-heeled business partners living comfortably in New York, Stephens had spent most of the previous three years in Panama. Though not physically imposing, he possessed a steely constitution that had fought off every corporeal abuse imaginable during travels across the most disease-ridden regions of the planet. And he was intimately familiar with the treachery of Central America’s mountains and jungles. But the rain forest of Panama was different. It was dark and sadistic, more opaque and unforgiving than anything he had known.

From the beginning almost everything had gone wrong. Instead of starting the railroad from the center of the isthmus, as first planned, where the ground was higher, drier, and more favorable, they were forced to start from an island in the mangrove swamps of the Caribbean coast. From there they had to hack their way inch by inch through the jungle toward the Pacific. The men waded up to their chests through waters infested with crocodiles and poisonous snakes. Where the swamps ended, the quicksand and mud began. The swarms of disease-laden mosquitoes were so thick they darkened the sky. And the volume of rain that fell, broken only by intervals of unbearable sun, seemed beyond human comprehension.1

Sometimes it seemed like only sickness and death. Malaria and other tropical diseases, lumped together under the dreaded catchall known as Chagres fever, took a devastating toll. At times it was impossible to keep the workforce up. There had been more than one mutiny. Entire work crews perished or the men became so sick they could no longer carry on, their health damaged for the remainder of their lives. Some went mad. Others ran off to the gold fields in California or paid for passage home at their own expense just to get out. Later, in mid-1852, cholera would again sweep the isthmus, and within weeks leave hundreds of new dead in its wake.

The iron tracks stretched twenty miles through filled-in swamps and on good days it seemed like the whole crazy idea might work. But only a few months before, the money began to run out. More and more Stephens felt he was carrying the whole enterprise on his back. In letters to friends, he had predicted that by 1852 the railroad would have breached the continental divide and would be closing in on Panama City and the Pacific Ocean. The entire distance, after all, was less than fifty miles. Then, gradually, he stopped making any more predictions. Three years of hardship and labor, sickness and death, and they had not yet crossed halfway. The Chagres River, the most formidable obstacle, a river that in the rainy season raged like the wrath of God, remained to be crossed, and the summit dividing the Atlantic and Pacific watersheds still loomed miles away.

Stephens rarely complained, but he started hinting darkly that he hoped to live long enough to see the hemisphere’s first transcontinental train run sea to sea. At the age of forty-six, his body was breaking down. He had crossed and recrossed the isthmus so many times, he had lost count. The rainy season would soon be upon them and the work would slow to a crawl. It was time to go home.

There is no record of the exact state of his health when he boarded the steamer for New York, but not long before he left, he wrote his father a confession: “I am growing old and wearing out with hard knocks and hard service, but it is not worthwhile to put upon you the labors and anxieties and responsibilities which I must continue to bear.”2 He would see his father soon, he said.

The railroad—a railroad across Panama—would happen, of that he was certain. He had faced incredible hardships and obstacles before and had triumphed. He was a visionary and Central America had never defeated him. He had seen things in its jungles few men had ever seen, made astonishing discoveries, and brought back stories almost impossible to believe, accounts that had changed the world’s view of human history—and made him rich and famous.

And—for a time—he had basked in the acclaim.

He believed, now, in a new dream—a very American dream—and that when the rainy season ended, nothing could stop him from returning to Panama to finish the work he had started.





PART ONE

Expedition
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View of Manhattan in 1851.





1

South, 1839


Thirteen years earlier, before dawn, Stephens stepped aboard a British brig to embark on the boldest, most extraordinary journey of his life. In the early morning as the tide began to ebb along the docks on New York’s Hudson River, the Mary Ann, her sails slack in the dead air, slipped from her moorings. “The streets and wharves were still,” wrote Stephens, “the Battery was desolate, and, at the moment of leaving it on a voyage of uncertain duration, seemed more beautiful than I had ever known it before.”1 It was the third day of October 1839.

The ship rode the outgoing tide around Castle Garden, a onetime fortress in the waters just off the Battery, and then swung slowly around Governors Island in the company of a large whaler bound for the Pacific. With Stephens aboard the Mary Ann was a single fellow passenger, an English artist and architect named Frederick Catherwood. Stephens was about to turn thirty-four and Catherwood, taller and leaner than his companion, was six years older. They made an odd pair, opposites in many ways, but were friends, and now by written agreement, working colleagues. Stephens, a lawyer, had drafted their unusual contract himself.

Several friends accompanied them as far as the Narrows, at the bottom of Brooklyn, where they said their farewells and disembarked, followed an hour later by the harbor pilot. Now alone with only the Mary Ann’s captain and small crew, Stephens and Catherwood waited for the wind. After a time the sails began to fill and slowly pointed the two-masted transport east toward the Atlantic. Finally they rounded Sandy Hook and the two men watched the New Jersey highlands drop with the sun below the western horizon. The next morning they were well at sea.

They were headed south for the Gulf of Honduras. At the time, the Honduran gulf was unknown to most North Americans. U.S. trade routes to the south focused chiefly on the islands of the Caribbean: the West Indies, Cuba, and Jamaica, all well east of the gulf. The sea routes continued south through the Caribbean, skirted the eastern hump of South America, then dropped down around the southern tip of the continent at Cape Horn and into the Pacific.

The Gulf of Honduras, a blunt triangle of water that cut into the side of Central America just south of Mexico, lay removed from U.S. sea-lanes for good reason. More than three hundred years earlier, in 1502, not long after Columbus crossed its water on his final voyage to the New World, a great curtain was drawn from Mexico south around the landmass of Central and South America. The conquistadors who followed Columbus and their rulers in Spain had closed off Spanish America from the rest of the world.2 It was not until the political upheavals in Europe at the turn of the nineteenth century that the situation began to change. The French Revolution and rise of Napoleon Bonaparte set in motion the dissolution of the Spanish Empire. One by one, Spain’s American colonies broke free from Spain and the curtain began to lift. And the mysterious lands to the south, shut off for so many years to North Americans, finally began to open.

While U.S. traders were slow to exploit the opening, their rivals, the British, always pushing the boundaries of their own empire, had already secured a foothold along one side of the Honduran gulf. They had carved a niche into the edge of the Yucatán Peninsula, where they had established a colony called Belize. The English settlement lay sheltered behind a long string of coral reefs and small islands that for hundreds of years had protected British buccaneers who preyed on Spanish galleons sailing back and forth between Central America and Spain.

Just to the south of Belize, the triangular gulf narrows to a point at the base of the Yucatán Peninsula where a river named Río Dulce (Sweet River) had funneled most of Spain’s trade into and out of Central America. Stephens and Catherwood were headed to that point, then inland to their ultimate destination: Guatemala City, the former capital of Spain’s Central American colonies. Stephens’s mission had been set out for him by U.S. secretary of state John Forsyth. As chargé d’affaires and confidential agent appointed by President Martin Van Buren, he was directed to meet the leaders of the recently formed United Provinces of Central America and conclude a trade agreement.3 There was, however, one problem. The two men were landing in a region lacerated by civil war, and the odds that Stephens would be able to complete his diplomatic assignment were uncertain at best.

But he and Catherwood were on another mission as well, one they had carefully planned months before Stephens unexpectedly and fortuitously landed his presidential appointment. They had read vague reports of intricately sculpted stones buried within the Central American jungle. And the accounts had aroused in them suspicions and hopes that these remains might be more than random scattered stones—something perhaps more sophisticated, signs possibly of a hidden unknown world. So, after Stephens settled his official duties—successfully or not—the two men were determined to cut a path into the jungle and see for themselves what they could find.

[image: images]

It is unclear exactly when or where Stephens and Catherwood first met.

Neither man left an account of the meeting, nor do we have a description of the encounter by any of their contemporaries. It has been long assumed that the meeting took place in London in the summer of 1836, three years before they boarded the Mary Ann.4 Catherwood had been working in London, and Stephens passed through the city on his way home to New York after traveling for two years through Europe, Egypt, and the Near East. While visiting Jerusalem earlier that year, he came across a tourist map of the holy city that had been drawn up and published by Catherwood—his first encounter with the artist, if by name only. In London that summer, adventurers like Stephens and Catherwood made up a small society, and it’s logical to conclude they crossed paths. But recently discovered ship manifests show Catherwood had left London to move with his family in New York before Stephens arrived in the English capital.5 Most likely, they met in New York City later that year or the next. Again, their interests would have made such a meeting almost inevitable given New York’s small but growing circle of artists and intellectuals. (New York’s population was less than a quarter that of London.) And indeed the two men had had remarkably similar adventures. Each had covered the same rough ground of the Middle East, explored many of the same ancient historical sites—Catherwood preceding Stephens by nearly a decade—and they had both survived the region’s often hostile political and natural environment. It was as if both men, following parallel tracks for years, were destined to be drawn together.

As a youth Catherwood apprenticed with an architect-surveyor in London, then continued his studies in Rome and Greece before landing in Cairo in 1824. He arrived in the same year that Jean-François Champollion announced to the world that he had cracked the ancient Egyptian hieroglyphic code with the help of the Rosetta Stone. Europe was in the grip of an Egyptian “craze,” and over the next decade Catherwood took part in two expeditions on the Nile surveying and illustrating pyramids and temples. He became conversant in Arabic, wore a turban, and at times risked his life dressing as a native to gain entrance to forbidden Muslim holy sites in order to record them.6

Stephens, too, had put on the costume of a Cairo merchant, a disguise that helped him cross the Sinai desert unmolested to one of the most dangerous historical sites in the region, the ancient stone city of Petra, located in a rock canyon in what is now southern Jordan. Petra was sealed off from the outside world and guarded by wild Bedouin tribesmen—a destination as far removed from Stephens’s comfortable life as a New York lawyer as he could find.

Whatever the circumstances of their first meeting, something had taken hold of both men in the desert. Neither was exactly reckless. In fact in many ways they were conventional men. Catherwood was a professional architect, married, a father of three, conscientious about supporting his family. Stephens practiced law, owned property, and had dabbled in politics for nearly a decade before leaving for Europe and the Middle East. Yet something viral—an almost pathological compulsion to push to the edge, to test the limits—had infected both men in the desert, and neither man seemed able to shake it. The adrenaline had never quite worn off. The comforts of New York seemed unwarranted; something was missing from their lives. Then after three years in the city, they read the tantalizing references to mysterious carved monuments and ruins of stone buildings found in the jungles of Central America—along with windy speculations about what the discoveries meant. Could these possibly be remains of an old civilization lost and buried under the jungle—unlike the Egyptian ruins they had witnessed lying open on the desert sands? It seemed too much to hope for, but the thought was intoxicating. The old cravings flooded back, the hunger for adventure, the quest, the whiff of danger—insatiable curiosity.

Still, there were mundane matters to be settled first.

In 1836, when Catherwood moved his family to New York, he quickly found work as an architect. But within a year he embarked on construction of a cavernous “panorama” exhibition hall to show his huge canvases of the Middle East. The enterprise took off instantly and drew in healthy profits.

Stephens, meanwhile, was coming off two phenomenal publishing coups. He had never drafted anything more exciting than law briefs and contracts, but on his return from Europe he decided to try his hand at writing up his European and Middle Eastern adventures. He turned out to be a gifted storyteller. His first book, Incidents of Travel in Egypt, Arabia Petraea, and the Holy Land, was a runaway bestseller.7 According to John R. Bartlett, an Astor Place bookseller, “No book awakened a deeper interest in New York.” The book was so successful Stephens immediately followed with a second work, an account of his travels through Greece, Turkey, Russia, and Poland.

In the span of two years he managed to turn out two incredibly popular and critically acclaimed works totaling nearly a thousand pages, containing some of most refreshing prose of his time. He had left the law far behind and was primed for another adventure—and another book. He also understood that if he could work Catherwood’s artistry into it, the next book might be even more successful. The two men began plotting their escape to Central America, then, unexpectedly, the U.S. attaché to the region died, followed by the sudden death of his replacement, and fate appeared to seal the matter. Drawing on old Democratic Party connections, Stephens won the diplomatic assignment from President Van Buren.

A long journey south was not so easy for Catherwood, who had a family and a new business to look after. So Stephens, flush with book royalties, made him an offer. Under a “memorandum of agreement” signed by both men on September 9, 1839, Catherwood was to accompany Stephens to Central America and remain with him until Stephens finished his official duties for the U.S. government, at which time the two of them would be free to travel to “ruined cities, places, scenes and monuments.”8 Catherwood would make drawings for the “sole use and benefit” of Stephens. In exchange, Stephens agreed to pay all of Catherwood’s expenses during their journey and $1,500—a significant sum at the time—deducting $25 a week that would be paid to Mrs. Catherwood during his absence.9 Catherwood put the operation of his panorama hall into the hands of a business partner.

It is difficult to know how much the agreement, with its spelled-out contractual language, reflected a lack of familiarity and trust between the two men or something else, something more formal, more typically nineteenth century. Certainly, Catherwood had his family to look out for, and Stephens was still a lawyer, with a lawyer’s mind and a lawyer’s appreciation for the value of contracts. Yet the two men would reveal so little about their personal relationship over the coming years that it remains an enduring mystery despite their famously public travels together. In the more than 1,800 pages of storytelling and illustrations that were to pour forth from their future adventures, Stephens never once described Catherwood. In fact no image of Catherwood, no drawing or daguerreotype of him, has ever been found.10 And he remained “Mr. Catherwood” or “Mr. C” throughout Stephens’s writings, even if the “Mr.” was sometimes dropped in Stephens’s letters. But this was also the advent of the Victorian era, when two men’s restraint and decorum toward one another, at least publicly, would have been expected. In this regard, the outward formality between the two was not much different than that of other famous traveling partners of the time: Meriwether Lewis and William Clark, or Alexis de Tocqueville and Gustave de Beaumont, or Alexander von Humboldt and Aimé Bonpland.

In addition, the Mr. Catherwood indirectly revealed in Stephens’s writing is taciturn by nature, droll in his sense of humor, a man of deep reserve, a perfectionist. In part, his training as an architect and especially as an artist—the observer who trafficked in images—may have made him stand back and let the voluble, gregarious Stephens hold the stage. If they were opposites in personality, there was no question about their loyalty and respect for one another, which would surface again and again over the next thirteen years of their partnership and close friendship. They loved history, shared a compulsive interest in antiquities, and possessed a physical courage and doggedness of such staggering scope that it would see them through the greatest hardships that lay ahead.
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It was an especially precarious time to sail south. The hurricane season was not yet over. Ship captains and their passengers had none of today’s weather forecasting and sailed into Caribbean waters in the late summer and early autumn on courage and blind faith, aware of the great dangers they faced. But within eight days the Mary Ann was moving easily between Cuba and Hispaniola. Then they were hit by a tropical storm. The little brig headed straight west into the Gulf of Honduras through a torturous eighteen days of rain, wind, and pounding seas before drawing into the protected harbor at Belize just as the last of the storm abated.

The scruffy frontier town rose from aquamarine waters as a flat mile-long white line against the dark green backdrop of coconut palms and jungle. The night before, a teenager, the son of one of the harbor pilots, came aboard to steer them safely through the jagged coral reefs. The Mary Ann came to anchor next to several rafts loaded with mahogany logs, the colony’s chief export. A dozen ships, brigs and schooners, lay at anchor, along with one old steamboat. The coastal settlement, clinging to the edge of the great Yucatán Peninsula, was more like an island than a country. It had evolved from its pirate days into the major trading post for disbursal of European goods headed for the Honduran, Guatemalan, and Moskito coasts and then inland to the Central American states. But its warehouses, residences, and six thousand inhabitants were isolated from the interior by dense, virtually impassable jungle. A river bisected the town. Referred to as simply “Old River,” it was the only way inland, its source so deep within the rain forests it remained a mystery.

Many of the streets were ankle-deep in mud from the downpours that had just swept in from the sea. Some of the houses were elevated on pilings and surrounded by open verandas to catch any wisp of air that might alleviate the damp, crushing afternoon heat. Wood planks served as sidewalks, crowded round with tropical flowers and palms. A wooden bridge over the river connected the two ends of town. At the southern end was a tidy complex of white clapboard public buildings—the residence of Her Majesty’s Superintendent, the courthouse, offices, a hospital, jail, and free school. In the middle sat a stone church complete with tall spire as if transplanted straight from the English countryside.

As Stephens was to record, he was stunned at his reception on landing, unfamiliar with the exalted formalities and perquisites that came with his new diplomatic office. He was immediately invited to Government House to meet with the settlement’s superintendent, Colonel Alexander MacDonald. Then, while arranging for passage down the coast to Guatemala on the old steamboat in the harbor, he found the agent willing to delay the steamer’s departure for several extra days to allow Stephens more time in Belize. “Used to submitting to the despotic regulations of steamboat agents at home,” Stephens wrote, “this seemed a higher honor than the invitation of his Excellency; but, not wishing to push my fortune too far, I asked for a delay of one day only.”

In another contrast with home, slavery had been banned in all of Britain’s colonies five years before, but it quickly became clear to Stephens that slavery had never really taken hold in Belize, where two-thirds of the population was black and most whites were descendants of shipwrecked or retired English pirates. He marveled at the mixture of the races. “Before I had been an hour in Belize,” he wrote, “I learned that the great work of practical amalgamation, the subject of so much controversy at home, had been going on quietly for generations.” He described his first meal, breakfast at the table of a merchant and his wife with two British army officers and two men Stephens identified as well-dressed, well-educated mulattos. “They talked of their mahogany works, of England, hunting, horses, ladies, and wine.”

Stephens was a New Yorker, a northerner, but his grandfather on his mother’s side, Judge John Lloyd, had been a slaveholder in New Jersey until his death in the 1820s.11 Thus Stephens, growing up in a close-knit family, was familiar with the institution of slavery firsthand. In his writings, he never commented on his childhood experience, but it is clear where his sympathies lay from his reaction to what he witnessed in Belize. He barely disguises his delight at shocking some of his American readers with descriptions of the equality among the races. During a visit to the colony’s law court, for example, he was invited to take one of the judges’ vacant seats. Of the five sitting judges, one was a mulatto, as were two of the jurors. The judge sitting next to him said he was aware of the racial feelings in the United States, but in Belize, he said, “there was, in political life, no distinction whatever, except on the ground of qualification and character, and hardly any in social life, even in contracting marriage.”

Stephens was also clearly amused by another Belize custom he knew would provoke his later readers, or at least a select group with whom he was intimately familiar. There was not a single lawyer in the place, there never had been, and the court got along fine without them, he wrote. None of the judges had legal backgrounds, either, even though they heard civil disputes involving large commercial transactions. One judge was a mahogany cutter, two were merchants, and the mulatto judge was a doctor.

Stephens and Catherwood were given a full tour of the settlement by the fifth judge, Patrick Walker, secretary of the colony. He also arranged for a boat excursion up Old River and into the jungle. Stephens felt immediately drawn into the mystery of the dense forest, which closed over the river and blotted out the sun. “We were in as perfect a solitude as if removed thousands of miles from human habitation,” he wrote. But the river was in full flood and the rowers were struggling against the current, so the boating party turned back.

When they finally arrived at Government House, the settlement’s superintendent, Colonel MacDonald, made a deep impression on Stephens. He was, according to Stephens, “one of a race fast passing away.” He had entered the British army as a young officer at eighteen, served for years in the Spanish campaign, and later commanded a regiment at Waterloo, receiving battlefield honors from the king of England and the czar of Russia. Conversing with the six-foot-tall MacDonald, a man of rigid military bearing, “was like reading a page of history,” Stephens wrote.

The colonel greeted Stephens and Catherwood warmly and had assembled a dinner gathering of local officeholders and military men. While Stephens was clearly taken in by MacDonald’s graciousness, he was under orders not to discuss his official diplomatic assignments, in particular the negotiations over a trade pact with the new Central American republic. But he and Catherwood seemed to mesmerize the colonel with talk about their plans to search for traces of an old civilization buried in the forests of Honduras, Guatemala, and Mexico. Catherwood, they explained, would use his surveying and artistic skills to record what, if anything, they found.

The afternoon of their departure, MacDonald arranged another dinner. There were toasts to Queen Victoria and President Van Buren. Then another round, and another. When it was all over, the colonel walked Stephens arm in arm down the sweeping lawn of Government House to the water’s edge, where a launch waited to take them out to the steamboat belching black smoke in the harbor. MacDonald turned to Stephens and warned him a second time about the political turmoil and bloody disturbances then under way in Central America. If he should find himself in danger, he said, Stephens was to assemble the Americans and Europeans in Guatemala City, hang out the flag, and send word for him. Stephens well knew of the dangers ahead and found the offer reassuring. “I knew these were not just words of courtesy,” he wrote, “and, in the state of the country to which I was going, felt the value of such a friend at hand.”

The moment was a magnificent one and quite unlike their quiet, almost surreptitious departure from New York. As Stephens and Catherwood crossed the bay in the launch they were accompanied by the boom of a thirteen-cannon salute. Flags were run up at Government House, the fort, and courthouse. The whole scene was a classic display of British imperialism—the perfectly ordered outpost of civilization set against the wild, dark, barely suppressed jungle. It would be a final moment of comfort and security both men could recall in their days ahead.
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North and Central America: stars mark New York Harbor and Belize City.

“I had visited many cities,” Stephens wrote, “but it was the first time that flags and cannon announced to the world that I was going away. I was a novice, but I endeavored to behave as if I had been brought up to it; and to tell the truth, my heart beat, and I felt proud; for these were honors paid to my country, and not to me.”

Aboard the Vera Paz, the baggage was stowed and Stephens settled into his cabin. That evening they took tea on deck. When the captain came to them at ten o’clock asking for his orders, Stephens said he began to understand why men accepted the responsibilities of official appointments. “I have had my aspirations, but never expected to be able to dictate to the captain of a steamboat. Nevertheless, again as coolly as if I had been brought up to it, I designated the places I wished to visit, and retired.”
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Stephens’s and Catherwood’s free talk about their plans to hunt down old ruins, meanwhile, had not been lost on Colonel MacDonald. Back at Government House, he set immediately to work. He summoned Patrick Walker and an army lieutenant named John Herbert Caddy, a royal artillery officer stationed at the settlement. They were ordered to assemble an expedition and prepare to go up Old River, deep into the jungle of the Petén and across Yucatán Peninsula to a Mexican town called Santo Domingo de Palenque. There they were to conduct a thorough survey of the remains of old ruins whose existence had undoubtedly come up in the dinner conversation with Stephens and Catherwood. Lieutenant Caddy was a talented artist whose off-hours sketches of local scenes had earlier drawn MacDonald’s attention. Employing his artistic gifts and his training as a military engineer, Caddy was to make a visual record and a survey map of whatever they found at Palenque. Walker, whose list of offices and duties now included one more, was to lead the expedition with Caddy and draft the official written report.

MacDonald made clear the mission was an urgent one despite the fact that Stephens and Catherwood were headed off in the opposite direction, south toward Guatemala and Honduras. There was to be no delay even though the rainy season was still upon them and the river was running high, swollen with treacherous logs and other debris. The strong current would work against them for more than a hundred miles but the two men accepted their orders without demurrer.

Within two weeks, provisioned with barrels of flour, rum and pork, medicines, and other essentials, Walker and Caddy stood ready with twenty-seven men and two long dugout canoes called “pitpans.” In his haste to get the expedition off, however, MacDonald would make a serious mistake that he would later come to regret.
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Upriver


Leaving Belize for Guatemala, the Vera Paz steamed south along the Yucatán coast and then cut diagonally across a scalloped bay formed by the long, crooked finger of the Manabique Peninsula. A low wall of dark verdant hills rose slowly before them. In the distance white puffs of surf burst up before the blue-green backdrop, the spray vaporizing and mingling with the mist rising from the jungle. The heavy air pressed in around them. Inside the surf line, patches of sand marked the edge of a region so thick with mountains, rain forest, and swamps that few white men had ever passed through it. One of them was Hernán Cortés, the great conquistador himself, who, after his conquest of Mexico in the early 1500s, and slightly crazed by his success, set out overland with a small army for Honduras, intent on disciplining a rebellious subordinate. He had no idea what lay before him. He and his men left the civilized highlands of central Mexico with a large entourage and anticipated quick passage southeast across the Yucatán Peninsula. Six months later, stunned, exhausted, many of his men emaciated or dead from hunger and disease, most of their horses gone, Cortés emerged from the malignant horror of the Petén wilderness, finally hacking his way through the deep jungle to the same coast where the Vera Paz was now headed.

This was an edge of a land where few humans, let alone white men, had planted a foothold against the raw force of nature. As Stephens and Catherwood approached the shore, a mass of tangled vegetation loomed. There seemed no way in. Then an opening finally appeared in what had seemed a solid wall of green, and they could make out the banks of a river. The Vera Paz crossed the bar and swung into the channel. High along the right bank a group of huts came into view, where Stephens briefly considered stopping. The settlement of Carib Indians and West Indian blacks barely clung to the skirt of the shoreline yet it held a key position as one of the only river entry ports to Central America. The ambitious cluster of houses bore the name of Livingston. Oddly enough, it had been named in honor of a former New York mayor and U.S. secretary of state, Edward Livingston. Among Livingston’s varied accomplishments, he had streamlined the civil, criminal, and penal codes of Louisiana, and these reforms were now being copied and imposed by the Central American government on its peasant population—over its violent protest.
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Catherwood’s illustration of Río Dulce.
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Photo of present-day Río Dulce. (Carlsen)

Stephens instructed the captain to move in closer to the embankment. The inhabitants, listless in the afternoon heat, gazed down from their palm-thatched huts set among groves of plantain and coconut trees. But it was already four o’clock, too late to stop if they hoped to reach inland anchorage by sunset. So the steamer swung again into the center of the river.

Ahead, a rampart loomed above them with a vertical cut that drew the Vera Paz slowly into a twisting, watery gorge of overwhelming beauty. Sheer walls of foliage rose hundreds of feet above them on each side, tropical plants sprouting from every crevice of the limestone cliffs. From the canopy of trees high above, lianas drooped to the river surface, and a profusion of bromeliads and orchids covered the tree limbs and vines. The air was delicious with fragrance. Another turn through the serpentine passage and they were enclosed again by the jungle walls. In the shadowed darkness they could see no entry and no exit—the passage had closed behind them—and they feared the boat might drive in among the encircling vegetation.

Belize had been mere prologue. Here enveloping them was claustrophobic, delirious jungle they could reach out and touch, a narrow tropical fjord magnificent and enervating in the same moment. They had heard about this river, heard about its overpowering beauty. How was it possible this was the entrance through which much of the commerce of Central America flowed?

Sparkling clear water drawn down from the Guatemalan cloud forests flowed beneath them to the sea. There was a brief choking odor of sulfur from hot springs that boiled up along the river’s edge. As they passed on, the late afternoon air became oppressive, saturated with wet, smothering heat, yet the deep shadows gave the illusion of coolness. The only birds they saw at first were pelicans. Monkeys scrambled along the vines, driven ahead by the “unnatural bluster” of the Vera Paz’s engine reverberating off the walls. Beneath the engine’s racket and the thumping of the paddle wheels lay a timeless, prehistoric stillness. Herons and parrots rousted from their perches on the cliffs and trees flew on before them.

“Could this be the portal to a land of volcanoes and earthquakes, torn and distracted by civil war?” Stephens wrote. It was, he continued, “a fairy scene, combining exquisite beauty with colossal grandeur.”

Nine miles up the river, it widened into a small lake dotted with islands and surrounded by a shoreline of reeds and clumps of mangrove trees. Behind swaths of lily pads and patches of reeds lay mirror-surface lagoons. The whole was encircled by ominous, forbidding green mountains. Ahead the lake narrowed again into the upper Río Dulce, and the setting sun floated like gold on the water as the Vera Paz plodded into the gathering darkness.

Sometime during the night or early morning they passed Castillo San Felipe de Lara, a small stone fortress so picturesque it could have been designed by boys for their toy soldiers. It stood alone between the water and jungle, ghostly crenellated turrets rising above its ramparts and crumbling, moss-encrusted walls. The isolated garrison straddled a spit of land that nearly closed off the river before it opened again into a broad lake beyond. It was a natural defensive location for a fortress built from a single tower in 1595, a solitary guardian against pirates who came up the river to raid the Spanish storehouses on the lake. But like other failed attempts to domesticate the surrounding countryside, law and order here served only to delay the inevitable. Despite being enlarged several times with extra fortifications, more cannons, and finally a moat and drawbridge, the Castillo was overrun and sacked time and again by the English raiders.

In the morning Stephens and Catherwood found themselves anchored off the town of Izabal, the main port of entry for Guatemala and much of Central America. They were surrounded by the waters of the Golfo Dulce, the largest body of water in Guatemala, known today as Lago de Izabal (Lake Isabel). Like the settlement at Belize, the town of Izabal was at once a major trading station and isolated outpost pressed between water and jungle. Izabal was smaller and more primitive by comparison, and the jungle rose dramatically on a wall of mountains around it. From here the trade route went inland, up through the thick growth and over the top of the mountains.
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Map showing Stephens’s and Catherwood’s route to Lago de Izbal via Rió Dulce.

Stephens and Catherwood went ashore in search of an authority to approve their passports. Traveling with them now was an attendant and cook named Augustin, whose services they had engaged in Belize. The town contained a single wood-frame house. The rest were adobe or cane huts, thatched over with palm leaves, housing a population of about 1,500. They finally found the town’s commandant, Juan Penol, who had recently taken command of a barefoot troop of thirty men and boys dressed in white cotton shirts and trousers and armed with rusty muskets and old swords. Only three weeks earlier, Penol’s predecessor had been driven from the post when the balance of power in the current civil war tipped in favor of the party Penol represented.

The new commandant expressed some trepidation over how long he could hold his command before the balance tipped again. Here there was nothing like the grand treatment Stephens had received in Belize. Penol barely acknowledged Stephens’s official capacity and he explained that he could authorize visas only for Guatemala because the rest of the Central American provinces were in a state of upheaval.
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As the day wore on, the heat became overwhelming. During most of the nineteenth century, the damp heat of the tropics, and the rising mists or so-called miasma exhaled by the swamps and lagoons, were still believed to be the cause of fever and death in northern white races, almost as a matter of course. Stephens had been warned Izabal was a particularly sickly place—that to pass through it was to “run the gauntlet” of death.

More than one U.S. envoy to Central America did not make it. In fact, the whole enterprise of mounting a diplomatic mission to Central America was an act of nerve bordering on the presumptuous; it took ever-increasing amounts of courage. Since the Central American provinces declared their independence from Spain and the first U.S. diplomat was named to the region in 1824, only two out of eight appointees made it to Guatemala City. They included a former U.S. senator and a congressman, who were perhaps more fit for the job than the others because they had survived the rough-and-tumble of early U.S. politics. Four of the envoys died either en route, soon after they arrived, or before they had even left the United States. Two other appointees turned back shortly after landing at Izabal. It was as if some impermeable barrier of illness, death, or fear blocked entrance to the country.

One of the two who succeeded in reaching Guatemala City was Charles G. De Witt, a former congressman from New York. He accepted the post in 1833 but dallied and did not book passage to Central America until five months had elapsed. At one point, he was so deterred by Izabal’s reputation for sickliness and the long, hard ride inland necessary to reach Guatemala City that he decided to sail all the way around Cape Horn to approach Guatemala from the Pacific side. This did not go down well with President Andrew Jackson, who had appointed him. Jackson, the stern war hero who defeated the British army at the Battle of New Orleans, had not earned the nickname “Old Hickory” from abundance of caution or a weak will. He made clear to De Witt, through Secretary of State Livingston, that De Witt’s planned route to the Pacific was unacceptable. “[The president] cannot by any means,” Livingston wrote De Witt, “approve the project of making the voyage to the South Seas, round Cape Horn, in order to get to Central America, a place almost at our doors. Add to this, that when you arrive at Valparaiso [Chile] you will be twice as far from your destination as you are now.” Chastened, De Witt quickly booked more direct passage to Guatemala, then promptly fell ill and was delayed an additional five months before finally departing.1

Despite his slow start, De Witt endured at his post in Guatemala a remarkable five years. At the end he repeatedly pleaded for permission to come home, if only on temporary leave to take care of his ailing wife in New York. His relations with the State Department, however, never fully recovered from his inauspicious start, and he was ordered not to leave Guatemala until he renewed the trade treaty that was about to expire between the United States and the republic. De Witt’s dispatches became more and more desperate. At one point he described being hidden in the home of two widows when Indian guerrillas briefly overran Guatemala City, murdering its citizens and executing the republic’s vice president. He said he had been warned to leave the city. But, he wrote—with considerable bravura—“I invariably answered that if I must perish, let me perish in the house known as the North-American Legation beneath the flag of the United States.”2

Finally, a year later, with the political situation disintegrating around him and conditions growing more dangerous by the day, he left for home without completing the treaty renewal. When he arrived in the States, he was ordered by the State Department to return to Guatemala at once to complete his duties and finalize the treaty. Instead, on April 12, 1839, while aboard a Hudson River steamboat opposite Newburgh, New York, De Witt killed himself. He was forty-nine years old.3

These accounts of death and failure circled like a flock of vultures over the diplomatic mission and ought to have dissuaded any sensible person from considering such an assignment. Yet somehow the position carried enough prestige to attract a man of the caliber of William Leggett, who was named to replace De Witt. Leggett’s appointment turned out to be the shortest. He was a well-known writer, a radical Democrat and anti-monopolist who along with William Cullen Bryant edited the New York Evening Post. Leggett’s incendiary editorials were greatly influential during the 1830s (and helped form the basis of later libertarian doctrines). But the popular thirty-eight-year-old editor was plagued by ill health, the result of yellow fever contracted while serving in the navy. All the more reason he should have avoided a post in Guatemala. Yet when President Van Buren, a moderate Democrat who often felt the sting of Leggett’s pen, appointed him to replace De Witt, it was at the behest of a number of Leggett’s friends, who thought, bizarrely, that the change in climate would do him some good. Leggett died a month later, in May 1839, while preparing for his departure to Guatemala. The post of chargé d’affaires to Central America was nothing short of cursed.

Van Buren next appointed an eager Stephens. No firebrand like Leggett, Stephens was a staunch Jacksonian Democrat like the president, and both men had deep roots in New York’s Democratic Party. Van Buren had been a powerful state legislator and the state’s governor before he joined President Jackson’s administration and succeeded him as the nation’s eighth president. Before traveling to Europe and beyond, Stephens had been particularly active in Democratic Party politics in New York City. But he owed his appointment as much to his success as a writer as to his party affiliations. His travel books were not only extraordinarily popular but had won high critical acclaim. And the president had a weakness for literary connections. The “Little Magician,” as Van Buren was called because of his small size and his brilliance as a political tactician, had never gone to college. He suffered from a lifelong sense of intellectual inferiority, which he sought to assuage through association with literary men.4 Washington Irving and William Cullen Bryant were close friends, and he appointed Nathaniel Hawthorne and historian George Bancroft to government posts. Whatever the motivations, Van Buren seemed to recognize in Stephens that he had the right man for the job. Clearly Stephens was intellectually up to the challenge and, if his extensive travels were any indication, he was physically hardy enough as well. As important, Stephens seemed crazy enough to actually want the assignment. But then he and Catherwood had already been eagerly charting their course south.
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In the early evening, as the exhausting heat of Izabal began to ebb ever so slightly, Stephens set out to find the grave of James Shannon, a Kentuckian who had been the sixth U.S. envoy sent to Central America. With a local guide, he crossed Izabal’s primitive plaza and followed a path out of town that led after a few minutes to a deep gully recently flushed with the latest downpour. He crossed it on a plank and turned up a hill into a dark forest that overlooked the lake. There, among the rudimentary markers, Shannon’s grave was pointed out to him. It had no raised stone and was barely distinguishable from the earth around it. Stephens’s spirits sank at the sight.

Shannon had come to Izabal in the summer of 1832, more than a year before De Witt finally arrived as his replacement. Optimistically or naïvely, he had brought with him his wife, his son Charles, and a niece, Miss Shelby. Soon after they had landed, both Shannon and his niece were struck down with yellow fever. They died a short time later.

“I was melancholy that one who had died abroad in the service of his country was thus left on a wild mountain without any stone to mark his grave,” wrote Stephens. Returning to the town, he arranged for a marker and a fence to be built around the grave. The local priest promised to plant a coconut tree at its head.

Catherwood, in the meantime, had been visiting the engineer of the Vera Paz, a fellow Englishman named Rush. He had taken ill aboard the steamer and was laid up in a hammock surrounded by townspeople. At a stout six feet, four inches, he was man of huge proportions, Stephens noted, but he lay in the hut “helpless as a child.” It was not a good omen.
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Mico Mountain


At seven the next morning Stephens and Catherwood carried their baggage out to a large gathering of men and animals lining up for the trip over Mico Mountain. The scene deflated any romantic notions of swashbuckling their way across the Guatemalan countryside on a couple of stallions. The journey would be made on mules, the sure-footed beast of burden that dominated the rugged trails of Central America. Before them was a scene of great commotion as goods were being hauled from the storehouses and loaded onto nearly a hundred mules lining up in an endless caravan attended by twenty to thirty muleteers. Stephens and Catherwood’s separate party consisted of five mules, one for each of them and their new traveling companion, the cook Augustin, and two for their baggage. Four natives had been hired to carry additional supplies on foot and attend to the mules.

In the weeks before their departure, Stephens had sought out as many scientific instruments as he could muster. In a letter to Secretary of State Forsyth, with a copy to the president, he asked if it would not be too “impertinent” to obtain from the government a sextant, telescope, pocket chronometer, artificial horizon, and two mountain barometers.1 His request apparently was denied because he was only able to secure—at his own expense—one glass barometer, which he now slung over his shoulder, fearing to entrust it to one of the Indian carriers. This made the expedition a small-time scientific operation at best. Given the advancement of measuring instruments by early-nineteenth-century standards, their two-man team was bringing along the technological minimum. For example, Stephens’s hero, the great naturalist Baron Alexander Von Humboldt, in his much-celebrated trek through South America forty years earlier, carried a cyanometer, rain gauge, pendulum, magnetometer, eudiometer, and galvanic batteries, as well as the usual run of sextants, thermometers, compasses, artificial horizons, chronometers, and barometers. And on the same day Stephens and Catherwood were mounting up in Izabal, a tiny fleet of U.S. naval ships was weighing anchor in Apia Bay, Samoa, and sailing toward Australia in preparations for an assault on Antarctica, if such a place existed. The Americans were in a race with the French to claim first landfall on the still-undiscovered continent. The operation, called the U.S. Exploring Expedition, though small, was still outfitted with the best scientific instrumentation available.2 Stephens’s marching orders from the state department, however, were solely about trade, not science. He and Catherwood would have to accept their postdiplomacy explorations as no more than a private adventure by freelance antiquarians. The term archaeologist had not yet been created.

[image: images]

Port of Izabal in 1860.

Catherwood, however, was an accomplished professional artist with a great deal of field experience. He knew what he needed and it wasn’t much—a variety of sketchbooks, paper, and drawing and painting instruments. His most technologically advanced tool was a “camera lucida,” an optical device invented in 1807 and used by artists in the pre-photography era to draw true proportions of objects. It consisted of a reflective prism mounted on a small stand that attached to a drawing board. By directing the prism at an object at just the right angle, a tricky process requiring some patience, an artist would be able to look through the glass and see an outline of the object as if it were cast onto the surface of the paper. The object could then be traced. Catherwood also carried an old chronometer to help with longitudinal calculations and the expedition’s only pieces of surveying equipment: a compass and a long stretch of calibrated tape that he had used to measure the temples and monuments of Egypt.

For Stephens, the writer, it couldn’t be simpler. He brought pencils, pens, and blank notebooks to jot down daily notes. It was a story, after all, and Stephens knew a good story when he saw one. But he was also the U.S. chargé d’affaires. So he brought, carefully packed in one of his bags, a custom-made diplomatic coat tailored from the finest blue cloth to be found in New York, and decorated with a profusion of gold buttons. If rarely worn, it was, still, the requisite costume for his position as a minister of state. There was also the obligatory medicine chest. And though they were men of artistic temperament and sensibilities, both were nonetheless practical about traveling through unknown lands in troubled times. They were, Stephens wrote, “armed to the teeth.” Each had a double brace of pistols, ammunition, and large hunting knives strapped in belts across their bodies. Augustin was given a pistol, as well as a sword.

They mounted at eight o’clock, an hour behind the mule train, and set off straight for Mico Mountain and the old Spanish highway, the Camino Real, which wound 120 miles inland to Guatemala City. It was over this road that most of the trade of Central America passed. It was, however, like no road or highway back home, and consisted of little more than a steep mountain track, which at this time of year—the rainy season runs from June through November—was filled with treacherous mud holes, narrow, slippery gullies, and deep ravines, with exposed tree roots stretching across the path three or more feet high. Rain poured down as they rode. Soon they were overwhelmed by blue muck and sweltering heat, and were barely able to squeeze through the ravines.

The first hours proved a hard test of the two men’s friendship. Up to this point, their journey had been smooth going, even through the rough seas to Belize. Stephens’s mule fell first. “I lifted myself from off her back, and flung clear of roots and trees, but not of mud,” he wrote. “I had escaped from a worse danger: my dagger fell from its sheath and stood upright, with the handle in the mud, a foot of naked blade.” Mr. Catherwood—Stephens’s usual moniker for his friend—was thrown next and with such violence that he momentarily lost his reserve and at full volume cursed Stephens for dragging him into this godforsaken country.

Soon all discourse ended entirely as the two men, coated in mud, struggled just to stay mounted. The jungle became thicker and the climb more precipitous. The trees and forest growth closed in around them so completely that little daylight came through. They peered ahead through the gauzy light. Eventually they caught up with the mule caravan as it ascended in a meandering line up a stony streambed. Loads slipped off the mules, some of the animals fell, and the curses and shouts of the mule drivers sounded through the forest. Stephens and Catherwood dismounted and tried to walk but the stones and tree roots were too slippery to gain a foothold. They had struggled upward for hours when Augustin’s mule fell backward in a mud hole and they thought for a moment they had lost him. He tried to kick free as the mule tumbled, but his leg was caught and he disappeared as the animal rolled over him. Stephens was certain their cook had broken every bone in his body, then Augustin and the mule rose together, plastered with mud but miraculously without serious injury.

Finally, at one o’clock the rains stopped and they reached the summit of Mico Mountain. After a few minutes’ rest in the clammy heat, they pushed on and were soon surrounded again by the caravan. The descent from the top was as slippery and treacherous as the climb, and the muleteers seemed bent on covering ground as fast as possible as they drove the mules down. At one point Stephens and Catherwood were nearly crushed in a narrow ravine when a fallen mule blocked the passage in front of them and mules piled in on them from behind.

But the worst was still to come, according to Stephens. After eight hours of grueling, steaming labor, most of it just to stay atop their mounts, they finally reached a wild mountain stream called, appropriately enough, El Arroyo del Muerto, or Stream of the Dead. They stopped next to the cool, clear water, their stomachs growling ravenously for their first meal of the day. As they rested under the shade of a large tree, dipping their cups into the water, their spirits lifted and, as Stephens recalled: “We spoke with contempt of railroads, cities and hotels.”

Then Augustin unrolled their provisions: three days’ supply of bread, roasted fowl, and hard-boiled eggs. “The scene that presented itself was too shocking, even for the strongest nerves,” wrote Stephens. Augustin had mistakenly put in with the food a large paper roll of gunpowder that had broken, leaving the food “thoroughly seasoned with this new condiment.”

“All the beauty of the scene, all our equanimity, everything but our tremendous appetites, left us in a moment.”

There were other setbacks. The expedition’s sole barometer did not survive the trail. After struggling to stay mounted, Stephens became convinced the glass instrument would be safer on the back of one of the local men traveling on foot. The carrier toted it on his back with extreme care, along with a red-rimmed ceramic pitcher that hung from his belt. This he had held up proudly after every stumble, a sign he was up to the task. And in fact, he succeeded in carrying the barometer intact over the mountain, but they found the mercury had not been secured tightly enough and had drained off, rendering the instrument useless.

After ten hours of riding—the hardest he had ever experienced, Stephens wrote—they had covered only twelve miles. With dusk approaching, they descended to an open patch of grassland, then through an arching grove of palms to a small rancho, no more than a hut, where they would spend the night. They were furious to find that their baggage mules had been taken ahead with the rest of the caravan, and they would have no change of clothes.

They were now more than a dozen miles into Guatemala, looking out over a magnificent valley cut through by the Motagua River, an important drainage connecting the interior central highlands with the Gulf of Honduras. When they finally reached the river, they were down nearly to sea level again, having survived Mico Mountain. To the northeast the valley broadened into a wide alluvial plain running to the sea. At its far western end, it narrowed like a rapier thrust toward the heart of the shattered republic, Guatemala City. The city sat on a plateau five thousand feet above sea level; it still lay more than one hundred miles distant.

The valley they were entering was tamer and more civilized than the wild mountain they had just crossed. There were ranches and small swales of agricultural land scattered on both sides of the river. But as in almost all of Central America, few comforts existed for travelers along the Camino Real. There were no inns or hotels or eating establishments. Much of Central America remained a primitive place, not unlike the western United States at the time, and traveling through it was a hit-or-miss proposition. If one had the proper introductions or a little luck, accommodation in someone’s house was possible. Town halls, called cabildoes, and church buildings also provided shelter to travelers. Occasionally there were thatched huts made with cane or mud walls, where one could sleep at a cost of a few pennies.

Food was another matter. When they agreed to hire Augustin in Belize, neither Stephens nor Catherwood believed he was very quick-witted. But despite their fury over the gunpowder incident, it did not take long for them to change their minds. Augustin was born on the Caribbean island of Hispaniola to Spanish and French parents, and he grew up in the port town of Omoa, on the north coast of Honduras. He turned out to be resourceful, ambitious, and fiercely proud. He would always maneuver in the background along the trail, then as if by magic, he would emerge with chickens and eggs, chocolate, beans, and tortillas at just the right moment, and cook it all up to provide the fuel that kept the expedition moving. He was young, though Stephens never gives his exact age or a physical description. And he spoke no English. But his French-Spanish upbringing proved crucial. Stephens’s and Catherwood’s grasp of Spanish was weak to nonexistent when the journey began. Therefore Augustin would speak with the two men in French, which both spoke, and he served as their interpreter in Spanish, which most of the locals spoke.

In the afternoon heat of the second day, they reached the Motagua. There, in a scene Stephens describes almost as a dream sequence, he and Catherwood finally freed themselves for the first time from their mud-caked, sweat-stained clothes. As the sun set, they plunged into the river, a luxury he said that could only be appreciated by those who had survived Mico Mountain. They stood up to their necks in the cool, crystal water, surrounded by distant mountains and lush tropical foliage lining the riverbanks as flocks of parrots and other brilliantly plumed birds chattered and flitted through the air above them. Their enchantment was broken only by Augustin, who came down the opposite bank to call them to supper.

They emerged from the river and realized in agony they still had not caught up with their baggage. They looked at their “hideous” clothing. “We had but one alternative, and that was to go without them,” wrote Stephens. “But, as this seemed to be trenching upon the proprieties of life, we picked them up and put them on reluctant.”

That night they stayed with a family in a modest hut. They were invited to hang their hammocks in the central room, which contained the beds of their host, his wife, and their seventeen-year-old daughter. Stephens was already impressed by the various states of undress of the host and his wife. He woke several times during the night at the sound of steel clicking against flint and saw one of his neighbors lighting a cigar. During one such awakening, he found the teenage girl sitting sideways on her cot at the foot of his hammock. She was smoking a cigar and wearing nothing but a piece of cloth tied around her waist and a string of beads. “At first I thought it was something I had conjured up in a dream,” he recalled. “I had slept pell-mell with Greeks, Turks and Arabs. I was beginning a journey in a new country; it was my duty to conform to the customs of the people: to be prepared for the worst, and submit with resignation to whatever might befall me.”
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The Motagua Valley is one of the hottest and most arid regions in Central America during the dry season. Only twenty inches of rainfall reach the valley floor each year during the rainy season, compared to six times that amount in the surrounding mountains. Spiny cacti and thorny shrubs are among the few plants that thrive on the parched earth. But like the Nile, lush vegetation covers the banks of the river year-round, and now, near the end of the rainy season, the whole valley was green. Stephens and Catherwood followed the road southwest along the river through long galleries of trees, then along an open ridge with commanding views of the valley. They met stray cattle beside the road and a few Indians carrying machetes on the way to work in the fields. They finally crossed an open plain to enter the town of Gualán, the largest municipality they had so far encountered in the country. Without a whisper of a breeze, the sun hovered over them with blistering power. “I was confused,” Stephens said, “my head swam and I felt in danger of a stroke of the sun.” Then they felt the rumble of a slight earthquake, their first.

Three days later, with a new guide and mules, they approached the next town, Zacapa, traveling in the shadow of the Sierra de las Minas, a soaring range of cloud-capped mountains prized for its deposits of jade. Along the road, the surrounding trees and bushes were covered with red and purple flowers. Waterfalls cascaded down the distant mountainsides, reminding Stephens of Switzerland. Entering Zacapa, a sizable municipality with an impressive Moorish-style church, whitewashed houses, and regular streets, they rode directly to the house of Don Mariano Durante, one of the town’s leading citizens, to present a letter of introduction. The Don was out but a servant took their mules and invited them into a huge reception room.

“We had candles lighted and made ourselves at home,” Stephens wrote. “A gentleman entered, took off his sword and spurs, and laid his pistols upon the table. Supposing him to be a traveler like ourselves, we asked him to take a seat; and when supper was served, invited him to join us. It was not until bedtime that we found we were doing the honors to one of the masters of the house.”

Over the next two days, Stephens learned much about the political state of the countryside and the conditions of the road ahead. He was given conflicting accounts by different party factions, but all the informants agreed on one fact: the road to the capital was so treacherous at the moment with bandits and Indian guerrillas that to take it would be to face serious dangers. The risks they faced coming to Central America were no longer abstract but now real and immediate. There would be no more pleasant jaunts through the countryside. The single road to the capital was beset by the worst kind of violence—fueled, they were told, by the natives’ hatred for all foreigners.

It was a sobering moment and the two men quickly drew up an alternate plan. They would delay the journey to Guatemala City. And instead of waiting in Zacapa until the latest political upheavals cooled and the road to the capital was more secure, they would veer off east into the state of Honduras. Although Stephens was under official orders to go to Guatemala City, he clearly had some discretion over how to proceed—protecting his life certainly fell within that discretion. But there was another motive for the detour: a village named Copán lay just across the border in Honduras. He and Catherwood had read that carved stones had been found scattered through the jungle near Copán, along with many structures of uncertain age. In large part, it was this report that had drawn Stephens and Catherwood to Central America. They were so close—a three-day journey, they were told, though few people even in Zacapa had heard of Copán. Stephens had talked himself into it.

On the morning of November 12, they rode east out of Zacapa, heading for Copán—whether it was any safer going in that direction, no one could tell them.
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Passport


The way to Copán was south over a ridge to the town of Chiquimula, then east through a gap in the mountains into Honduras. Here the land changed radically from the rich, abundant foliage of the Motagua Valley to parched hills, dotted with prickly pear and cactus. As they descended to Chiquimula, the landscape turned to dense vegetation again. From a distance they could see a white church outlined sharply against surrounding green mountains spotted with rose-colored mimosa trees. It was a substantial edifice, Chiquimula’s original Spanish church, now abandoned, its roof caved in by earthquakes. The church was the first of many such desolated structures they would see over the next few days, victims of heaving earth and war.

The church ruins were located on the edge of town. Huge blocks of stone and mortar, some as tall as a man, lay inside exactly where they had fallen from a quake years earlier. Part of the site was now a graveyard, and Stephens had a keen eye for picking out incongruities. He noted that the tidy graves of the town’s better-heeled residents were located inside the nave and the bones of the town’s succession of priests were lodged in crypts in the massive cracked walls. Outside were the common people. Parts of their moldering bodies were visible in hastily dug, shallow graves, surrounded by flowers growing wild along the ground and drooping from the branches of trees. The air was thick with gaudy parrots whose “senseless chattering” irreverently cut though the stillness of the sacred ground.

During a short walk around Chiquimula’s main plaza, the two men met a pretty young woman who lived in a corner house and invited them to stay for the night. It was an unusual welcome for two conspicuous foreigners considering the place and the times. And Stephens, always ready to fall under the charms of women, found their hostess especially appealing. In this rough place she seemed a proper lady. She wore a frock, shoes, and stockings and her eyebrows were finely penciled. His hope that she was unmarried, however, was dashed when he discovered that the man of the house, whom he initially took to be her father, was actually her husband.
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Church at Chiquimula. (Catherwood)

Palms and jacaranda trees shaded the plaza, scattering sunlight on a group of women who drew water from a fountain in the center. A sense of peace settled over the late afternoon scene, and it seemed unimaginable that the country was torn by violent conflict. Then hundreds of soldiers began assembling in a large formation for evening parade, and the war, of which they had heard so much, began for the first time to take on a tangible presence. Stephens found them banditlike and ferocious looking but took solace at the sight of criminals peering out through the bars of the nearby jail, “as it gave an idea that sometimes crimes were punished.”

Though the town was far enough north to be out of the direct line of fighting that now seesawed between Guatemala City and the current federal capital of San Salvador, the area surrounding Chiquimula had been savaged in the recent civil war. Party loyalties in the region were deeply divided between federal authorities and the insurgents. At times lawlessness and anarchy had been worse than the pitched battles. For the moment, a kind of uneasy calm had crept across the area. The insurgents were led by a twenty-four-year-old former pig herder named Rafael Carrera, who had overrun Guatemala City with his Indian partisans several times and was now in full possession of the capital city. Earlier in the year he had also seized control of the Chiquimula district, and he had appointed a professional mercenary named Francisco Cáscara to pacify the area. Cáscara was a former Sardinian general who had learned his trade as an officer in the French army under Napoleon.1

As Stephens and Catherwood watched the straggling contingent of soldiers form up on the plaza, the sixty-two-year-old Cáscara rode up the line with an aide at his side. Stephens noticed that the general appeared ghostly pale and ill. After the inspection, they followed the old commander back to his house, where Stephens presented his credentials. Cáscara was immediately suspicious. And he was not pleased with the route the two men were taking. Who in their right mind would be rambling through the countryside to the tiny village of Copán in the midst of civil war? He seemed apprehensive that they were, instead, on their way to San Salvador to meet with the federal authorities. But he accepted that Stephens was a credentialed minister of the United States, and besides, Copán was outside of his department. He signed the visa allowing safe passage through the department, but not before cautioning them of the risks they were taking. His signature was no guarantee of safety, he warned.

The next morning Stephens and Catherwood were off. Not far from Chiquimula, they passed a village that had been destroyed a year earlier by federal soldiers, its church roofless and abandoned. Leaving the road, they turned onto a little-used trail and crossed a mountain, riding for some distance in cloud forest and rain. Then they descended into a deep, snakelike river valley that wound for more than ten miles.

After a while they came to a village along the river called San Juan Ermita, where their mule driver declared they had covered enough ground for the day. But it was only two o’clock, and a band of unruly, threatening soldiers occupied the town’s only mud hut, which was enough to convince Stephens they should push on. The cursing muleteer followed. Their path now paralleled a stony riverbed that cut through cottonwood trees along the valley floor. The countryside was rugged, extravagant. Steep mountains on each side towered above them, some pyramidal in form, blunt peaks in the clouds. As they continued up the valley, they slowly gained altitude and pine forests could be seen along the upper slopes. The soil was a rich rust color. Rain poured down fitfully, soaking them as they rode, reminding them of Mico Mountain. Huts, enough to count as hamlets, cropped up here and there on the far mountainsides, every one with a church or chapel crisply whitewashed against the dark green slopes. Late in the day they arrived at a village called Camotán. As they approached, they saw their seventh church of the day. “Coming upon them in a region of desolation, and by mountain paths which human hands had never attempted to improve, their colossal grandeur and costliness were startling,” Stephens wrote.

The small plaza in front of Camotán’s church consisted of little more than dirt and a patch of weeds. No one was around. In fact, the entire village appeared deserted. Stephens and Catherwood rode over to the municipal cabildo across from the church, forced open the door, and started unloading the mules. Augustin was sent to forage for dinner. He returned with a single egg, though apparently he had roused the town in the process. A group of village officials, including the alcalde carrying the silver-headed cane of his mayoral office, came down to survey the scene. Stephens showed them their passport and visa and explained where they were going, and the officials left, but not before explaining that there was no extra food in the village to give them.

The expedition quickly settled in and dined on the lone egg, along with their own bread and chocolate. The alcalde sent a jar of water. The village hall was of good size, forty by twenty feet, and equipped with wall pins for travelers’ hammocks. Still hungry and exhausted from the day’s long journey, they hung their hammocks and prepared for sleep. Catherwood had already climbed into his hammock and Stephens was half-undressed when the door burst open. More than two dozen men rushed in. As Stephens later described them, they included the mayor and his assistants, as well as “soldiers, Indians, and Mestizoes, ragged and ferocious-looking fellows, and armed with staves of office, swords, clubs, muskets, and machetes, and carrying blazing pine sticks.”

For a moment everyone froze. Stephens and Catherwood were taken totally by surprise. There was no chance for the two men to grab their pistols—such a move would have been suicidal anyway.

Then stepped forward a young officer, who they learned later was a captain of one of Cáscara’s army units. He wore a glazed hat, a large sword, and a smirk. As he glared at the two foreigners, the mayor, who was clearly intoxicated, asked again to see Stephens’s papers. The passport was handed over and the mayor quickly passed it on to the officer. He examined it closely and then stated flatly that it was not valid.

With the help of Augustin, Stephens, by now dressed, explained the purpose of their visit and pointed in particular to the visa endorsements of Commandant Penol of Izabal and General Francisco Cáscara. The captain was unimpressed and ignored the explanations. He said he had seen a passport once before and it was much smaller than the one Stephens possessed. More important, it should bear the seal of the state of Guatemala, not the department of Chiquimula. There was nothing more to do, he said, but they must remain at Camotán until a dispatch was sent to Chiquimula and orders received directly from the general.

This, Stephens was not disposed to do. He had slogged through muck and rain, endured blistering rides on the backs of mules, and had played by the rules getting visa endorsements attached to his passport—twice. Besides, he felt guilt for veering off, for personal purposes, from the most direct route to his diplomatic assignment in Guatemala City. Now, to be delayed further at the arbitrary whim of a smirking martinet—that was not going to happen. Stephens threatened them with the consequences of holding up a representative of the United States government. When that had no effect, out of frustration he said that he would return immediately to Chiquimula himself. But both captain and the alcalde said that he was not going anywhere.

The captain demanded that Stephens give him his passport again. Stephens refused. It was issued by his government, he asserted, and was the property of the United States. Then the usually reserved Catherwood weighed in, launching into a learned discourse on the “law of nations” and the legal rights of ambassadors, and added that the captain was in great danger of bringing down on his head the wrath of the government of “El Norte,” the United States. The captain was unmoved. When Stephens offered again to go to Chiquimula, under armed guard if necessary, the officer said that he wasn’t going anywhere, not forward or backward, and that he must immediately hand over the passport.

At that Stephens placed the document inside his vest and buttoned his coat tightly across his chest. The captain sneered that they would take it by force. As Stephens later recounted, during the escalating confrontation, two “assassin-looking scoundrels” sat on a nearby bench and carefully leveled their muskets at his heart, the muzzles a mere three feet away. The other men stood with their hands at ready on their machetes and swords. As the burning pine sticks cast flickering shadows against the walls, the long, tense silence was broken by a familiar voice from a dark corner of the room. It was Augustin, who had secured his pistol and begged Stephens in French to give the order to fire. He could scatter them with a single shot, he said. Stephens later recalled their naïveté at that moment: “If we had been longer in the country, we should have been more alarmed; but as yet we did not know the sanguinary character of the people and the whole proceeding was so outrageous and insulting that it roused our indignation more than our fears.”

Just then, a man wearing a glazed hat and short roundabout jacket stepped forward, having entered after the others. He asked to see the passport. Judging the man to be of a better class than the rest of the rabble, Stephens carefully removed the passport from his vest, and clutched it firmly in his fingers as he held it up to the blazing torchlight. At Catherwood’s request, the man read it aloud. When the official language was finally communicated to those in the room, a murmur broke out and the tension seemed to wheeze out of the building. It occurred to Stephens later that it was probable that neither the captain nor the mayor was able to read. The demand for the passport was dropped. But they were ordered to remain in custody.

Now Stephens insisted that a courier be sent at once with a note to Cáscara, and the captain and mayor agreed only after Stephens said he would bear the expense of the trip. Catherwood and Stephens then went to work drafting the note in Italian, describing their imprisonment.


           Not to mince matters, Mr. Catherwood signed the note as Secretary; and, having no official seal with me, we sealed it, unobserved by anybody, with a new American half dollar, and gave it to the alcalde. The eagle spread his wings, and the stars glittered in the torchlight. All gathered round to examine it, and retired, locking us up in the cabildo, stationing twelve men at the door with swords, muskets, and machetes; and, at parting, the officer told the alcalde that, if we escaped during the night, his head should answer for it.



Finally they were gone, but now what should they do? They looked out. The guards sat around a fire directly in front of the door, smoking cigars, their firearms immediately within reach. Stephens was sure any attempt to escape would be fatal. The prospects did not look pleasant. They fastened the door as well as they could, and to steady their nerves, they broke out the bottle of wine that Colonel McDonald had sent along with them from Belize and drank a toast to his generosity. Exhausted, they fell into their hammocks.

In the middle of the night, the door was forced open again and the same crowd rushed in. This time, however, the young captain was not among them. As quickly as the whole affair had started, it was over. The mayor handed Stephens back his letter with the big seal—the silver half dollar pressed in wax—unbroken. And without explanation, he told them they were free to go when they pleased. Later, Stephens, mulling over the episode, was not sure why they had so suddenly changed their minds. He speculated that their aggressiveness in defending themselves no doubt helped. But he guessed that it was the seal, the American eagle on the half dollar, that had decided it.

When the alcalde and his men withdrew, Stephens and Catherwood were in a quandary. If they continued on into the interior, they might well run into similar situations or possibly much worse. Again they fell into their hammocks, and again they were jolted awake in the early morning by the alcalde and his assistants. They had come to pay their respects, they said. It was the soldiers and their captain, they explained, who created the disturbance the night before, and they had now passed through the village and were gone.

Their spirits bolstered, Stephens and Catherwood agreed to press on. After their morning chocolate, they loaded the mules. Copán, after all, the mystery at the center of their quest, the remote possibility that they might find evidence of something ancient and lost, beckoned less than ten miles away. But mountains still separated them. When they finally saddled up and left Camotán, it appeared as deserted as it had been when they arrived. It was as though nothing had changed; not even a mote of dust had altered course. The two men, however, more wary than ever, strapped on their weapons and took a deep breath. As they rode out, the great, empty quiet of Camotán was unnerving, broken only by the warble and caw of the morning birds.
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Lieutenant John Herbert Caddy of the Royal Artillery lit a “genuine Havana” as they pushed off the embankment into Old River the afternoon of November 14. They were surrounded by plantain and fig trees along an airy stretch of the river. Puffing casually on his cigar, Caddy ordered the boats upstream. The boatmen struggled, going no more than four miles an hour against the stiff current. Twenty-four hours had lapsed since the British expedition left Belize City for Palenque under orders to investigate large ruins reportedly found there—and to outflank Stephens and Catherwood by publishing a detailed, illustrated report of their findings. At a farewell lunch with Colonel MacDonald at Government House, a last-minute glitch threatened to delay the expedition’s start: the disappearance of the Spanish interpreter, Mr. Nod. By the end of lunch, however, two policemen had rounded him up in an advanced state of drunkenness, and put him aboard the main canoe.

Besides Caddy and the expedition’s co-leader, John Walker, the party included fifteen soldiers of the Second West India Regiment, the interpreter, an artillery gunner who served as Caddy’s personal aide, and nine specially hired boatmen—a total of twenty-eight individuals in all. The men were spread between two pitpans, one for the luggage and the other carrying Walker and Caddy. The main canoe was forty feet long and five feet across, one of the largest pitpans on the river, and was carved from a single mahogany tree. A canvas canopy at the back shielded Caddy and Walker from the broiling sun.

Just before they left, MacDonald wrote to Lord John Russell in London, the secretary of state for the colonies: “It has been my intention for some considerable time past to bring the subject before the Secretary of State and to suggest that an attempt should be made to explore Polenki with the view of deciding satisfactorily whether those ruins from their huge and extraordinary nature are such to justify the reports concerning them, or whether these reports are exaggeration and the place unworthy of the notice of the modern traveler.” Months would pass before his correspondence reached Lord Russell and months before he received a response.

The settlement’s weekly newspaper, the Belize Advertiser, was a bit more candid about what led to the hastily thrown-together expedition. “We are happy to find the design of Mr. Catherwood has aroused the jealousy of our Settlement, and induced a visit with like object to the same place by a different route.” The article went on to note the danger involved. “We fear the two gentlemen from this, who have taken the direction of the Old River, and on by way of Petén, have chosen an unseasonable period, and will be greatly retarded both by water and by land.” Then, with typical British cheer, the writer added: “‘a stout heart . . .’ gets over many difficulties, and may add to their personal experiences.”2

Walker and Caddy spent their first night—the evening Stephens and Catherwood were toasting MacDonald in Camotán—quartered comfortably in a government cottage at a pretty bend in the river. The clearing was planted with fruit trees. It would be one of their last nights in such comfort. The next camp was set at Bakers Bank, where the men hung their hammocks under canvas and net pavilions. Though Caddy was trained in military engineering and artillery and possessed considerable artistic talent, his skills extended to language as well. “The mosquitoes were insufferable and had it not been for our Pavilions we should have been well-phlebotomized,” he wrote in a journal entry dated November 14. “As it was, their constant humming almost deprived me of sleep. Shakespeare could never have experienced the nuisance of these nocturnal musicians when he says ‘and hush’d with buzzing night flies to thy slumber.’”

The next day brought unpleasant encounters with even more vicious, blood-drawing “bottle rump” and “doctor” flies; deadly snakes and alligators the size of logs watched from the mud banks while the pitpans fought their way up the river. It was hard going for the boatmen. They strained mightily to maneuver the giant, heavy canoes against the fast current of the river, now at flood stage. At one point they approached a waterfall marked on their map, but never found it because the river ran so high that the two pitpans passed over its location without seeing it. The boatmen switched from paddles to poles at the shallower turns in the river. “The steersman has a rather difficult task,” wrote Caddy, “as from the great length of the Pitpan if he does not keep her directly against the stream, the current takes effect and turns her broadside on, to the great loss of time and labour, and to the risk of being upset—which is not at all an infrequent occurrence.”

Yet for all its treachery and power, the river possessed a haunting beauty that grew the farther up they went. Gold- and crimson-breasted toucans snapped their enormous bills like “the sounds of castanets,” wrote Caddy. Orange and black orioles appeared to catch fire in the blazing sun; bright green, almost fluorescent iguanas (which made for tasty meals) waddled along splintered mahogany logs embedded in the banks. And over the river towered the largest, wildest trees Caddy had ever seen, their gnarled roots sometimes projecting dangerously out into the river, their branches draped with bromeliads, orchids, and vines as thick and twisted as the braids of a ship’s rigging.

The morning of November 16, they passed under an old pitpan suspended in the lianas twenty feet above their heads. The river was capable of such extreme surges during the rainy season—rising and falling by as much as forty feet in a single day—that the rushing torrents had apparently swept the canoe downriver until it lodged upside down in the tangle of vines. There was no trace of what had become of its crew. It was an ominous sign for the men in the pitpans. They knew that no one in their right mind should be attempting a journey up river during this season, after weeks of continuous rain, with more sure to come. At this time of year, survival on the river was pure chance.

But the order had been given: get to Palenque as quickly as possible, before Catherwood and Stephens. The route mapped out for them, even under ideal weather conditions, was brutal and unforgiving. Going by sea would have been much easier. But Palenque was still a mysterious, little-known place, whose exact proximity to the coast was not clearly understood. Their path, straight west across the wild Petén, the demon heart of Yucatán Peninsula, would lead them over much the same ground Cortés had covered so grievously three hundred years earlier, going in the opposite direction. After three centuries, not much had changed. The jungle terrain was just as relentlessly difficult, equally as murderous.

Caddy was born to follow orders. The son of an English artillery captain, he was expected from his birth in Quebec in 1801 to follow in his father’s footsteps. Growing up in Canada, he understood the violence of armed conflict when England and the United States went to war in 1812. Three years later he was sent to England, where he entered the Royal Military Academy at the age of fifteen. By the time he and Walker set out for Palenque, Caddy was an army veteran with nearly twenty-five years of service as a cadet and officer in the Royal Artillery, and yet there was nothing of the hardened soldier about him. A rare, surviving portrait shows a man with large, doe-like eyes set in a soft, round boyish face.3 He had never served in combat. At one point he was a general’s secretary. And somewhere along the line he developed into a fine watercolorist.

On the river, he showed all of the entitlements of a British officer. He brought along a personal aide-de-camp and he drank fine Madeira. He hunted for sport (and food) with his double-barrel shotgun during stops along the embankments, and he saw all the men around him, with the exception of Walker, as inferiors. He also had a sharp eye, like Stephens, for details.

As they continued upriver past Labouring Creek to put in for the night at Beaver Dam, Caddy took another puff of his Havana. “We smoke nearly all day to keep away the flies,” he wrote, “but they seemed to care little about smoke, except those which had the temerity to attack our faces, and which were now and then brought down by a well-directed puff.”
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