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         For a week, the vessels had been sailing into Port Said, Egypt’s newest harbor, which lay on the Mediterranean side of the Isthmus of Suez. On this day, it was crowded with ships - nearly eighty of them riding at anchor in the calm water of the roadstead.

         Some were yachts, some were merchant vessels, and some were men of war, all freshly decorated and painted for the occasion. Colorful pennants streamed from every mast, and the decks were lined with sailors in dress uniform. The flags of almost all the seafaring nations of the world fluttered in the light sea breeze. It was a clear, sparkling day under an intense blue sky.

         At the front of the great flotilla rode a sleek black yacht that flew the colors of France. A few minutes before eight o’clock on this morning - Wednesday, November 17, 1869 - a beautiful woman appeared on the bridge of the yacht; with her was an older man in a black frock coat. Along the breakwaters and all around the curve of the harbor, the crowd began to cheer. At the same time, cannons sounded from shore batteries and from all the warships lying at anchor. The stately woman smiled and waved her handkerchief, and the crowd roared again.

         She was Empress Eugénie of France, who had been invited by the Khedive Ismail, ruler of Egypt, to be the guest of honor at the opening of the new Suez Canal. The man with her was her cousin, Ferdinand de Lesseps, who had developed the idea of the canal and built it - against great odds. The canal was a reality at last, and this inaugural celebration promised to be one of the most splendid events of the nineteenth century.

         Shielding her eyes against the bright Egyptian sun, Eugénie looked toward the shore. The cannons continued to fire, and the harbor was filling with smoke. But she could still make out the excited crowd.

         There were Egyptian workers and soldiers, Bedouins and Turkish noblemen. There were Greek sailors and French engineers, merchants from Syria and veiled Tuaregs from the desert. There were black men from the Sudan and white men from all the countries of Europe. Some had even come from Russia and the faraway Americas. Now they were crowded together around the harbor of Port Said, all anxious for a place near the water’s edge. The great celebration was about to begin.

         Eugénie’s eyes sparkled. When she had left Marseilles almost two months earlier, she had not imagined that she would be sailing into an adventure out of The Arabian Nights.

         But, during her journey, she ate strange foods and saw strange sights and heard strange sounds. She dined at Constantinople with the sultan of Turkey and his grand vizier. She lunched at a palace near the Great Pyramids with the Khedive himself. She saw Arab horsemen and Turkish lancers and savage tribesmen from the Congo. And she heard the cries of the bazaar and the Muslim prayers at sunset. Now, at last, she was beginning the most exciting part of her adventure. In a few minutes, she would lead all the ships at Port Said through the magnificent new canal. For the next few days, she would be at the center of all the mystery, magic, and glamor of the Middle East.

         Just before eight o’clock, an unexpected silence fell over the harbor. The cannons stopped firing, and the crowd no longer cheered. There was only the faint cry of a seagull; the clearest sound de Lesseps and the Empress could hear was the creaking of an anchor chain being raised. They nodded silently to each other, and de Lesseps took a watch from his pocket. The hands pointed to eight o’clock.

         Then the silence in the harbor came to a sudden end. The air was filled with the hissing of steam whistles and the wailing of sirens. The cannons sounded again and again, and the crowd cheered with wilder excitement than before. Sailors shouted from the yardarms, and on the warships, naval bands began to play. The stirring sound of military music filled the harbor.

         With deafening blasts from her siren, l’Aigle, the yacht that carried de Lesseps and the Empress, started up. The ship’s paddle wheels churned the harbor water; then she moved ahead, veered slightly, and straightened out in order to enter the canal head on. The bands were playing a French military air called “Partant pour la Syrie” (Leaving for Syria) as the yacht passed through the entrance to the Suez Canal.

         The incredible journey had begun. In front of the flotilla lay the 100 miles of silent desert of the Isthmus of Suez. But the desert had been conquered now, and the way was clear to the town of Suez itself - the new door that led to India and the riches of the Far East.

         At fifteen-minute intervals during the day, most of the other ships in the harbor entered the canal. They kept their speed to five knots an hour, and the distance between them was three-quarters of a mile. In single file behind Eugénie’s yacht came the Greif, which carried Emperor Franz Josef of Austria-Hungary and his party, a frigate with the Crown Prince of Prussia, and at the appropriate interval, a Dutch yacht with the Prince and Princess of Holland on board. They were in turn followed by a Russian ship with the Grand Duke Michael and General Ignatiev, who came as representatives of the czar. The Psyche steamed by, and at the railing was the British ambassador to Constantinople. One after another nearly fifty of the ships in the harbor turned into the Suez Canal. Not since the days of the pharaohs had so much activity been seen on this barren isthmus in a remote corner of Egypt.

         The day passed, and l’Aigle steamed slowly through the canal at the head of the great international procession. The desert was astonishingly beautiful. A British colonel, watching from the deck of one of the merchant ships, said later that it was “an enchanted scene.” And surely it must have seemed like some fantastic mirage, with silent ships floating on the desert and white-robed Bedouins watching from the banks of the canal.

         By five in the afternoon, less than ten hours after leaving Port Said, the first ships were approaching Ismailia. Just before six o’clock in the evening, the yacht carrying de Lesseps and the Empress steamed into Lake Timsah.

         This lake forms a perfect natural harbor, and while the canal was being dug, workmen had built a handsome town on the lake’s northwest shore. They called it Ismailia in honor of the Khedive of Egypt. It marked the approximate half-way point between Port Said on the Mediterranean and Suez on a gulf of the Red Sea and was an ideal place to regroup and prepare for the rest of the journey.

         More than this, Ismailia was an ideal place for the Khedive Ismail to give a party. He had turned his namesake into an elaborate stage setting of Eastern splendor. It was a fairyland of flowers and lights and ornate buildings that might have come from the pages of an Oriental adventure story. The Khedive was a grandiose ruler who loved nothing better than luxury and ostentation. This was the great moment of his life, his chance for immortality, and he spared no expense on the decoration of Ismailia. The cost of his fabulous party, in fact, came to some $7.5 million. On Wednesday night, while his guests slept on their yachts in the harbor, the Khedive roamed the many rooms of his magnificent palace, arranging the last details of the next day’s festivities. All through the night, torches flickered along the docks and in the streets of Ismailia, and the lights in the palace burned until dawn.

         On Thursday morning, November 18, the good weather held, and the sky was bright and clear once again. The harbor of Ismailia presented an even more vivid spectacle than Port Said had the day before. All along the shore, flagpoles had been set up, and the banners of crimson and gold - some with crosses and others with Muslim crescents - furled and unfurled in the soft breeze. The Khedive’s palace, gleaming in the sunlight, stood near the lake and dominated the town. There were flowers everywhere and triumphal arches and green trees. Early in the morning, the warships began firing their cannons, and the sirens and the whistles began again. The harbor, like Port Said, was a sea of masts, flags, and drifting smoke.

         Before noon, to the delight of the crowd on the dock, a launch brought Ferdinand de Lesseps and the Empress to shore. Dressed in yellow and wearing a large straw hat with a flowing veil, Eugénie was a strange and lovely sight in the middle of the desert. A Bedouin guard, in red cloaks and mounted on white camels, escorted the Empress and her party to a picnic on the outskirts of town.

         After lunch, they returned to the dock, where Emperor Franz Josef and other dignitaries were waiting. They all stepped into their carriages and drove away through a tree-lined boulevard between two rows of Egyptian cavalry - one regiment of lancers on white horses and another mounted on bays. They passed through streets of luxurious private houses and under huge shade trees. They saw flowers on every side of them and admired the lovely gardens in the Place Champollion. At last, their carriage reached the desert plain outside Ismailia.

         Here there was an enormous Arab encampment, for the Khedive had invited, in addition to his European guests, some 30,000 Arabs to the great celebration. They had put up their gaily striped tents in the desert outside of town, and they had brought with them their wives, their children, their flocks of sheep, and their camels. Now they wished to repay the Khedive’s generosity by putting on a show for his European guests.

         Eugénie, de Lesseps, and Emperor Franz Josef took their places with the others under the awning of a sumptuous tent. Luxurious rugs lay on the sand under their feet, and brass trays on wooden stands held coffee, dates, and other delicacies. The Arab chieftains were all dressed in hoods and flowing capes of soft white wool, and at their waists, they carried gleaming daggers of Damascus steel. Suddenly, one of the chieftains raised his arm in a signal.

         At once, the flat sandy plain in front of the tent was filled with Arab horsemen. They galloped past, with burnooses flying in the wind and carbines firing as they went. Great clouds of dust rolled up and slowly settled, and then there were wild dervishes from the Sudan - some holding red-hot coals between their teeth and others swallowing live scorpions. Next, fakirs took their turn with tricks of magic. The entertainment went on far into the afternoon as the day passed in a whirl of color and excitement.

         By nightfall, fireworks had started in the harbor of Ismailia. The ships at anchor were strung with lights of every color, and Chinese lanterns and torches gleamed on the shore. At intervals, rockets rose into the air, and small stars exploded in the sky. It seemed to one observer as if “the heavens were on fire.” Certainly the harbor itself was a blaze of light.

         And so was the town of Ismailia. Lights were shining on every street, and they all seemed to be leading in the direction of the Khedive’s palace. At last, the time had come for the party to begin. The Khedive had invited more than 4,000 guests from Europe to celebrate the opening of the Suez Canal. In order to entertain them in the proper style, he had built this magnificent palace in less than six months’ time. It was surrounded by lush gardens and a pavilion where nearly 1,000 people could sit down to dinner. The palm trees in front were hung with innumerable lanterns.

         Inside, the palace was equally splendid. All the furniture had been ordered from Paris, and crystal chandeliers dazzled the eye in every room. Gilt chairs and marble-topped tables were everywhere, and costly paintings from France hung upon the walls. There were 1,000 waiters in scarlet liveries and powdered wigs. In the vast kitchens, 500 cooks were preparing a feast of wild duck, pheasant, and partridge.

         The town of Ismailia had a carnival air. All the streets that led to the palace were overflowing with people, and there were dancers and jugglers and musicians on every corner. Those lucky enough to have been invited to the party could hardly get through the crowds.

         In the palace itself, there was even greater confusion. The rooms were crowded to the point of suffocation since all of the thousands of guests seemed to be arriving at once. An orchestra played, but there was no room to dance. Buffet tables were weighted with nearly every delicacy the world could offer, but no one could get near them. Waiters passed champagne on silver trays, but it was difficult to reach the glasses. Those who did were scarcely able to raise them to their lips.

         Still the guests arrived, and now the walls of the palace seemed to bulge. Each room was a riot of color, and each room, by itself, was a miniature portrait of the world as a whole. For the Khedive’s guests had come from every country under the sun, and they were dressed in every costume imaginable.

         Diamonds, rubies, and sapphires gleamed in the candlelight, and so did military decorations and silver swords and the jeweled handles of scimitars. The uniforms and costumes were wonderful to see. There were diplomats and naval officers and military men from all the countries of the world. There were beautiful women dressed in costumes of the East, and from Europe, there were ladies wearing the latest Parisian fashions.

         At midnight, the Empress Eugénie arrived, more lovely than ever. A diamond coronet glittered in her black hair, and her gown was dazzling. She sat with the Khedive and Emperor Franz Josef, and together they toasted the success of the Suez Canal. They drank to France and to Egypt. They drank to peace, to international harmony, and to the future of the world.

         But, strangely enough, all eyes in the room were not on the glamorous royal party. Most of them were turned in the direction of a quiet man in black evening clothes. For Ferdinand de Lesseps had been the center of attention ever since the moment he appeared on the bridge of the imperial yacht and the great adventure had neared its climax.

         Yet he wore no elegant uniform, and his dark clothes made him seem somewhat out of place in this exotic company. But, one by one, the Khedive’s guests came up to him, and he heard words of praise in every language. A crowd closed in around him, and before long, the plain black figure was lost in a many-colored sea of silk, velvet, and satin.

         It was strange, for he did not have Eugénie’s glamour nor the Khedive’s sense of style. He was not young, nor was he handsome. An Englishman who attended the party that night described him as short and lithe and neat, with “hair as white as snow, a complexion clear and red as a rosy apple, dark flashing eyes, and a black mustache.” Certainly he seemed more like a kindly village grandfather than the mighty builder of the Suez Canal and the man his contemporaries were to call the Great Frenchman.

         This splendid evening - indeed, the whole fantastic, celebration - in some ways belonged to him alone. He had given nearly his entire life to the creation of the Suez Canal and had had the incredible strength to turn a young man’s dream into reality. He had created a green world in the middle of the desert. Only a short while ago, there had been no magnificent palace at Ismailia. There had been little water and no trees and no flowers. There had been no towns and no harbors. There had been nothing but the endless desert. Surely, without him, there would have been no party that night. Without him, there would have been no canal at all.

         But his road to the palace at Ismailia had not been an easy one. It had been a long road, and he had traveled it almost alone. Now, this evening, he was a hero at last. Only two days before, at a religious ceremony in Port Said, he had been compared to Christopher Columbus. The comparison was not greatly exaggerated. For, like Columbus, Ferdinand de Lesseps - in creating the Suez Canal - had opened up a whole new world. He had joined the East and the West, and he had made two separate halves of the world into one. The long and dangerous ocean voyage around the Cape of Good Hope could now be avoided.

         Europe could obtain the treasures of the Orient at far less cost; greater trade and prosperity would almost inevitably develop. De Lesseps had spent many long years in bringing all this about, and that night, at the Khedive Ismail’s party, honor and recognition came to him at last. It was only the beginning.

         In a little while, he would read a simple and dramatic announcement in London’s Shipping Gazette: “As far as we are concerned, we can only point to the fact that the French engineers have redeemed their promise. The canal is open and is a magnificent success.” And in a few days, he would read with an ironic smile a letter from Lord Clarendon, the British Foreign Secretary: “Notwithstanding the obstacles of every kind against which you have had to contend, and which were the necessary result both of physical circumstance and of a local state of society to which such undertakings were unknown and where the removal of difficulties depended on your own genius and resource, a brilliant success has finally rewarded your indomitable perseverance.” Lord Clarendon neglected to mention that England had been responsible for most of these difficulties.

         Before long, de Lesseps would have more material rewards. He would receive the Grand Cross of the Legion of Honor from Eugénie and the Grand Cordon of the Order of Osmanie from the Khedive of Egypt. Napoleon III, Emperor of the French, would offer to make him Duke of Suez, and he would be entertained by Queen Victoria of England, whose government had once been his greatest enemy. In London, Paris, and New York, he would be the idol of the day.

         That evening, in the Khedive’s palace, he was enjoying his first moments of glory. Truly his accomplishment had been a magnificent one. On a barren desert, he had built one of the great highways of the world. He had brought the Mediterranean and the Red Sea together, and he had organized a peaceful international undertaking. He had created a work of genius, but he had paid a tremendous price for it.

         De Lesseps was sixty-four years old in 1869, and it had taken him almost half a lifetime to cross the 100 sandy miles from Port Said to Suez. And he had learned, at great cost to himself, something of the indifference of the world and the vulnerability of a dream.

         The journey from the beginning of his dream to the realization of it had been long and brutal.
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         The journey began for Ferdinand de Lesseps - as it ended - in Egypt. Although the end was all sound and color and triumph, the beginning came quietly and without fanfare.

         It came on an afternoon in 1832 - nearly forty years before that November day on which a French yacht carried him through the completed Suez Canal. That afternoon in 1832 found de Lesseps, then a young man of twenty-seven, in a hospital at Alexandria. This seaport was Egypt’s main gateway to the Mediterranean, and de Lesseps had just arrived to take up his new post as French vice-consul. By now he had expected to be hard at work in the consulate. Certainly he had not expected to be in a hospital, looking out in frustration at the harbor of Alexandria.

         He was bored and angry and restless. Flies circled around his head, and the room was growing hot and uncomfortable. Through the window, he could see the ship that had brought him from Tunis the day before. The long voyage on the Diogenes had been miserable enough. But shortly before they reached Alexandria, a passenger had died of what the ship’s doctor called cholera. It made little difference that the diagnosis was wrong; for the present, de Lesseps and the other passengers found themselves under quarantine.

         The flies were maddening now, and the afternoon was growing hotter and more and more uncomfortable. The confinement was especially difficult for an impatient young man like de Lesseps, who had, as one friend put it, “unflagging energy.” For the past few years, he had been following his family’s tradition of service in the diplomatic corps. His father had been French consul at Tunis, and he himself had been vice consul there and apprentice consul at Lisbon. Now he was anxious to get on with his career. This quarantine, however, had tied his hands completely. There was little for him to do but brood about his own troubles. He felt trapped and forgotten and miserably alone.

         So, he was more than delighted when late in the afternoon, he received an unexpected visitor. It was his superior, the French consul general, and he had brought along an armful of books to relieve the young man’s boredom. It was a gesture of remarkable consequences.

         For among the books the consul general brought were several volumes of the Description de l’Egypte. This was a work that had been compiled by scholars and scientists attached to the French army that invaded Egypt under Napoleon’s command in 1798. It was a fascinating book in itself and would prove especially so for young Ferdinand de Lesseps. The Description de l’Egypte marked the turning point of his life and signaled the beginning of his dream.

         When the consul general had gone, de Lesseps, eager now for any diversion, picked up a volume and began to read at random. With this casual gesture, he had taken the first step along a road he would follow with growing enthusiasm for the next forty years. It was a road that would meet him at every turning with obstacles of the most discouraging kind. It was the long road to Suez.

         Years later, he remembered that the dream of a canal through the Isthmus of Suez “had taken possession of my imagination after reading the report of Lepère, the head engineer in the expedition of General Bonaparte.” By chance, the volume he selected that afternoon in Alexandria had as its subject the isthmus. It contained the report of a survey of the area made by Lepère during the French occupation of 1798-1801.

         De Lesseps was unfamiliar with that part of Egypt - in fact, with any part of the country at all. He only knew that the Isthmus of Suez was a narrow neck of land at the eastern border of Egypt, lying between the delta of the Nile and the Sinai Peninsula and separating the Mediterranean from the Red Sea. It was little more than 100 miles wide. And he had heard, too, that it was a forbidding desert inhabited only by a handful of nomadic Bedouin tribesmen. He knew little else, but his knowledge grew as he turned the pages of Lepère’s report.

         He learned that Napoleon had sent Lepère to the isthmus in order to explore the possibility of digging a canal through it. By joining the Mediterranean to the Red Sea, a once-important trade route to the Far East could be opened again. Such a feat would add greatly to the glory - and to the profit - of France. In fact, France’s Republican rulers had given Napoleon specific orders to initiate such a canal and re-establish French trade with the Orient. Napoleon considered it so important that he went himself to the isthmus late in 1798. Lepère was impressed with the interest the general took in the survey and with his desire to have the “most exact information.” As ordered, Lepère continued his explorations. After long study, he decided that a canal between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea would be impossible. He based this opinion on the mistaken belief that there was a thirty-foot difference in water level between them.

         Yet Lepère did dwell on the fact that he had found in the desert many traces of an ancient canal that had once led from the Nile at Zagazig to the Gulf of Suez. He saw a possibility of rebuilding the canal since it provided a path to the Mediterranean by way of the Nile. It was the lost canal of the pharaohs.

         For de Lesseps, the name alone was a romantic echo of the Egyptian past. Long after the quarantine at Alexandria was over and he was busy at the consulate, he often thought of that vanished canal. And he often thought of the Isthmus of Suez itself and the great wall of sand it put between Europe and the Orient. The ancient history of the isthmus began to fascinate him, and soon he had turned it into a hobby to fill his free hours. At Alexandria and at Cairo, where he was later sent, he searched the libraries for more books to read and more maps to study.

         According to some scholars, the canal of the pharaohs had been built by the rulers of Egypt 2,000 years before the birth of Christ. It had been started by the Pharaoh Sesostris I in the Twelfth Dynasty (1991-1786 BCE) but did not go directly from sea to sea. The canal cut across from the Pelusiac branch of the Nile, north of present-day Cairo, to the two Bitter Lakes, which in turn led to the Gulf of Suez.

         It was a narrow canal but sufficient for the ships of that age, which could sail along the Nile from the Mediterranean Sea and then proceed by canal to the Red Sea. It was a well-traveled route, and with few interruptions, continued to be followed until the Twenty-sixth Dynasty (664-525 BCE) - some 1,200 years later. By then, desert winds had piled sand beyond the Bitter Lakes, blocking the way to the Gulf of Suez and the Red Sea. The Pharaoh Necho tried to excavate a new channel, but more than 100,000 workers - according to one ancient account - died in the unsuccessful attempt. Darius, King of Persia (522-485 BCE), made an effort to put this part of the canal back into working order. And finally, it was extended all the way to Arsinoë - the modern port of Suez - by Ptolemy II (283-246 BCE).

         During the Roman occupation of Egypt, the canal of the pharaohs was maintained and improved, particularly by Emperor Trajan (CE 98-117). When the Romans left, however, it was allowed to deteriorate. In the seventh century, at the time of the Muslim domination of Egypt, it was rebuilt by order of the Caliph Omar. The canal remained in use for another century, and then the desert claimed it again. It was no longer needed as a route for conquest, and trade could move overland; so the canal lay buried for more than 1,000 years - its existence known only to wandering Arabs until Lepère’s 1798 discovery.

         The strange fate of the canal of the pharaohs fascinated de Lesseps. And one question continued to puzzle him: Why had Egyptian pharaohs and Roman emperors and Muslim caliphs made so many attempts to open a waterway between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea?

         The answer, he eventually determined, was a simple one. In ancient times, the Isthmus of Suez had been the site of one of the world’s great military and trade routes. Egypt stood then, as it does now, at the crossroad of two worlds. And Suez was the gate that opened from the West into Arabia, India, and all the nations of the Far East.

         A look at history proved the point. De Lesseps discovered that during the Roman occupation of Egypt, for example, the Isthmus of Suez had been the scene of the land’s greatest commercial activity. At that time, a flourishing trade existed between the Eastern and the Western worlds. Greek and Arab merchants passed daily over the desert, both by ship on the canal and overland in great caravans. They carried one luxury after another to exchange for the gold and merchandise of the Roman Empire.

         They brought tigers from the Punjab and leopards from Afghanistan, wool from Kashmir and silk from China, furs from Tibet and sapphires from Ceylon, incense from Yemen, and spices from the islands of Southeast Asia. They brought all the riches of the East across the sand from Suez to Alexandria. And from this busy seaport, the goods were sent on to Rome and the faraway cities of the empire.

         Even after the canal of the pharaohs was abandoned under the caliphs, merchants still crossed the desert by caravan. For 600 years, they were met at Alexandria by Italian and French ships that carried the merchandise on to Venice and Marseilles and the rest of Europe. But during this time, a new route to the Far East had been discovered. In 1271, Marco Polo traveled through Persia to China on the northern overland route, which came to be used extensively during the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries. This route competed with the Suez caravans and took a good deal of trade from them.

         More serious competition came in 1498, when a Portuguese explorer sailed to India around the Cape of Good Hope; Vasco da Gama, by rounding the tip of Africa, had found a new way to the Far East. His route was much longer, but it had a number of advantages over the Isthmus of Suez. Safety was its greatest virtue, for it put an end to the danger of Arab raiders in the desert and pirates in the Red Sea, as well as eliminating the hazards of navigation in the narrow Red Sea and Gulf of Suez. More than this, the new route bypassed the Ottoman Empire and completely avoided the barrier the Turks had placed between Europe and the Orient.

         So, at the end of the fifteenth century, the Egyptian link in the great chain of trade with the East was broken. The Venetians proposed reopening the canal route in the sixteenth century, but they and the French soon lost their Oriental commerce. It fell into the hands of the English, the Dutch, and the Portuguese, who sailed their merchant fleets around the Cape of Good Hope. The sun burned down on the Isthmus of Suez, and the desert was silent for 400 years.

         By 1833, when de Lesseps was made French consul at Cairo, daring travelers were already making the trip across the desert. Naturally, with his new interest in the subject, de Lesseps talked to them. Their reports were not enthusiastic. The Isthmus of Suez was a wasteland, nearly forgotten at the edge of Egypt. The only signs of life were cranes and flamingos and a few fishermen on the shores of Lake Manzala. Occasionally, there was the black tent of a Bedouin. The canal had vanished, and the Bitter Lakes were dry.

         All that de Lesseps heard depressed him enormously. The romantic and productive past of the isthmus - from the canal of the pharaohs to the great desert caravans - made a strange contrast with its melancholy isolation in the 1830s. During his five years in Cairo, de Lesseps grew more and more convinced that something could and should be done. And he dreamed of reopening through Suez a path of communication between the people of the Eastern and Western worlds. To reactivate the great trade route, there should be another canal of the pharaohs, this time leading from sea to sea. He had finally come to focus his mind on the creation of a new canal.

         Later in life, de Lesseps could never really explain it - how or when he reached a point where the canal had become the fabric of a dream. Yet he did say, in a letter to an old friend in 1852, that “piercing the Isthmus of Suez [was] . . . a question which I had already been considering when we first made acquaintance with each other in Egypt twenty years ago.” It was a young man’s dream, visionary and impractical.

         Oddly enough, it happened that Cairo in the 1830s was an ideal place for a young man with thoughts about canal building. True, not many people were interested in the deserted Isthmus of Suez, but de Lesseps was by no means the only person in Egypt who had notions of building a canal through the desert.

         One morning in 1833, a most unusual visitor came through the doors of the French consulate in Cairo. The task of seeing him fell to de Lesseps. His superior, the consul general, did not feel quite up to it; de Lesseps soon understood why.

         Looking up from his desk, de Lesseps studied with interest his caller, Prosper Enfantin, who was a strange figure, to say the least. He was dressed entirely in white and wore a long flowing robe with a wide sash. This was remarkable enough, but he also wore a shirt with the words Le Pere (“Father”) embroidered on it. This costume was odd even for Cairo, where the exotic was taken for granted.

         Unfortunately, as Enfantin explained to the young consul, he had a small problem. Being a French citizen, he felt entitled to seek help at the consulate. He went on to say that he had somehow offended Mohammed Ali, Viceroy of Egypt, and had been asked to leave the country. Perhaps Monsieur de Lesseps would have some solution to this difficulty?

         By good luck, Enfantin had come to the right person. De Lesseps was a popular figure at the Egyptian court and had a certain amount of influence there. Years before, his father had served as consul in Egypt and had developed a close friendship with Mohammed Ali. Now de Lesseps was on particularly good terms with the Viceroy’s son, Prince Mohammed Said, then a boy of eleven. Certainly de Lesseps was in a position to help his eccentric countryman. And he was more than pleased to do so, once he had heard Enfantin’s story.

         His reason for being in Egypt was bound to interest de Lesseps, for it concerned a projected canal through the Isthmus of Suez. Enfantin had just arrived in Cairo with twenty of his disciples and several engineers. He was the leader of a French philosophical group known as the Saint-Simonians. Their humanitarian impulses were strong, and they had been working on a number of ideas designed to bring the people of the world closer together. Among these ideas were proposals for two canals - one at the Isthmus of Panama and the other at the Isthmus of Suez. Enfantin, who had written many articles on the subject of a canal, had come to Egypt to interest the Viceroy in the idea. Mohammed Ali, however, was opposed to such a project, fearing that the proposed waterway would make Egypt a mere pawn in power struggles among the European nations. “I don’t want another Bosporus,” he is reported to have said in reference to the natural water link between the Black Sea and the Mediterranean, which over the centuries had brought innumerable wars and intrigue to Turkey. Moreover, the Viceroy was anxious to have these visionaries out of his country. Their plans for a canal were annoying enough, but in addition, Enfantin and his followers had odd symbolic ideas about the project being a marriage between East and West.

         De Lesseps was more sympathetic. He was able to overlook the strange costume and the mystical ideas and see in Enfantin a man like himself - a man interested in building a canal through Suez. In a way, de Lesseps came to admire him, and he finally persuaded Mohammed Ali to let him stay on in Egypt.

         Two years later, in 1835, an enterprising Englishman came out of the desert. His name was Thomas Waghorn, and he had spent a great deal of time on the Isthmus of Suez. A former British naval lieutenant who had served in India, he had long been familiar with Suez and the Red Sea area. After resigning his commission, Waghorn became an agent for the East India Company in Cairo. His company was gradually coming to the conclusion that the long voyage from India to England around the Cape of Good Hope was too expensive and too impractical. Waghorn was convinced of it. He felt that the only path between East and West lay across the Isthmus of Suez.

         He had been out in the desert, much to everyone’s amusement, trying to re-establish the great overland caravan route from Suez to Cairo. In 1835, he began a passenger and mail service by coach across the desert. A few years later, he merged his operations with another firm that owned a hotel at Suez for travelers from the Orient and several inns at halting places along the way to Cairo. Although Waghorn’s interest in such a remote travel route was generally ignored, de Lesseps was quick to see the man’s importance as a pioneer of the overland route. In fact, at the opening of the Suez Canal in 1869, de Lesseps insisted that a statue be erected in honor of Waghorn. And he was generous enough to declare: “He opened the route. We followed.”

         In the Cairo of the 1830s, men such as Waghorn and Enfantin were considered hopelessly impractical and even a little mad. Under these circumstances, it was fortunate that de Lesseps had at the time a good friend who was sane and practical - and who also happened to be interested in the idea of a canal. He was Adolphe Linant de Bellefonds, consulting engineer and irrigation adviser to the Egyptian government. A Frenchman, Linant Bey (as he was known in Egypt) was very familiar with the topography of the Isthmus of Suez. He had been in the country since 1818 and was precisely the steadying influence that de Lesseps needed. They often talked of the canal. Linant Bey, with his practical knowledge, convinced de Lesseps that the construction of the canal was a technical possibility. Years later, he headed the engineering team that de Lesseps sent out to Suez when the great project had at last begun.

         The five years he spent in Cairo gave de Lesseps many chances to satisfy his growing curiosity about a Suez canal. He devoted a great deal of time to the idea - invaluable time, as it later turned out. Nevertheless, he was still a member of the French consular service and had many other responsibilities. The inevitable day came when his career called him away from Egypt. In 1837, he was transferred from Cairo. He was not to see the city again for almost twenty years.

         His future did not seem to lie in the Middle East after all. An ambitious young man, de Lesseps traveled on from post to post - The Hague, Rotterdam, Malaga, Barcelona, Madrid, and then Rome. He soon married and raised a family. As time passed, he became totally absorbed in his profession, and the role of diplomat seemed to be one for which he was well suited. His manner was perfect for it; as one friend said, he was “cordial without fulsomeness, frank without familiarity, friendly without suspicion of insincerity.” He had every social grace and was, in addition, a fine horseman, a crack shot, and an accomplished dancer. A young man of this kind would naturally rise in the French diplomatic service. Moreover, he had a fine record - performing splendidly in such difficult situations as the cholera epidemic of 1835 in Cairo and at Barcelona during the revolution of 1842.

         The years followed one another. They were years full of activity and the responsibilities of job and family. Egypt and the desert and a Suez canal faded further and further into the back of his mind. Surely, when he thought of it at all, the canal must have seemed to him no more than a young man’s impossible dream.

         Yet Ferdinand de Lesseps had by no means forgotten the canal. Over the years, he kept up a correspondence with an old friend who was still in Cairo - S. W. Ruyssenaers, the Dutch consul general. Ruyssenaers wrote often, describing the latest developments on the Isthmus of Suez. De Lesseps learned that Linant Bey had made a survey in 1840 and had proof that the canal was technically possible to build. De Lesseps had also been in touch with Prosper Enfantin. In 1846, that strange philosopher had gone so far as to form a society for the study of the canal (the Société d’Etudes) and in the following year had sent a team of European surveyors into the desert. They had corrected the error of Napoleon’s engineer, Lepère, reporting that there was practically no difference in water level between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea.

         Nor was the overland route pioneered by Waghorn being neglected. By 1845, the Bombay-to-London mail was being delivered in thirty days (as against four months around the tip of Africa), and 2,000 passengers a year were being transported across the Isthmus of Suez. De Lesseps realized that these were all significant developments toward the eventual building of a canal. But he felt more and more removed from the whole idea. His life seemed to be taking an entirely different direction.

         Then, one day in 1849, his career in the diplomatic service came to a sudden end. As a special envoy to Rome, he had countermanded some orders sent by the French government. He was recalled to Paris and severely reprimanded. Actually, he had done nothing wrong; rather, he was a victim of the politics and incompetence of Louis Napoleon’s government. In anger, de Lesseps resigned. He was only forty-four years old, and his career as a diplomat was over. He cast about for something else to do, and for want of a better solution he went into retirement in France, taking over the management of his mother-in-law’s estate, La Chênaie, in the Berry region.

         For the moment, he seemed content to stay in this rustic backwater and play the part of a gentleman farmer. Egypt, however, was very much on his mind. In 1852, he found time to write an important memorandum, a detailed proposal for the construction of a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. Naturally, he sent it on to Ruyssenaers in Cairo. But his friend felt that the idea would not appeal to the new viceroy, Abbas Pasha. Abbas was strongly influenced by the British, who were then, as they were later, violently opposed to the construction of a canal. There the matter ended. Unexpectedly, another tragic blow fell upon de Lesseps. His wife died of scarlet fever in 1853.

         In the late summer of 1854, alone and cut off from the world, de Lesseps had reached his lowest point. He could not have known that his great moment was almost upon him. He could not have known that his great adventure was about to begin. And all because once he had been kind to a fat, little boy in Cairo who hated exercise and loved to eat spaghetti.
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         It did not seem like the time or the place for great events to begin that quiet September morning in the French region of Berry. The year was 1854, and Monsieur de Lesseps, the retired diplomat, was hard at work in his new role as gentleman farmer and estate manager. In fact, at that very moment, he was on top of a ladder supervising the addition of a story to a manor house.

         In the courtyard below, the postman had just arrived with the morning mail from Paris. Workmen passed it up to de Lesseps. He sorted through the letters and then glanced at the morning paper. All of a sudden his attention was caught by a headline.

         “I learned,” said de Lesseps, describing the scene some time later, “that Abbas Pasha, Viceroy of Egypt, was dead. He was a very cruel and deceitful man and had succeeded Mohammed Ali and Ibrahim Pasha in the government of Egypt. His successor was the youngest son of Mohammed Ali, whom I had known well as a child, and taught to ride. He was enormously fat, and I made him exercise, much to the delight of his father.”

         De Lesseps at once climbed down from the top of the ladder. This was a marvelous piece of news. As he told his Dutch friend Ruyssenaers in a letter a few days later, he had lost no time in writing to the new viceroy, Mohammed Said, congratulating him on his accession. It was, he was sure, the most important letter he had ever written. Yet he could not help smiling at the curious turn of fate that had made fat little Prince Said the ruler of Egypt. De Lesseps thought of those days in Cairo twenty years ago, and he remembered Mohammed Ali’s youngest son with amused affection.

         As a boy of eleven, Prince Said had often slipped away from his guards and his tutors and had come sneaking into the French consulate. He was very fond of de Lesseps, who was teaching him how to ride and who seemed to be the only person who never treated him like a little boy. He used to come into the young consul’s office and look at him with wide and pleading eyes. De Lesseps always understood.

         Prince Said would speak very seriously in a low voice, and then de Lesseps would hurry him off to the kitchen. There the youngster would eat to his heart’s content - spaghetti, which he loved, French pastry, and anything else he could find. All this feasting, of course, was very much against his father’s orders. Mohammed Ali was disgusted with his overweight son and gave orders for a strict diet. He also set down a rigid schedule of exercise: two hours of climbing the masts of ships on the Nile, jumping rope, a run around the walls of Cairo twice a day, and horseback riding in the afternoons with the young French consul. This was harsh discipline for a boy of eleven, and it came close to killing the young Prince. Many people felt that Said had a glandular condition and was, quite literally, starving to death. It may well be that the extra food de Lesseps gave him saved his life. It was a strange friendship - between a Frenchman nearly thirty and an Egyptian prince of eleven - and one that neither of them ever forgot.

         It was also a friendship that had the most unexpected consequences. For the day that Said came to sit on the throne of Egypt was the day that the story of the Suez Canal began in earnest. Two widely different personalities had found their destinies - Said as ruler of Egypt and de Lesseps as builder of the Suez Canal. Power, at last, had become the ally of a dream.

         It did not take Said long to answer the letter of congratulation. He, too, remembered the past with affection, and he invited his old friend to come to Egypt as soon as possible. De Lesseps read the Viceroy’s letter with growing excitement. Only a short while ago, he had thought that his career was over; now, at the age of forty-nine, he was making a new beginning.

         Since his retirement from the diplomatic service in 1849, as he pointed out in his letter to Ruyssenaers, he had never stopped studying the question of the canal. At last, he was ready to take action - and he was ready at the right moment.

         De Lesseps realized that by 1854, the time had come when a canal through the Isthmus of Suez was practical and desirable. Twenty years before, when the idea of a canal had first captured his imagination, this had not been true. But now the world had changed dramatically. By the mid-nineteenth century, the great Industrial Revolution had swept through Europe, and in its wake had come a new prosperity and an enormous social and economic change. The old aristocracy was losing its hold, and wealth was pouring into the hands of a new middle class. Innumerable products and manufactured goods were wanted on a mass scale unknown in the past. The factories of England and the Continent needed raw materials from the Orient. They needed copra, jute, ore, and cotton.

         These were requirements far different from the luxuries - furs, silks, and precious stones - that had once come through the canal of the pharaohs and later overland with the desert caravans. By the 1850s, trade with the Far East was no longer a luxury; it had become essential to Europe’s economic expansion. Iron ore was certainly too heavy to carry on camelback, and the way around the Cape of Good Hope took the better part of four months. A canal through the Isthmus of Suez would cut almost 5,800 miles from the Bombay to Marseilles run. The industrial countries of Europe, particularly England, needed more and more raw materials - and needed them faster and faster.

         But de Lesseps knew that bringing materials to Europe faster along a canal’s shorter route was only a part of the answer. There also had to be a way to carry all this tonnage across thousands of miles of water. A great revolution in maritime history was also taking place - the transition from sail to steam and from wooden ships to iron ones. This revolution was based on the development of the screw propeller, the use of iron for hulls, and the invention of the compound engine in 1854. Steamships in increasing numbers were in service. As early as 1824, a French naval vessel had steamed from Brest to French Guiana, and in 1832, the Royal Navy had sent a steamship from Plymouth to Barbados. A steamship fleet was incorporated in 1840 as the Cunard Line; by 1853, the Peninsular & Oriental line had an iron-screw steamer of over 3,000 tons.

         Now there were ships available with the speed and capacity to transport more of the riches of the Orient. The question of the most direct route to the Far East was the important one. At this very moment in history, de Lesseps was about to present a complete plan for a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. He thought that the canal had become inevitable. His part in it, however, was not at all inevitable. Others could have developed the Suez Canal as easily. But when he wrote to the new ruler of Egypt in 1854, he was trying to assure himself a role in that development.

         In the early morning of November 7, 1854, Ferdinand de Lesseps began the practical phase of his great adventure. More than twenty years had gone by since the beginning of his dream - since the day in the hospital when he had first read Lepère’s report. His ship was docking at Alexandria again, and in his pocket was his memorandum of 1852 on a Suez canal. The Egyptian sun shone down and sparkled on the green waters of Alexandria’s harbor, and on this clear and beautiful day, de Lesseps was full of the confidence that was never to leave him through all the days of the fifteen years that lay ahead.

         When the ship docked, a member of Said’s staff was there in a royal carriage to greet him. “I proceeded,” he wrote later in the day to his mother-in-law, “to one of His Highness’ villas, about two and a half miles from Alexandria on the Mahmudiya Canal. A whole battalion of servants was drawn up on the flight of stone steps, and they saluted me three times, putting out their right hands to the ground and then carrying them up to their foreheads.” His old friend Said had put an entire palace at his disposal!

         Before long, another member of the royal staff came and told de Lesseps that the Viceroy would see him at noon in the Gabbari Palace. De Lesseps dressed with care, putting on all his decorations, including the Legion of Honor he had received for his work in Cairo during the cholera epidemic of 1835. Then he was taken to a palace that stood on a promontory of the eastern harbor. Said received him with affection, and they talked at length about old times. Nothing was said of a Suez canal.

         At the age of thirty-two, Said’s position in life was considerably different from what it had been the last time de Lesseps had seen him. Now there was no one to tell him what to do, or what not to do. Since the death of Abbas Pasha in July, he had become absolute ruler of Egypt. He answered to no one but the sultan of Turkey, at Constantinople. The sultan ruled over the Ottoman Empire, and Egypt was still a part of that empire. But Egyptian ties to Constantinople were loose; the sultan required little more than a show of obedience from the viceroy of Egypt - and substantial tribute.

         Obviously, Said was now in a position to satisfy his every whim. And his whims were many. He was a giant of a man, with a red face and a full beard, who approached life with gusto and a certain amount of genial vulgarity. His mood alternated between moments of violent rage and uncontrolled generosity. Practical jokes were a passion with him, and he went to great lengths to amuse himself. On one occasion, he shocked his ministers by walking through loose gunpowder while holding a lighted candle in each hand and then demanded that they follow his example - simply to see how strong their nerves were. His character was a paradox: a mixture of Oriental capriciousness and European culture. He had been educated in France and was fond of all things French. But he loved ostentation, extravagance, and splendor. Above all, he loved uniforms. There was nothing he would rather do than play at being a soldier.

         In fact, he told de Lesseps, he was just about to lead a march across the Western Desert to Cairo. Ten thousand troops were going on maneuvers, and he thought it would be a good idea if his old friend came along. De Lesseps jumped at the chance to spend time alone with Said.

         A few days later, a splendid procession passed through the gates of Alexandria and turned toward the desert. De Lesseps rode at the right hand of the Viceroy - an unusual place of honor for a foreigner. Bedouin scouts galloped into the desert ahead of the column. Brightly colored banners unfurled in the soft wind that came across the sands. Following Said and his generals was a squadron of lancers wearing breastplates and ancient Saracen helmets. Then came artillery and Egyptian foot soldiers and, finally, camels carrying necessities for the royal party. There were tents and rugs, china from France, ice, water, and fresh provisions. It was a strange military expedition.

         That night, having passed beyond the ancient baths of Cleopatra, the column pitched camp in the desert. De Lesseps made up his mind to approach Said the next day on the matter of the Suez Canal. There was no point in further delay. The unpredictable Viceroy was enjoying the expedition enormously and seemed to be in one of his good moods. Surely the proper moment had come.

         The following morning, de Lesseps was awake before dawn. It was November 15, 1854, and he would remember the exact date for the rest of his life. He left his tent at once. Standing in the sand and wrapped in a red dressing gown, he felt (he said later) like some exotic sheik from Mecca. The first light of the sun was beginning to outline the horizon, yet the day promised to be overcast. Suddenly something incredible happened. There appeared in the west, he wrote that night in his journal, “where the sky is cloudy, a very brilliant rainbow, running from east to west.”

         The rainbow was exactly what de Lesseps needed to convince himself that this would be the luckiest day of his life. There was no question of failure now. In the first moments of this new day, he was certain that Said would give permission for a canal to be built. Had there not been a miraculous omen in the sky?

         He dressed quickly and spent the day putting together his notes on the canal and otherwise preparing for the attack on Said. At five o’clock, he mounted his Arab pony and galloped through camp toward the Viceroy’s tent. In front of the royal tent, a high barrier had been erected. De Lesseps, always an excellent horseman, cleared it with ease. The Viceroy saw him, and so did his generals. They cheered and applauded, for horsemanship is considered a great art by the Arabs. De Lesseps dismounted and went into the Viceroy’s tent. His head was high, and his heart was full of confidence.

         Said was waiting, and he motioned him to sit down. They were alone, sitting side by side on a divan. Through the opening of the tent, de Lesseps could see that the sun was beginning to go down. But he remembered that morning’s rainbow. Taking a deep breath, he turned to Said and began to outline his plan for a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. De Lesseps had a moment of nervousness, for he had not lost sight of the fact that the idea had been opposed by Said’s father, Mohammed Ali.

         Nevertheless, the Frenchman went on to explain the need the world had for such a highway to the Far East. He emphasized the honor and importance the canal would bring to Egypt. He went into the history of the ancient canal and appealed to Said’s vanity by implying that the construction of a new canal would be a feat greater than anything the pharaohs had accomplished. Yet he was vague about the details of cost and construction. He did, however, dwell at length on how the canal was bound to bring the nations of the world closer together. In this, he was very close to the philosophy of Prosper Enfantin.

         “Isn’t it obvious,” he told Said, “that this great work will arouse universal enthusiasm and be greeted by the active . . . participation of men of vision in all countries?”

         The Viceroy listened carefully. Then he asked a few questions and settled back in silence on the divan. Perhaps he was considering his role as a man of vision and patron of a great project. At last, he turned to de Lesseps.

         “I am convinced,” he said. “I accept your plan. We will concern ourselves during the rest of our expedition as to the means of carrying it out. You may regard the matter as settled, and trust to me.”

         Then he clapped his hands and called for his generals. He told them briefly of the new plans for a Suez canal. They were quick to applaud the idea - perhaps because it was unwise to contradict the Viceroy or perhaps because de Lesseps had just gained their respect by his daring horsemanship. Probably the generals did not care one way or another. But Said seemed pleased, and he called for dinner. They all sat on pillows on the ground, and a huge silver tureen was brought in. Together they dipped their spoons into the soup. And de Lesseps could not help thinking that this was a fitting symbol of the great harmony that had just been achieved. In his journal, he wrote that this dinner ended “the most important negotiation I ever undertook, or am likely to undertake.”

         After dinner, de Lesseps gave Mohammed Said a copy of his 1852 memorandum on a Suez canal. It was actually material he had paraphrased in their earlier conversation. (In the months to come, some of the Egyptian ministers would go so far as to say that Said had never read it at all. But that would not bother de Lesseps; the decision had already been made.) He returned to his tent, overwhelmed by the knowledge that his dream of twenty years was beginning to take form at last.

         It was incredible to think that he had been in Egypt for only eight days. It was incredible to think with what ease he had persuaded Said to undertake so vast a scheme as the cutting of a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. Only the strength of an old friendship and the force of de Lesseps’s great charm and sincerity could have accomplished it.

         The following morning, the expedition continued across the Western Desert. But by the time they reached the Nile at Neguileh, the changeable Said had lost his enthusiasm for the routine of army maneuvers. He transferred the royal party to several yachts, which were riding at anchor in the Nile. Said’s own yacht, Mahroussa, was unbelievably luxurious; she had been built in England for the late Abbas Pasha at a cost of $500,000. Among her many sumptuous features were fittings of solid silver, costly paintings, divans covered with cloth of gold, and a dining room forty feet long. In such comfort, the royal party moved along the great river toward Cairo.

         During the journey, de Lesseps and Said worked out details for the preliminary organization of a Suez canal company. These details were the basis of what came to be known as the First Concession, given later under the official date of November 30, 1854. It was drafted by Said (or so he later insisted) and gave his permission for the creation of a Suez canal company. The first director, Said indicated, was to be Ferdinand de Lesseps, “my devoted friend of high rank and exalted birth.”

         Among the various articles of concession the most important were these: The director was to be chosen by the Egyptian government; the concession was to be in effect for ninety-nine years from the date of opening; all the necessary land on the isthmus was to be given to the company by the Viceroy himself. The canal was to be open to the ships of all nations. And any future profits from it were to be divided as follows: 15 percent to the Egyptian government, 75 percent to the company, and 10 percent to the founders, those original investors who were to give de Lesseps his first working capital. Later, a final clause, which did not seem particularly important at the time, was attached to the concession. It cautioned that the construction of the canal could not begin without permission from Egypt’s actual ruler, the sultan of Turkey.

         So the details were arranged, and finally, the royal flotilla reached Cairo. Within a few days - on November 25, 1854 - Said called a meeting of all the representatives of foreign governments in Egypt. He was anxious to announce his great plan for a Suez canal. Naturally de Lesseps was asked to attend.

         In the great hall of the Citadel, from the throne that had once been used by his father, Mohammed Ali, the Viceroy received the foreign consuls. Among others, the French consul general was there and also Ruyssenaers of Holland and Mr. Frederick Bruce, who represented Great Britain.

         Said announced that he had decided to cut a canal through the Isthmus of Suez and that he had permitted a company to be organized with Ferdinand de Lesseps as its director. He outlined the most important terms of the First Concession. Then he turned to de Lesseps.

         “This is what we intend to do,” he said. “Is it not?”

         De Lesseps nodded and spoke briefly, being careful to emphasize the fact that inspiration for the project had come from Said. The various foreign representatives were surprised at this piece of news, but they applauded politely. De Lesseps was quick to notice, however, that Mr. Bruce did not applaud at all. In fact, he seemed nervous and ill at ease. It was a first hint of trouble to come.

         De Lesseps knew that he would have to have the British on his side. Within forty-eight hours, he had written a personal letter to Bruce. It was a masterpiece of enthusiasm and, unfortunately, innocence as well. He saw fit to put all of his cards on the table. He tried to point out the many benefits Great Britain would derive from a Suez canal.

         “Anything which contributes to the extension of trade, industry, and navigation,” he wrote, “must be specially advantageous to England, considering that she takes rank before all other powers in the importance of her navy, her manufacturing products, and her commercial relations. Only the unfortunate prejudices, which, owing to political differences, have so long divided France and England could have accredited the belief that the opening of a Suez canal, a work of civilization and progress, would be detrimental to British interests.”

         De Lesseps was logical, and he was persuasive. Certainly it was clever of him to have approached the representative of Great Britain on a personal level. Yet it was naive of him to have supposed that the matter would end there. In Bruce’s lack of enthusiasm at the Citadel, he should have read the obstinacy of his first, and his greatest, enemy - the British Empire.
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         In 1855, Sir Stratford Canning, Viscount Stratford de Redcliffe, was Queen Victoria’s ambassador to Constantinople, a position he had held for more than a dozen years. Somehow he had managed to intimidate the whole of the Ottoman Empire, and throughout the Middle East, he was known as Sultan Stratford, the Terrible Englishman. Through years of hard work, he had created an impressive image for himself and had become a symbol of the pride and stubbornness of the British Empire.

         Constantinople was a unique and important capital. It was the heart of the Ottoman Empire and the center of all the complex politics of the Middle East. The sultan of Turkey was its ruler, and the grand vizier was his prime minister. Beautifully situated on the Golden Horn, Constantinople was an Oriental city of minarets, harems, and fantastic palaces. Political intrigue and espionage formed the pattern of its daily life. People from all over the Middle East swarmed through the city, searching for influence and position. Foreign ambassadors practiced the dangerous game of power politics. In fact, at the moment, Great Britain, France, and Turkey were drawn up against Russia in the Crimean War (1854-56). Constantinople was the key to the Middle East, and the city was the scene of a constant struggle for power.

         And the greatest power seemed to be in the hands of Lord Stratford de Redcliffe. Tall, with an imposing presence and an imperious manner, he moved haughtily through the intrigues of the Ottoman court - here exerting his influence and there destroying an opponent. In his own way, he was as much of a despot as the sultan himself. The grand vizier, Reshid Pasha, was largely under his influence, and Sir Stratford effectively called the tune in the Middle East. The tune was usually a British one.

         In February of 1855, Ferdinand de Lesseps arrived in the Ottoman capital determined to obtain the sultan’s permission to dig a canal. De Lesseps regarded the permission as a formality; he did not foresee any extraordinary problems. He was full of confidence, and at this point in his journey, full of innocent optimism as well. This was understandable, for his conquest of Mohammed Said had been a spectacularly easy one. However, he had made no allowance for Sir Stratford, who stood, with folded arms, blocking the way to Suez.

         Moreover, the British government supported his opposition by sending him direct and explicit instructions: “Her Majesty’s Government considers that the canal would be useless even if it were possible to execute it, and the concession desired by M. de Lesseps is highly objectionable for political reasons.”

         What, exactly, were these “political reasons?” Certainly they should have come as no surprise to de Lesseps. After twenty-five years in the diplomatic service, he was more than familiar with them. It was simply that he had underestimated their importance in the present situation.

         At different times in the course of history, Great Britain and France had been both desperate enemies and uneasy allies. True, the Napoleonic Wars had ended on the field of Waterloo in 1815, and the two countries were fighting now on the same side in the Crimea. Yet, even after forty years, suspicion of France was still active in England. And it had been particularly active since 1852 when Napoleon III had established the Second Empire in France. Memories of his uncle, the first Napoleon, were not easy to erase. British government officials still remembered that Bonaparte had invaded Egypt with the particular purpose of extending French influence to the Far East. Britain was extremely sensitive about the Mediterranean and her empire in India. The seas must remain open to her merchant marine.

         Britain’s powerful navy patrolled the waters from Gibraltar to Alexandria and guarded the sea lanes that led to India around the Cape of Good Hope. Any threat in these two areas was a blow at her heart. And it happened in 1855 that the Frenchman Ferdinand de Lesseps was making such a threat. To Great Britain, the idea of a canal through the Isthmus of Suez was unthinkable. The British had long dominated the route to the Far East around the Cape of Good Hope and were not interested in any change. Moreover, the canal now proposed - the British government felt with some justice - would be monopolized by the French, despite de Lesseps’s insistence that it was to be an international undertaking. If France controlled the canal, British prestige would decline throughout the Middle East. Its Indian empire would be in danger and so, too, would its leadership in trade with the Orient. In the eyes of the British government, the political aspect of a Suez canal was a simple one. De Lesseps had hold of a dangerous idea, and to add to the unpleasantness, he was a Frenchman as well. The British were going to fight, and the first battlefield they chose was Constantinople.

         When the attack began in the first months of 1855, de Lesseps found himself facing the enemy entirely alone. It was a situation in which he was to find himself often during the next fifteen years. In Constantinople, he was no longer on the familiar ground of Egypt. Said was far away, and distance considerably diminished his powers as an ally. And Sir Stratford had seen to it that every possible obstacle was put in his way. The sultan could not be approached except through his grand vizier, and Reshid Pasha was under Sir Stratford’s thumb. For a time de Lesseps struggled. But soon, he saw how cleverly a silken net of intrigue had been slipped over his head. Finally, he had had enough. He forgot his diplomatic training, and with uncharacteristic bluntness, made a direct appeal to the British ambassador.

         He made it at a dinner given by the Turkish minister of foreign affairs one February night in 1855. The conversation was general and of no consequence until de Lesseps turned it to the subject of the canal. Once more he outlined the advantages it would offer the world in general - and Britain in particular. “Sultan Stratford” listened politely. Then he spoke with icy exactness.

         “All that you say is quite sound,” he told de Lesseps. “But it is not to be thought of for a hundred years to come. It is inopportune.”

         And that was the end of the matter. In the days to come, de Lesseps sent letters to Sir Stratford; they went unanswered. He requested interviews; they were smoothly postponed. Meanwhile, de Lesseps tried to convince the Ottoman ministers that the real opposition to the canal came not from the British government but from the ambassador himself. Nothing did any good, and he soon found himself at the end of a blind alley. One day he was told that his request for the sultan’s permission had been set aside for the moment. It had disappeared into a dark void where endless delays could indeed keep it for 100 years to come.

         But it was not in de Lesseps’s nature to surrender - not after twenty years of dreaming and planning. His attack would simply have to take another direction. Victory was not to be found among the charades and intrigues of Constantinople. It was to be found in England.

         On the trip back to Europe, de Lesseps examined his position with cool detachment. In those weeks after Said had granted him the First Concession, he had been foolishly optimistic. For the concession was, after all, no more than a scrap of paper. In some ways, the prospect of a Suez canal was just as remote as it had been back in Alexandria in 1832. Yet de Lesseps had taken one giant step. He knew his enemies, and he had looked them in the face.

         Although England was, of course, the principal enemy, there were others. There was money, for instance - or rather the lack of it. And there was a third enemy he had not even considered to any great extent. It was the hostile desert that separated the Mediterranean from the Red Sea and waited silently on the Isthmus of Suez. Perhaps any one of these three obstacles would have stopped a less determined man. But de Lesseps was not about to betray his dream. Not for the stubborn English or for a lack of money or for the sand barrier at Suez.

         It was not impossible to overcome these enemies, for in what had clearly become a war, there were some important advantages on de Lesseps’s side. First, there was the unshakable friendship of Said with all the resources of Egypt behind him. And, through another fortunate circumstance, de Lesseps could expect some help from the French government. In 1853, his cousin Eugénie de Montijo had married Napoleon III and was now empress of the France. She could certainly be a powerful ally in his struggle. But there was something in his favor that was even more important than the friendship of these two rulers. De Lesseps sensed correctly that the trend of the future was on his side.

         The nineteenth century was an age of change and progress. In every country, people were fascinated with machinery and technology. Only a few years before, in England’s Great Exhibition of 1851 at the Crystal Palace, the technical aspects of a new civilization had been fully revealed for the first time. An engineering feat such as a Suez canal would have great appeal in an age of bridges, steamships, and railroads. Trade and communication had become bywords. Nowhere was this truer than in England.

         And it was to England that de Lesseps now carried his attack. There was little to be gained by fencing with Lord Stratford de Redcliffe in the unreal Arabian Nights’ atmosphere of Constantinople.

         De Lesseps looked up at the white cliffs of Dover on a June morning in 1855. England was an island fortress, and he had come to conquer it. He relished the prospect of the battle before him, for he was a man who grew stronger in the face of conflict and challenge. As one biographer put it, he had “the energy of a dynamo, the driving power of a sledge hammer, and the magnetism of a lodestar.” And he would need these qualities in his personal war on England.

         To some extent, de Lesseps had laid the groundwork for his attack. He had written a number of letters - to newspapers, politicians, and important businessmen. In each he had struck a similar chord, emphasizing that a Suez canal would benefit the world by breaking down “the barriers which still divide men, races, and nations.” He also pointed out, over and over again, the financial profit it would bring to England. One letter, in particular, contained all the essential propaganda he was to direct against England. It had been written to Richard Cobden, a prominent politician and economist and a leading advocate of free trade. De Lesseps had written to Cobden only a few weeks after the First Concession had been granted by Said.

         “Some persons assert,” de Lesseps wrote, “that the project will excite hostility in England. I cannot believe it. Your statesmen are too enlightened for me to admit such an idea. What! England has herself one half of the general trade with the Indies and China; she possesses an immense empire in Asia; she can reduce by a third the costs of her trade and reduce by one half the distance. . . . If by any possible chance the difficulties with which we are already threatened should arise, I hope that the public spirit which is so powerful in England will soon override interested opposition and antiquated objections.”

         It was de Lesseps’s misfortune, soon after his arrival in England, to come face to face with the leader of the antiquated opposition - Henry John Temple, Viscount Palmerston, Prime Minister of Great Britain.

         In 1855, Lord Palmerston was a crusty old man of seventy-one. He still was, as he had always been, tactless and opinionated and the very image of a tenacious John Bull. Through the self-confidence and obstinacy born of a long and successful career in politics, he had turned himself into something of an idol to mid-Victorian England. Even Queen Victoria had her difficulties with him. “He had many valuable qualities,” she once remarked, “though many bad ones, and we had, God knows, terrible trouble with him about foreign affairs.”

         Unhappily, de Lesseps and the canal were solidly in the area of foreign affairs. Years before, Palmerston had been foreign secretary, and even as prime minister, foreign affairs was a field in which he constantly interfered. Like many another politician in nineteenth-century England, he was violently antagonistic to the French and suspicious of their motives.

         So he could not have been overjoyed when de Lesseps appeared one morning at No. 10 Downing Street, armed with a letter of introduction. Palmerston received the Frenchman cordially enough, though de Lesseps saw that he had the look of a man whose mind was already made up. For once, Palmerston was reasonably polite. But he made his position on the matter of a Suez canal more than clear.

         “I will not hesitate to tell you,” he said, “what my apprehensions are. They consist in the first place of the fear of seeing the commercial and maritime relations of Great Britain upset by the opening of a new route which, in being open to the navigation of all nations, will deprive us of the advantages which we at present possess.”

         De Lesseps listened to the familiar refrain and saw the stubbornness in the old man’s face. Yet, for the most part, everything was said in the most jovial of spirits. De Lesseps remembered that Palmerston ushered him out of the office with an “air of bonhomie.”

         Palmerston, however, was not nearly so polite when he came to discuss the subject in the House of Commons. One day a member asked him to explain why he was so violently opposed to the idea of a canal through the Isthmus of Suez.

         “The most charitable view which I can take of the scheme,” thundered Palmerston, “the most innocent light in which it can be regarded is, in my opinion, that it is the greatest bubble [financial swindle] which was ever imposed upon the credulity and simplicity of the people of this country.”

         He admitted to Commons that every pressure had been exerted at Constantinople by the British government to prevent the scheme from being carried out. He did acknowledge, however, that Monsieur de Lesseps was a “very persevering gentleman.” He also hinted that he was little more than a swindler. He painted a black picture of England’s future, should the canal be built. Egypt would surely revolt from the Ottoman Empire and so fall under the domination of France. The Mediterranean would soon become a French lake. There would be French cruisers patrolling the canal and the Red Sea. The threat to British India was obvious.

         During his visits to England over the course of the next three years, de Lesseps saw Palmerston on other occasions. The substance of the Prime Minister’s conversation was always the same. The canal was “physically impracticable” to build since it would soon fill up with sand, and, even if it were possible, no financial profit could be expected from it. Of course, de Lesseps knew that the motive underlying these objections was fear of the French. Palmerston was so often violent on the subject that de Lesseps began to wonder whether he was dealing with a statesman or a madman. He soon came to the conclusion that, like the obstinate Stratford de Redcliffe, Lord Palmerston would simply have to be bypassed. The war would have to be won in some other way.

         De Lesseps believed in the intelligence and rationality of the average man. So he carried the diplomatic battle - as he was to carry the financial one - directly to the people. He counted on the strength of that English “public spirit” he had mentioned to Cobden. In 1855, in London and Paris, he published a pamphlet that contained the most persuasive of his arguments. It was called The Isthmus of Suez Question, and it left no doubt as to the desirability of the canal. The pamphlet was widely read, and de Lesseps came to be regarded as something of a celebrity.

         In the first week of May 1856, he managed to be presented to Queen Victoria herself. At the same time, he had a long conversation with her husband, Prince Albert. The Prince had been the patron of the Great Exhibition of 1851 and was enthusiastic about every form of technical progress. De Lesseps was excited by Prince Albert’s interest in the Suez project, and he wrote to his cousin Empress Eugénie about it.

         During the years from 1855 to 1858, he kept in constant touch with France, crossing back and forth between London and Paris. Through Eugénie, he was trying to persuade Napoleon III to give official support to a Suez canal. He hoped the Emperor would be influenced by the fact that Prince Albert was “well disposed” toward it. Napoleon III was interested to learn that de Lesseps’s campaign in England was beginning to have results, but Napoleon did not want trouble with England, and he remained undecided.

         As the final stage of that campaign, de Lesseps arranged a series of trips to leading industrial centers. Accompanied by Sir Daniel Lange, his English representative, and a trunkful of maps and plans and reports, de Lesseps invaded the north of England. The tour was an exhausting one. He spoke in town meetings in Manchester and Liverpool. He went to Edinburgh and as far north as Aberdeen and even to Belfast and Dublin. He talked to the owners of shipyards, mines, and factories. He spoke to bankers, merchants, and directors of steamship companies. He talked to those who traded with the Far East. He called on editors at The Times in London and at other newspaper offices. Soon he had covered Britain with a blanket of propaganda.

         Nor was he wrong about the strength of the English “public spirit.” The people as a whole were in favor of his idea, and businessmen clearly saw the advantages of a new and faster route to the Orient. They saw these advantages in terms of pounds and shillings. Yet no one cared to lend him money, and there were still many voices against him. Some said that the canal would simply be a stagnant ditch; others predicted it would be filled by the sand of the desert.

         Sensible Englishmen, however, were on his side. Only the government remained adamant. Only the government prevented him from getting the sultan’s permission to go ahead. Lord Palmerston was still on the scene, a jaunty old villain with fixed ideas.

         But a day came when the opposition to the canal received a serious setback. In March 1857, near Calcutta, the disastrous Great Mutiny began. Native troops revolted against the British, and reinforcements had to be rushed to India in order to put down the rebellion. Of course, the only way they could be rushed from England was by ship on the four-month-long voyage around the Cape of Good Hope. It was painfully obvious that a canal through the Isthmus of Suez would have saved countless British lives. As it turned out, the British government was finally forced to beg Said’s permission to send troops through Egypt overland across the isthmus to the Gulf of Suez. English newspapers were quick to see their government’s folly. “Nothing could be a more complete avowal of the utility of M. de Lesseps’ scheme,” said the London Daily News, “and the action of the Government is the implicit condemnation of Lord Palmerston and Lord Stratford de Redcliffe.”

         A personal opponent of de Lesseps’s was removed when, because of a general lack of confidence in his government, Lord Palmerston’s cabinet fell in February 1858.

         Other, less backward-looking, politicians were about to enter upon the stage. W. E. Gladstone, a future prime minister, said in Parliament: “I am unwilling to set up the Indian Empire of Great Britain in opposition to the general interests of mankind, or to the general sentiment of Europe.” He went on to calm English fears about a possible French domination of Egypt: “Is it not a canal which would necessarily fall within the control of the first maritime power of Europe? It is England, and no foreign country, which would obtain the command of it.” His words were an accurate prophecy of the future.

         At this stage in his war against England, there were other developments that must have delighted de Lesseps. He had not spent all of his time in England. In addition to his trips to Paris, he had returned to Cairo to keep Said’s enthusiasm alive. And he had continued to exert pressure at Constantinople. From these activities there had come some results. He had received a promise of support, even if somewhat vague, from the Empress Eugénie. On January 5, 1856, Said had granted him a second concession, which guaranteed further help from his government and provided for Egyptian laborers to dig the canal. And, in December 1857, de Lesseps learned that Lord Stratford de Redcliffe’s long career at Constantinople had come to an end. Early in 1858, Reshid Pasha, the devious grand vizier, died. Now it would no longer be so difficult to approach the sultan, and public opinion in England was beginning to resent British interference in Ottoman affairs.

         But the favorable winds did not last for long. Within fifteen months, the unconquerable Palmerston was back as prime minister, as powerful as before and every bit as opposed to the canal.

         De Lesseps, however, had one important weapon that had not been his when he first arrived in England. He had a detailed engineering report denying Palmerston’s theory that the canal was impossible to build. In the summer of 1855, de Lesseps had formed a group called the International Scientific Commission, and in December, he led them into the desert from Suez. Linant Bey, his old friend from the early days in Egypt, joined him in the survey. The engineers presented their report in the first month of 1856. It was an extremely favorable one, and everything seemed to point to the technical success of the canal.

         The engineers reaffirmed the 1846 survey that had proved there was no significant difference in water level between the Mediterranean and the Red Sea. They felt adequate harbors could be built at both ends of the isthmus. In fact, there was a reasonably good harbor already at Suez. They pointed out that there was very little rock to blast along the 100 miles of desert and that there was hardly any chance of the canal filling with sand. All in all, the engineering problem seemed to be a relatively simple one. They estimated that the whole project would cost in the neighborhood of 200 million francs - a figure representing 8 million pounds, or $40 million.

         Armed with this favorable report, de Lesseps felt that nothing could stop him. Yet few of the leading bankers in England, or in Europe, had been enthusiastic, and the politicians were still opposed. At last, de Lesseps decided on a characteristically bold move. He remembered what Prince Metternich had told him during one of his recent trips to the Continent. The clever old diplomat pointed out that once the canal was built, there would be no opposition to it. He urged de Lesseps to move ahead with his plans despite Palmerston and the delays at Constantinople. Money was the only problem to take seriously.

         This was the kind of advice de Lesseps had been waiting to hear. He was tired of endless diplomatic intrigue. In spite of his training in the French Foreign Service, he was essentially a direct man - a man of action. He saw now that only audacity could win the battle. Only audacity could build the canal against so much opposition. Although the odds were against him, he would go on alone - attacking again and striking unexpectedly from another direction. For the moment, he would forget about England. He would concentrate on France.

         Lord Palmerston could go to the devil, and so could the sultan of Turkey, along with all the cautious bankers and nervous diplomats. Whether they liked it or not, the canal was going forward. There would be no more delays. De Lesseps remembered what Said’s father, Mohammed Ali, had told him many years ago: “Always keep this in mind, my young friend, when you have any important scheme on hand, depend on yourself alone.”

         Late in the summer of 1858, de Lesseps returned to France to begin the final round of his struggle.

      

   


   
      
         
            [image: ]
            

         

         

         Baron James Rothschild was amused. His visitor on this late-summer morning in 1858 did not seem to have a clear grasp of financial matters. But de Lesseps had come to Paris to raise money. As he told Rothschild, he was interested in setting up a public subscription and selling shares of stock in a Suez canal company.

         “If you wish,” said the Baron, “I will open your subscription at my office.”

         De Lesseps considered the proposal. Certainly he needed 200 million francs ($40 million). But he was suspicious of bankers, particularly since they had been so opposed to his project in the past. Finally, he asked a question.

         “And what will you charge me for it?”

         “Good heavens!” said Rothschild with a smile, “it is plain you are not a man of business. It is always five percent.”

         De Lesseps thought for a moment. “Five per cent on two hundred million? Why, that makes ten million! I shall hire a place for twelve hundred francs and do my own business equally well.”

         And this is exactly what he did. The office he rented in Paris in the Place Vendôme was barely large enough for himself and his three assistants. But it was in keeping with the method that he had chosen to raise money in the early autumn of 1858. It was a simple method, and one that cut through all the complexities of international finance. He had decided to operate alone, on what amounted to an amateur basis.

         He was motivated by pride and stubbornness and more than a little desperation. Although he had shifted his attack from London to Paris, his position had remained unchanged. The Suez project was at a standstill. It was true that the Viceroy had given him the assurance of complete cooperation. But permission still had not come from the sultan at Constantinople. Great Britain, at least on an official level, continued to oppose the whole idea.

         In addition, no financial help had come from France or any other European country despite his many propaganda trips around the Continent. Money simply was not available to him. It was an unhappy fact that most bankers, since the granting of the First Concession in 1854, had turned their backs on him. De Lesseps felt that he could not afford the commission of reputable bankers like Rothschild. “They are not reasonable,” he complained.

         However, Paris, during the time of the Second Empire, was full of speculators, shady financiers, and gamblers more than willing to slice into a pie worth 200 million francs. Their motives, however, were not above suspicion, and de Lesseps was on guard in this financial underworld. As he said to his mother-in-law one day, “I am not tempted to turn over my affairs to birds of prey and wolves of high finance.” And he told her that more than anything else, he wanted to create the canal “without sordid motives and without greed of gold.”

         Under the circumstances, his decision to sell shares in a canal company himself was the only remaining alternative. But a great deal of work was necessary before any stock could be put on the market. For the moment, relying on money privately obtained from the founders (friends who were allowed to invest before the public sale of stock), he managed to keep his small office going. Certain steps had to be taken immediately. In the first place, he had to increase the amount of publicity given to the newspapers about a Suez canal. It was essential to keep the public informed and the proposed canal constantly before its eyes. Otherwise, there was little chance of selling the stock at all. It was a demanding job, but de Lesseps was up to it.

         He was tireless. All through the autumn of 1858, he worked at an incredible pace. Using the Place Vendôme office as headquarters, he carried on his battle. He wrote letter after letter and conducted countless interviews. He seized every possible opportunity to talk about the canal - arguing, persuading, pleading, and using all of his great charm. He stayed in constant touch with the Empress Eugénie, and, through her, with Napoleon III. Finally, he was clever enough to obtain unofficial support from the French government by convincing Jérôme Napoleon to act as “protector” of the new company. This genial prince was first cousin to Napoleon III and a person of influence in the opulent world of the Second Empire. His patronage of the company was a triumph for de Lesseps and a feat that required all of his diplomacy to accomplish. Naturally, it would help convince the general public of the virtue of investing in a canal. It would also be a giant step toward persuading the Emperor himself to lend support to the project.

         During these hectic days, de Lesseps rarely allowed himself to rest. His only relaxation was fencing. In the late afternoons, he would return to his apartment and fence with one or another of his friends. But his work on the canal never really stopped. Business visitors would often come to see him at such times. They would knock, and the door would be flung open. And there he would be: eyes gleaming and perspiration running down his face and a sword in his hand. All in all, it was a perfect picture of de Lesseps in this time of tireless activity. He was happy and secure and playing the role he loved best, that of a man alone and defiant in the face of the world. Seeing him like this, one could not conceive of his failure.

         Finally, he had made all the necessary preparations. By the beginning of November, the work was done. He was ready to launch his second great attack. In England, he had suffered a defeat in the diplomatic war. In France, however, he could not afford to lose the financial one.

         It was de Lesseps’s plan to raise the full capital for the canal by selling 400,000 shares of stock in his company. The price set for each share was 500 francs - equivalent, at the rate of exchange of that day, to $100. To keep the ownership of the company as international as possible, he had limited the number of shares that could be sold in France to 220,000. The public subscription of stock in the canal company began on November 5, 1858, and lasted for a little more than three weeks.

         As the days passed, public response was unexpected and overwhelming. The Isthmus of Suez canal had become a favorite subject and was soon on everyone’s lips. In cafés, clubs, and restaurants all over France, there were arguments about the wisdom of investing in the new company. Opinion was divided, and people soon took sides. Many, of course, regarded the canal as another of the great financial swindles so characteristic of the age. But others believed in de Lesseps’s sincerity and were convinced that it was a good investment. True to form, those Frenchmen who favored investing in the project saw it in terms of glory for their own country, and many were motivated by strong anti-British sentiments. This was something on which de Lesseps had counted heavily. In fact, during his last conversation with Lord Palmerston in London, he had made the point very clear. “I look to your opposition,” he told the Prime Minister, “as an engine for raising the capital.” Nor was he wrong.

         There is a story that one day, when the company stock was first put on sale, a gentleman came into the office on the Place Vendôme in a very aggressive mood. He asked to buy some shares in the new Swedish railway. His mistake was explained.

         “But it is not a railway, it is a canal. It is not in Sweden, it is at Suez.”

         The gentleman still wanted to buy stock.

         “It’s all the same to me,” he said. “Provided it be against the English, I subscribe.”

         Not everyone was so violent. But when the subscription list closed on the last day of November, almost all the shares allotted to the French market had been sold. At the final count, there were more than 20,000 Frenchmen who had seen fit to invest in a canal through the Isthmus of Suez. They had bought a total of 207,111 shares. On the whole (and this pleased de Lesseps), they were small investors who acquired an average of nine shares apiece. Less than 1 percent of them owned as many as 100 shares. They came from every walk of life, but primarily from the middle class. Among the purchasers were lawyers and engineers, doctors, teachers, and priests, bankers, merchants, and manufacturers. There were some very small investors indeed. In fact, it almost seemed that every waiter, delivery boy, and taxi driver in Paris had a share in the company. “The other day,” de Lesseps said some time later, “I drove to my office in a cab, and when I had given the driver his thirty-five sous he took my hand and said, ‘Monsieur de Lesseps, I am one of your shareholders.’”

         English reaction to the financial launching of the company was predictably hostile. Lord Palmerston sneered that “little people have been induced to take up little shares.” And the London press saw only the comic aspect of de Lesseps’s success in raising a significant portion of the money. “The subscribers,” one newspaper acidly noted, “are mostly waiters who have been deceived by the newspapers which they find lying around, or else they are grocers’ boys . . . accustomed to read the advertisements in the old papers with which they wrap up their parcels.”

         But de Lesseps could afford to laugh along with these English wits. He had in his hands a little more than half the sum the engineers of the International Scientific Commission had estimated the canal would cost. From the French public alone, he had received something over 100 million francs ($20 million). And he had made provisions for raising the rest of the money in other countries. Eventually, some 10,000 additional shares were sold to a variety of foreign investors - in Spain and Holland, for example, and in Italy, Denmark, and Switzerland. Said had committed Egypt to buying a large block of almost 100,000 shares. And de Lesseps had put aside a further 85,000 shares that he planned to sell in Austria, Great Britain, Russia, and the United States. Half of the money was therefore secure, and the other half, he was confident, would soon be available. As the year 1858 came to a close, de Lesseps seemed to have every reason for optimism.

         But his financial position was by no means as bright as it looked on the surface. Storm clouds were gathering. Virtually the entire block of 85,000 shares set aside by de Lesseps for sale outside of France had not been sold. The United States was not interested in a canal in the faraway Middle East. Neither, for political reasons, were Austria and Russia. And the English did not care to buy a single share. Once again, de Lesseps had made the mistake of being too optimistic; but he went ahead and incorporated the Compagnie Universelle du Canal Maritime de Suez. He announced its formation to the French Ministry of Commerce on December 26, 1858 - a little over four years since Said had authorized him to form such a company.

         There was an impressive sound to the company’s name, but the fact remained that, from a realistic point of view, the stock issue was a failure. De Lesseps had raised only enough capital to get the project under way; there were few reserves for the long years of construction ahead. In fact, it turned out that the final cost of the project was more than twice the original estimate. From the moment work on the canal began, the Suez Canal Company was in financial trouble. Even though de Lesseps had raised an enormous sum of money by the end of 1858, it was not enough - and he knew it. A further source had to be found.

         De Lesseps is remembered in history as a great builder. He was a great promoter as well. For, in the last analysis, the construction of the Suez Canal was not so much a feat of engineering as it was a feat of financing. The solution of the money problem was de Lesseps’s finest achievement, and he accomplished it in the face of political opposition and financial apathy. Fortunately, necessity drove him from the beginning. And necessity revealed his best qualities: confidence in himself, the strength to keep going against all odds, and the ability to improvise. As the years passed and the construction costs mounted, his ability to improvise was put to the test; he passed it magnificently.

         Through charm, skill, and subtle pressure, he succeeded in uncovering a fantastic treasure. At the beginning, it was a treasure that seemed to have no end. For nearly ten years, he managed to divert a golden avalanche from the Egyptian government into the Suez Canal Company. With masterful diplomacy, he persuaded not one but two rulers of Egypt to pay for the project. They were by no means easy men to deal with. Both were vain and cunning, indecisive and childish. Yet, without their lavish support, it is conceivable that the Suez Canal could be lying half-finished now, buried under the sands of the desert. It was largely owing to de Lesseps’s manipulations that two Egyptian viceroys became the guardian angels of the canal. Said and his successor, his nephew Ismail Pasha, supplied all the money he needed - sometimes willingly and sometimes not.

         Between them, they had the dubious distinction of saving the canal and destroying their own country in the process. For the creation of the Suez Canal and the financial disintegration of Egypt began at almost the same moment. In 1854, when de Lesseps first visited Said, the country was enjoying the stable government passed on by Mohammed Ali. It was prosperous and without debt. But by the time the canal was completed in 1869, the Egyptian government owed money to every banker in Europe and was on the edge of financial ruin. It is true that not all of the money had been spent on the Suez Canal. Yet there is no doubt that it was largely responsible for the country’s bankruptcy. Although there was perhaps no other way to build the canal, given the nature of the project and the nature of the personalities involved, the financial plight of Egypt was a melancholy black mark against de Lesseps and his company.

         De Lesseps’s old friend and patron Said was the first to start down the reckless road that led to Egypt’s ruin, and de Lesseps was there to help him along the way. At the beginning, Said’s commitment to the canal was a small one. He had paid the expenses of the International Scientific Commission, which made the preliminary survey of the isthmus in 1855. Since that time, he had given de Lesseps 500,000 francs ($100,000) a year to pay for public relations. In addition, he was underwriting a monthly journal, L’Isthme de Suez, which de Lesseps published for propaganda purposes. These minor expenses seemed justified since the Egyptian government stood to gain 15 percent of the company’s future profits from toll charges. And an enormous amount of shipping was expected to pass through the canal. Actually, Said had committed his government to no more than providing the necessary land on the isthmus and supplying workmen, who were to be paid by the company.

         This happy state of affairs did not last for very long. As the years passed, de Lesseps managed to involve Said more and more in the financial problems of the company. When the stock issue was floated in 1858, Said grandly promised to buy almost 100,000 shares. And, eventually, de Lesseps persuaded him to guarantee, in addition, the shares that had been reserved for the United States, Austria, Russia, and Great Britain. So it turned out that in spite of de Lesseps’s insistence on the international character of the project that the French public paid for half the shares, and Egypt - through Said - promised to pay for the other half. Only about 10,000 shares were in the hands of other investors. The Viceroy’s ego was largely responsible for his grandiose commitment to the canal. Less than a month after the first shares had been put on the market, he explained his position to the British consul at Cairo, who was trying to persuade him to turn against de Lesseps.

         “People are mistaken in Europe,” announced Said, “if they attribute the piercing of the isthmus to Monsieur de Lesseps alone, for I am the promoter of it. Monsieur de Lesseps has merely carried out my instructions.”

         De Lesseps was more than careful not to disillusion him on this point. To find the money for his unthinking commitments, Said began to borrow from European bankers. In a short time, these pledges, added to his extravagance and the high interest rate of the loans, had created a national debt of around 400 million francs ($80 million). It was Egypt’s first such debt. When Said died in 1863, the financial burden was passed on to his successor.

         Yet the burden did not seem to bother Ismail Pasha in the least. He was, in every way, more extreme than his uncle Said. He was also impulsive and fond of luxury. His delusions of grandeur were extensive, and he managed to persuade the sultan of Turkey to give him a more impressive title than Viceroy - in 1867, he became Khedive of Egypt. Of greater interest to de Lesseps, Ismail was as involved in the building of the Suez Canal as Said, and he was even more extravagant than his uncle. Ismail developed more projects to increase his prestige than simply the canal. It was his ambition to turn his capital city of Cairo into the Paris of the Middle East. To this end, he started a program of modernization. He built wide boulevards and parks, a magnificent new opera house, and one luxurious palace after another. The transformation of Cairo - not to mention the construction of the Suez Canal - required spectacular sums of money. Casually, and with no thought for the future, Ismail borrowed from the European bankers at increasingly higher rates of interest.

         For all his extravagance and despotic nature, Ismail Pasha was a charming man, though his attractive personality was somewhat obscured by an unkempt appearance that was far from regal. His beard was red and uncombed, and one eyelid drooped in a distracting fashion. Short and plump, he shuffled through his various palaces like a trained bear. He habitually wore a crimson fez that appeared several sizes too large for him, and he was in the habit of receiving his visitors while sitting cross-legged on a divan, Turkish fashion. At such times, Ismail was given to playing with his toes in an absorbed manner and rolling his eyes in opposite directions. It was all most disconcerting. But, no doubt, he was lost in a world of his own, meditating on further ways to spend money. His extravagances were unlimited, and eventually, they led to his banishment by the sultan of Turkey.

         This move, however, came too late, for Ismail had managed to plunge his country into debt at the staggering rate of 200 million francs ($40 million) a year. Roughly 20 percent of this money was spent on the construction of the Suez Canal and included all the lavish expenses of its opening celebrations. Despite this ultimate ruin to himself and to his country, there is no doubt that Ismail, guided by the clever hand of de Lesseps, was the single most important contributor to the financing of the Suez Canal.

         At the beginning of 1859 - just after the close of the public subscription in France - de Lesseps returned to Egypt. The Egyptian treasury had not yet been opened to him, and the golden stream that would eventually flow from Said and Ismail was hidden in the future. Looking at the cold figures, de Lesseps saw that he had raised only half of the necessary amount. The remainder lay in the vague promises of Said. But he faced the problem with characteristic impulsiveness. He made up his mind to go ahead and begin the construction of the canal.

         So the last act had begun. He was ready to start work on the canal that had been his dream for twenty-five years. With the chief engineers, Linant Bey and Mougel Bey, he led a handful of workmen to the shores of Lake Manzala at the Mediterranean end of the Isthmus of Suez.

         On a narrow strip of land separating the lake from the Bay of Pelusium, the new canal was started. Here the engineers planned to build an artificial harbor and with it a town for warehouses, living quarters, and company offices. The harbor was of the greatest importance, for it marked the northern end of the canal and its point of entry into the Mediterranean. De Lesseps called it Port Said; it seemed the least he could do for the Viceroy.

         On the morning of April 25, 1859, four merchant ships anchored in the Bay of Pelusium and started unloading supplies for the first phases of construction. There was timber for a temporary jetty, along with engineering equipment and material for building a lighthouse. Not far away, on the shores of Lake Manzala, a small group was gathered around two wooden stakes that had been driven into the desert. A string between them marked the exact spot where the canal was to begin. Bending over, de Lesseps picked up a shovel and dug into the sand. Then he passed the shovel on to his engineering staff and to each of the 100 workmen standing by. One by one, they turned over a shovelful of sand. In such a way, quietly and without drama, the Suez Canal was begun.

         The sun burned in the sky. De Lesseps shaded his eyes and looked across the lake, toward the south, toward Suez. He could see the last 100 miles of his long journey. There seemed to be only one enemy now - the hostile desert, waiting in silence beyond the lake.
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         There is a story told that soon after the first digging at Port Said, de Lesseps came upon a solitary Egyptian workman far out in the marshes of Lake Manzala.

         “Good morning, my friend,” said de Lesseps. “What are you doing here?”

         “Can’t you see I’m building the Suez Canal?” said the worker with some irritation, pointing to the shovel in his hand.

         This solitary workman, equipped with no more than a shovel and a palm-leaf basket, defines the extent of de Lesseps’s optimism in 1859. Surely it required a kind of insane courage for him to begin the project at all. True, a few cubic feet of sand had been turned over, but there were 100 million more to dig before the canal reached Suez and the Red Sea. There was not enough money to finish the job, and little heavy equipment was available. De Lesseps was beginning the battle against the desert with no more than the bare hands of his workmen. His salvation lay in an unshakable belief that the future would take care of itself. That it actually did was the result of a great deal of luck and of an engineering plan notable for its simplicity.

         The method of attack proposed by de Lesseps and his engineers was basically, and deceptively, simple. It was fortunate that less than half of the canal’s 100 miles had to be carved out of the sand. In plotting its course, de Lesseps’s engineers had taken every advantage of the five desert lakes that lay on the isthmus between Port Said and Suez. With the exception of Lake Manzala, which was marshy and filled with water, these lakes were dry. Lake Timsah, Lake Ballah, and the Great Bitter and Little Bitter lakes were arid, salt-encrusted depressions in the sand. De Lesseps’s design was simple: to link this chain of lakes by stretches of canal and fill them with sea water. The connected links were to be the Suez Canal.

         The success of this plan required that one team of workmen push the canal south from Port Said to the dry basin of Lake Timsah and bring water from the Mediterranean into it. Another team had to cut north from Suez and fill the Bitter Lakes with water from the Red Sea. The difficult passage through Lake Manzala aside, there was less than forty miles of sand through which the completed canal must pass. The task, however, was by no means as easy as it appeared on the blueprints.

         Along the route stood three spectacular ridges of rock and sand. The first was the Jisr Ridge, a formidable plateau some ten miles long and thirty feet above sea level. It blocked the way into Lake Timsah. Between Timsah and the Bitter Lakes was the Serapeum Ridge, a similar barrier of rock and sand. Thirteen miles north of Suez, standing at the southern approach to the Bitter Lakes, was the natural wall at Shallufa - the greatest obstacle of them all. The problems of digging through these ridges without the proper machinery were enormous. Shallufa, for example, remained a problem until the very day the canal opened.

         Before the actual digging of the canal itself could be started, there were two immediate problems facing de Lesseps and his engineers. First, an unlimited supply of fresh water had to be made available. Second, an artificial harbor had to be built at Port Said.

         Fresh water was essential in any attack on the desert. Without it, there could be no towns and harbors at Port Said, Lake Timsah, or Suez. Natural wells were almost nonexistent on the isthmus, and the amount of rainwater that could be collected was not sufficient for a workforce that soon numbered in the thousands. Even though the canal itself was to reach below the water line in many places, such a source would contain brackish water and would by no means be dependable.

         So a canal to carry fresh water to the isthmus was begun at Zagazig, in the Nile Valley north of Cairo. From there, it was to cut across the desert and run parallel to the Suez Canal from Port Said to Suez. Said, honoring the terms of the Second Concession, provided Egyptian laborers for the task. With shovels, baskets, and bare hands, they dug across the Wadi Tumilat, following the route of the canal of the pharaohs. It was slow work, and not until early 1862 did they reach Timsah and begin turning the stream of fresh water north to Port Said and south to Suez. Meanwhile, water came by ship to the area of Port Said and by camel back to the other stations along the way. At every work site, it was put into casks and closely watched over by Egyptian soldiers.

         As the fresh-water canal inched toward the Isthmus of Suez, a great new harbor was growing at Port Said. It was essential to have adequate facilities for unloading construction equipment, food, medicine, and other supplies. Before long, the temporary jetty had been replaced by two stone breakwaters that reached out into the Mediterranean, creating an anchorage for the large ships that would eventually pass through the completed Suez Canal. A safe anchorage was most important since this part of the Egyptian coast, open to a prevailing northwest wind, was treacherous and ran with strong currents. The breakwaters - one, 2,000 yards long, and the other, 3,000 - were formed by lowering huge blocks of stone into the sea. In the end, there were 30,000 of them, each weighing more than twenty tons. Some of the blocks came by ship from quarries west of Alexandria, and others were made on the spot by mixing lime with sea water and sand. In addition to the construction of these breakwaters, the harbor itself had to be dredged to a greater depth. Between 1859 and 1862, other work was in various stages of progress. The lighthouse was rising brick by brick, and the town of Port Said was taking shape on a tongue of land (almost, in fact, an island) that separated Lake Manzala from the Mediterranean.

         Once these harbor works were under way and the freshwater canal from Cairo started, de Lesseps was free to concentrate on his major problem - cutting a channel through the isthmus and joining the Mediterranean to the Red Sea. As a basis for the future Suez Canal, a preliminary ditch had to be dug from Port Said to Suez. Called the service canal, it had two functions: to provide a way of floating machinery and supplies down to Suez and to sketch out the course of the completed waterway. Though the service canal was never more than twenty feet wide and six feet deep, it was the embryo of the Suez Canal.

         The first obstacle through which the service canal had to pass was Lake Manzala, a shallow lake that covered the thirty miles between Port Said and the beginning of the desert at El Qantara. It was not really a lake at all, but an extended lagoon, varying in depth from three to four feet. Digging a channel that could hold water through this uncertain swamp presented many difficulties. All initial excavations were done by hand, and the work was frustrating. At the beginning, the mud and slime seemed insurmountable obstacles.

         The Egyptian workmen, however, were used to the isthmus and dealt with this barrier in a primitive but effective way. They scooped armfuls of dripping mud from the lake bottom and squeezed them to their chests. Then they put the mud out to dry in the sun on both sides of the small ditch they had managed to form. It was a slow method: Only when one layer of mud was dry could they put another on top of it. In this way, earthen banks held back the swamp on either side of a shallow new waterway. As the Egyptians labored through the morass, mechanical dredgers followed in their wake. These machines (at the time there were only four of them in Port Said) widened the channel and deepened it until they reached the hard clay under the mud. Then they poured this clay on top of the banks that had been started by the laborers. Layer by layer, the banks rose, and the sun baked them into a rocklike hardness. Soon they were six feet high and solid enough to provide roads over which supplies could be moved. Heavier equipment could be floated in the service canal itself, into which Mediterranean water now flowed.

         With no more than hand labor and a few machines, de Lesseps had started his great waterway. In the face of many difficulties, he had built a firm and dry service canal through the marshy bottom of Lake Manzala. This narrow channel marked out the first thirty miles of the canal, but seventy more miles lay ahead - through the desert, the dry lakes, and the ridges of sand and rock at Jisr, Serapeum, and Shallufa. In conquering Lake Manzala, de Lesseps had overcome only one of the great natural barriers that blocked the path of his canal.

         The work was endlessly slow. There were daily failures and frustrations. The engineering problem by itself was discouraging enough. In addition, de Lesseps was having serious difficulties with the Viceroy. Now that actual construction had started, Said was far from happy. For the first time, he was beginning to worry about the opposition of the sultan of Turkey, who still had not given approval to the project. Uncertainty led the Viceroy to grow cool toward de Lesseps. He created unnecessary red tape and sent various officials to the area of Lake Manzala in order to obstruct the works. At one point, he ordered all construction to stop. Then he reversed the decision. De Lesseps saw that something had to be done to calm the nervous monarch. So he played his last strong card. And he won.

         For nearly five years, he had been trying to persuade Napoleon III to give official French support to the canal. He had relied heavily on Eugénie to bring this about. But Napoleon III wanted no trouble with England, and despite his wife’s intercessions on behalf of de Lesseps, had delayed coming to any decision. By the end of 1859, however, the Emperor was feeling more arrogant and less in awe of the British Empire. He had just emerged victoriously from the Crimean War and was casting about for other ways to increase the glory of France. And here was the Suez Canal actually under construction, a new path to the Orient and a possible source of French prestige in the Middle East. On October 23, 1859 (after much prodding by Eugénie), the Emperor summoned de Lesseps to St. Cloud, the royal residence near Paris. There was an important question on Napoleon’s mind.

         “How is it, Monsieur de Lesseps,” he asked, “that so many people are against your enterprise?”

         De Lesseps did not hesitate to tell the truth. “Your Majesty, it is because they think you will not stand by me.”

         The Emperor twisted the tips of his mustache and smiled. “Well, do not be uneasy,” he said at last. “You may count on my assistance and protection.”

         De Lesseps was overjoyed. At last, he had the strong political ally his project needed. The news of Napoleon’s decision calmed the vacillating Said, and he did not, for the moment, put further obstacles in de Lesseps’s way.

         Hurrying back to Port Said, de Lesseps threw himself into the work with greater energy than before. Against the stark background of the isthmus, all the complexities and sophistications of Europe vanished. They were no more substantial than desert mirages.

         For de Lesseps, the physical work of the canal became the only reality. In the desert, he acted out the greatest role of his life, taking his place as field commander of a fantastic enterprise. During the course of construction, there were times when he was responsible for as many as 50,000 people and millions of francs’ worth of equipment. The days and the months passed, and he ranged back and forth along the length of the isthmus - pushing, encouraging, and praising his engineering staff and workers. He was well into his fifties, but he managed to summon up the energy and the vitality of a man half his age. Mounted on a fast pony, he seemed to be everywhere at once. With his sleeves turned up and a sun helmet on his head or dressed in a billowing Arab burnoose, he sweated and worked each day along with his men.

         By 1862, he had pushed the service canal through Lake Manzala and into the desert past El Qantara. Persistence and the labor of thousands of Egyptians had carved a passable channel through the great Jisr Ridge. On November 18, 1862, water from the Mediterranean flowed into the dry basin of Lake Timsah. The narrow ribbon of the service canal had been brought almost half way down to Suez.

         At this stage, there were many reasons for de Lesseps to be optimistic. A clear stencil of the Suez Canal had been cut from Port Said to Lake Timsah, and the fresh-water canal had reached the area as well. Construction had been under way for only three years, and these were impressive accomplishments. Very real progress had been made in the face of brutal difficulties of climate and terrain.

         One did not have to be an engineer to see that the canal would be finished after all. Even a diplomat could see it. Sir Henry Bulwer, the British ambassador to Constantinople, came to the isthmus at the end of 1862, gathering facts for the Foreign Office. The British government still counted on de Lesseps’s failure and the collapse of the entire scheme. But Sir Henry was obliged to report that it would be entirely wrong to “underrate what has been done and overrate the remaining difficulties.” Here was a grudging admission that the Suez Canal was, finally and securely, in the realm of fact. It was no longer an eccentric dream or a remote possibility. On a day in the future, water would flow through it, and ships laden with cargo would pass between its banks.

         Yet progress on the great canal was not quite as impressive as it seemed at first glance. By 1862, little beyond preliminary harbor works at Suez had been done in the south. The stubborn ridge at Shallufa continued to resist every assault upon it. True, the service canal had reached Lake Timsah, but the work already had cost 50 million francs ($10 million), a quarter of the actual cash in hand. And less than 10 percent of the sand that blocked the canal’s path had been removed. At this rate of digging, it would take from fifteen to twenty years to complete the full 100 miles of the job.

         More important, a point had been reached in the excavations where the service canal had to be widened and deepened extensively. A narrow ditch, twenty feet wide and six feet deep, had to be turned into a waterway capable of carrying ocean-going vessels. Picks and shovels and bare hands were no longer enough, nor was de Lesseps’s blind faith in the future.

         The work, in order to be finished in any reasonable time, demanded heavy machinery. As usual, there was not enough money to buy it, and another entry was added to de Lesseps’s long catalog of financial woes. Luck, however, was still on his side. From a surprising corner, there came a miraculous solution. Ironically, the moral indignation of England was to be his salvation.

         It was an unpleasant fact that the workmen supplied by Said were, in all but name, slaves. For two years, he had been maintaining a force of 20,000 Egyptian laborers on the isthmus. Forced labor was nothing new in Egypt. From the time of the pharaohs, Egyptian peasants had been called from their villages to construct public works; they had no choice in the matter. Said’s huge labor force was convenient and cheap. Wages were small, food was poor, and the incentive to work was always the lash. Such forced labor had built the new harbor at Alexandria and had worked on the Cairo-to-Suez railroad. In the past, no one in the rest of the world had given much thought to what Egyptians did to other Egyptians. But the Suez Canal was a European enterprise and almost exclusively a French one at that. A political storm developed around the fact that the canal was being built by conscript labor. The world was shocked that Egyptians were dying in the desert from heat, overwork, and cholera.

         It was, on the surface, an ugly picture. Politicians in England, spurred on by various societies for the abolition of slavery, made the most of it. They condemned de Lesseps and his company, and the temper of the times was in their favor. Freedom was very much in the air. On the other side of the world, the United States was engaged in a civil war over slavery, and President Abraham Lincoln had delivered his Emancipation Proclamation in January 1863. Yet the outcry against de Lesseps had been raised in England as much from a desire to stop work on the canal as from humanitarian motives. Diplomatic pressure was brought to bear on Constantinople, and the sultan of Turkey ordered Ismail Pasha, the new ruler of Egypt (Said had died in the first month of 1863), to withdraw all laborers from the isthmus. In the spring of 1864, work in the desert came to a halt, and the construction sites along the canal were strangely silent.

         Without Egyptian laborers de Lesseps could do nothing. He had no money to hire others, let alone buy the heavy machinery required to complete the canal. Moreover, Ismail, the sultan, and others were now attempting to wrest control of the canal from him. Hoping to enlist Napoleon III on their side, they asked the emperor for an impartial ruling on the labor problem.

         Napoleon, however, decided that Ismail owed the company money as compensation for the loss of its labor force. He felt that, under the terms of the two acts of concession, the Egyptian government had guaranteed to supply workers for the canal. The final figure, awarded to the company in August 1864, was 84 million francs ($16.8 million).

         So de Lesseps emerged as the winner, and Ismail, in a financial sense, was the loser. He was now well launched on his extravagant course of paying for the Suez Canal. He paid now, and he would continue to pay in the future. Out of near disaster, de Lesseps had managed to pluck an enormous sum of money, and at the precise moment when he needed it to buy machinery.

         The way was now clear to Suez. In the summer of 1864, work on the canal began again, and de Lesseps was free to continue his journey in the clean, dry air of the desert. Construction moved ahead at an astonishing pace. And it did not slow down until the morning - five years later - when Eugénie’s yacht steamed through the canal.

         By 1865, construction was entering an entirely new phase. The amateur days of pick and shovel were over. During the next four years, professionals moved in to complete the job. With the money extracted from Ismail as a result of Napoleon III’s decision, de Lesseps could well afford to pay them. Perhaps Ismail derived some comfort from the fact that the halfway station at Lake Timsah was to be named Ismailia in his honor.

         At this stage of construction, the principal contracting work was being done by the French firm of Borel and Lavalley. In consultation with de Lesseps and the director of engineering, Voisin Bey, the contractors designed and built an enormous fleet of mechanical dredgers and steam excavators. At the peak of their operations, these machines generated some 10,000 horsepower and were capable of digging out the canal at the rate of 6 million cubic feet a month. With these powerful machines at work, it was hard to remember the Egyptian workmen and their palm-leaf baskets and their naked struggle against the desert.

         With impressive speed, the dredgers began to widen and deepen the service canal that stretched from Port Said to Lake Timsah and beyond. The machines came in many different sizes, and most of them were invented specifically for the Suez Canal project. No precedent for the dredgers existed since the world had never seen an engineering problem of this type and magnitude. Run by steam engines, the machines were set up on barges in the canal. From wooden towers, an endless chain of buckets scooped mud from the canal bottom. Long chutes deposited the mud on the banks of the canal or onto other barges that carried it out to sea - whether at Port Said or at Suez. By 1869, these giant machines had succeeded in enlarging the service canal to the point where it could accommodate ocean-going vessels. On opening day, the Suez Canal was twenty-six feet deep, with a minimum bottom width of seventy-two feet and a surface width of some 175 feet.

         The last year of work on the isthmus was one of unending activity. While the dredgers plied the canal, harbors and new towns were being completed at Port Said, Ismailia, and Suez. The fresh-water canal was being extended all along the line. Even at night, the work went on, lighted by resinous wood burning in overhead grills.

         No one worked as hard as de Lesseps himself during these last frantic months of construction. He moved constantly back and forth along the whole miles of the canal from Port Said to Suez. There was no work site he did not inspect and no problem of rock or sand he did not face himself. Often he was called to Cairo to help Ismail with plans for the opening celebrations. Lights burned into the night in de Lesseps’s personal villa at Ismailia, where he pored over daily engineering reports. He was a man past sixty, but he never slowed his pace.

         Happily, his problems were vanishing. Money was available to him in a way that it had never been before, and all his machines were working at a fever pace. Even the great danger of sand filling the canal and making the work impossible had never materialized. The sand, mixed with sea water, had turned into a firm and cohesive paste. And at the bottom of the channel, the dredgers had come up against material almost the consistency of sandstone. The canal was firm, and it would hold. De Lesseps had won the battle against the sand giant.

         And he had won his battle against England too. Death had removed his great enemy Lord Palmerston in 1865. Less than a year later came the long-awaited permission from Constantinople. On March 19, 1866, the sultan of Turkey gave his belated blessings to the Suez Canal.

         Still there were heartbreaking barriers. There was, for example, the stubborn ledge of rock at Shallufa, which had been a problem from the very beginning. It held the Red Sea back from the Bitter Lakes, which had been filled with Mediterranean water since 1868. Desperately, with picks, shovels, and machines, de Lesseps and his workmen attacked the rock formation at Shallufa. It was the summer of 1869, and invitations for the opening ceremonies on November 17 had already been sent out.

         Finally, it was conquered. On August 15, 1869, the Red Sea flowed along the channel from Suez and poured into the Bitter Lakes, blending with water from the Mediterranean. The two seas had been joined, and East and West were one. In October, a French steamer made the first complete transit of the canal by an ocean-going vessel. Within a month, the Suez Canal would be open to the world.

         Yet the last month was one of near disaster for de Lesseps. On November 2, another ledge of rock was discovered in the channel that went through the murderous Shallufa Ridge. The ships that were even now beginning to fill the harbor at Port Said for the opening celebrations would never be able to sail past it.

         “Go and get powder at Cairo,” ordered de Lesseps. “Masses of powder. And, then, if we cannot blow up the rock, we will blow ourselves up!”

         Dynamite cleared the channel, and the crisis passed. But on November 15, a great fire broke out at Port Said in a lumber yard where fireworks had been stored. It took 2,000 Egyptian soldiers to save the docks and warehouses from destruction. Still the ordeal was not over. On November 16 - the day before the opening - an Egyptian corvette, scouting the way for the great procession, ran aground in the channel near El Qantara. All Khedive Ismail’s magnificent plans for the opening celebrations hung in the balance. Ismail himself rushed to the scene and directed the refloating of the stricken ship.

         Finally, on the morning of November 17, 1869, all machinery ground to a stop, and the workmen put down their tools. One man’s magnificent dream had become a reality at last. The cannons sounded, and the bands played, and the French empress led a line of ships past the entrance to the Suez Canal. The incredible journey had begun.

         De Lesseps was with the empress on the bridge of her yacht, l’Aigle. It was the moment he had dreamed of for nearly forty years. But once the procession had started through Lake Manzala, he went below to his cabin. There is a report that he slept all the way to Ismailia.
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         As the year 1870 began, the warehouses at Port Said were filling with exotic merchandise from all the bazaars of the Far East. In the busy streets of the new town on the Mediterranean, one could smell the unfamiliar odors of distant cities - the spices of Canton and the curries of Delhi and Benares. A heavy scent of jasmine and sandalwood hung in the air. Once again, after eleven centuries, goods were being carried by water from West to East and from East to West over the Isthmus of Suez. De Lesseps’s magnificent new highway to the Orient was in full operation. Two seas had been joined and with them two worlds, and a desert wilderness had become a green and pleasant land.

         Fresh water played in the fountains of the Place de Lesseps at Port Said, and little towns had grown up all along the route of the canal. At Ismailia, there were brightly painted villas and lovely gardens. Flowers bloomed along the great Shallufa barrier. The fresh-water canal, cutting across the sand from Cairo, was filled with steam launches and pleasure boats. Acacias, orange trees, and green grass grew in places where only a few years before there had been nothing but the endless desert. The canal itself teemed with fish. Curiously, they stayed in their own familiar waters. Those from the Mediterranean swam in Lake Timsah and in the channel leading north to Port Said. Fish from the Red Sea stayed in the Bitter Lakes and in the canal down to Suez.

         The extravagant opening celebrations were over, and the kings and emperors had departed. An English traveler, going through the canal at the beginning of the first year, reported that “all was quiet, sleepy, dull.” It was hard to remember de Lesseps’s brutal and violent struggle against the desert. But there was an enormous amount of work still to be done. The canal was by no means finished. Dredgers worked constantly to widen and deepen the canal. There were, in addition, many finishing touches to be made. The side slopes of the canal had to be paved against the danger of the banks sliding into the water, and wooden barriers had to be erected to keep sand from drifting into the channel. Naturally, these improvements added to the final cost of the canal, which was approaching 500 million francs ($100 million).

         Yet de Lesseps felt that the cost of the canal and all the difficulties endured in the building of it were, in the end, more than justified. He was not alone in this opinion. Even in England, the Suez Canal came to be regarded as one of the wonders of the nineteenth century. De Lesseps himself became a hero, and his canal was given full coverage in the newspapers of the world. To readers in London, Paris, and New York, his exploit was no less daring than present-day space travel. For his, too, had been a voyage into space. He had reduced the distance between Europe and the Far East by over 5,000 miles and had reopened a forgotten avenue of trade. De Lesseps became the best-known Frenchman of his day, and his praises were heard in every language. Perhaps the peak of his triumph was reached on July 3, 1871, when the queen of England presented him with the Order of the Star of India. The symbolic nature of this honor was lost on no one. For the moment, France, England, and the East were joined in harmonious friendship.

         The canal was far-reaching in its significance. Not only did it re-establish an ancient pattern of trade but it was destined to affect the history of commerce for 100 years to come. In ever increasing quantities, raw materials from the Orient were carried to the industrial centers of Europe. Finished products were returned in the other direction. No merchant ship had to face the long and difficult voyage around the Cape of Good Hope. The new route was shorter, safer, and far cheaper. With each year that passed, the tempo of trade flowing through the Suez Canal increased. In 1870, under 5,000 ships used it. Later, over 20,000 vessels passed through the waterway in a single year. Since the canal opened, there has been an almost constant movement of ships between Port Said and Suez.

         In war, as in peace, all nations have been free to use the canal and pay its toll charges. The Convention of Constantinople, signed by nine nations in 1888, was a guarantee that the Suez Canal would be open to “every vessel of commerce or of war, without distinction of flag.” And so it has been, with rare exceptions, to the present day. In 1905, Russia sent her fleet through the canal to the disastrous war with Japan. In 1935, the Italian government paid for the passage of troops to East Africa in order to mount the invasion of Ethiopia. But, if the canal has been used for war, it has been used more often for peaceful commerce.

         During - and long after - the canal’s opening, there were many champagne toasts and much talk of it bringing international harmony and lasting peace to the world. Certainly this was the aspect of the Suez Canal that most appealed to de Lesseps. The commercial and financial aspects meant little to him. Beyond a reasonable salary he took as president of the company, he made little from the whole project. In an age of materialism, he was an idealist; he was fond of explaining his concept of the Suez Canal with a favorite Latin phrase: Aperire terram gentibus, “To open the world to all people.” For him, these words justified the forty years of his life spent in dreaming of the canal and working toward its completion.

         Certainly the nature of the canal’s location made it a unique instrument for bringing about peace and understanding. It stood at the crossroad of two worlds and had an infinite capacity to foster friendship between nations. Unfortunately, it had an infinite capacity to alienate them as well. And this depressing paradox has marked the whole course of the canal’s history. Commercially, it has been a magnificent success. Politically, it has been a disaster for much of its history. Of the three countries most involved - England, France, and Egypt - Egypt may be said to have received the most benefit from it. If this is so, it is one of the nicer ironies of history.

         For at the beginning, the canal was taken entirely out of Egyptian hands. This was done in spite of the fact that it passed through Egyptian territory, that Egyptian laborers had built it, and that a very large part of the money for the construction had been supplied by Egyptian rulers. Even the Khedive Ismail, for all his thoughtlessness and extravagance, understood the ambiguous nature of his country’s position. He often said that he wanted the canal to belong to Egypt, not Egypt to the canal. Yet the country was to have no control of the canal, nor derive much profit from it, until 1956. When the first ship sailed through to Suez, the canal was already a pawn in an international game of politics. Two great powers - England and France - fought over it, and Egypt was the unhappy battleground of their struggle.

         France, despite the fears of Great Britain, never really succeeded in controlling the canal or dominating trade with the Far East. At the beginning, France had every advantage. The administrative personnel of the company was French. Parts of Ismailia and Suez looked like French villages. And much of the company’s stock was owned by Frenchmen. Yet for all this, the French government itself played no significant part in the affairs of Egypt or in the operation of the canal. It did not because it could not.

         The glories of the Second Empire had dissolved when, on September 1, 1870, at the Battle of Sedan, Prussian forces crushed the French army and ended the short Franco-Prussian War. Napoleon III and the Empress Eugénie - less than a year after the opening ceremonies at Suez - were in exile, and the newly proclaimed Third Republic had troubles enough of its own without interfering in Middle Eastern affairs. Moreover, France had neither the navy nor the merchant ships to control the approaches to Suez or to make great use of the canal.

         For England, the situation was far different. It was the most powerful nation in the world - with an impressive navy and a large merchant marine. Before long, it was obvious that England was also the greatest beneficiary of de Lesseps’s gift to the world. In the first year of operation, two-thirds of the ships sailing through the canal were under the British flag. In succeeding years as much as 80 percent of the total tonnage that passed between Port Said and Suez was British. Before long, Queen Victoria’s ministers began to change their minds about the canal; the waterway had developed from an annoying French idea into a magnificent British asset. It was the new lifeline of empire. Now that the route around the Cape of Good Hope had become obsolete, the security of India and the freedom of British trade with the East depended upon the canal. British politicians realized that, one way or another, England had to control it. To risk having another nation in a position to bar British ships from the canal was unthinkable. So a quiet decision was made in London. It was only a question of waiting for the opportune moment.

         The moment came in 1875. By that year, the prodigal Ismail had succeeded in plunging his country hopelessly into debt. The Khedive’s extravagant journey was almost over. He had borrowed to the limit, and European bankers were no longer willing to finance him - even at rates of interest that were approaching 20 percent. Frantically, he looked for a way out and saw that there was nothing left to pawn but his stock in the Suez Canal Company.

         It was not long before Ismail’s desperate plight came to the attention of the British Prime Minister, Benjamin Disraeli. This clever politician was well along in his program of glorifying the British Empire. He was soon, in fact, to have Victoria proclaimed Empress of India. The glamor of empire appealed greatly to Disraeli’s romantic nature, but he was a practical politician as well. He saw in Ismail’s need for money a way in which to secure the route to India and add immeasurably to the glory of the British Empire at the same time. The Khedive’s predicament was an opportunity not to be missed. With possession of Ismail’s stock, England would acquire a controlling interest in the Suez Canal. But Parliament was not in session, and there was no way he could get money from the treasury. He went ahead on his own responsibility. One evening, after discussing the matter with the Cabinet, he sent his private secretary to Baron Lionel Rothschild, England’s leading banker.

         Rothschild was finishing dinner when Disraeli’s secretary arrived at his house. The secretary immediately explained that the prime minister needed 4 million pounds ($20 million). The Baron was eating fruit and did not seem to be listening. He took time to peel several grapes with care, and then he spoke.

         “What is your security?”

         “The British government,” replied Disraeli’s emissary.

         “You shall have it,” said Rothschild, apparently absorbed in his dessert.

         With this casual loan, made in Baron Rothschild’s luxurious dining room, the story of England’s involvement with the Suez Canal entered a new phase. Perhaps it is the most significant episode in the rich history of the British Empire. The purchase of Ismail’s shares affected Britain’s policy in Egypt and throughout the Middle East for years to come. Of all the outposts of her great empire, the Suez Canal was the most important - and one of the last to be relinquished.

         The Khedive ignored the political implications involved when he turned over 177,642 shares of the Suez Canal Company to the British Prime Minister. It was a dramatic moment, and Disraeli hurried to announce his triumph to Queen Victoria.

         “It is just settled,” he told her on November 25, 1875. “You have it, Madam.”

         For all the drama of Disraeli’s coup, Britain won no great voice in the affairs of the canal. But England did have an impressive interest in it. It was true that it now owned more than 40 percent of the Suez Canal Company; its bylaws, however, provided that no one shareholder could have more than ten votes.

         Still, Britain’s communications with the East remained vulnerable. The occupation of Egypt (and, therefore, of the canal) by a hostile power was a constant threat. A comprehensive solution had to be found, but England was forced to wait for the proper opportunity. When it came, the British sensed that they could solve the Egyptian question at last and assure the safety of British ships in the Suez Canal. It turned out to be a brutal, but effective, solution.

         In 1882, a revolt broke out in Egypt. Under the guise of protecting the Khedive’s government, England invaded. Alexandria was bombarded, warships entered the canal, and British soldiers occupied Port Said, Ismailia, and Suez. The French government protested the occupation as an act of aggression. De Lesseps himself rushed to the scene in an effort to remove the British from the canal zone, an area that he still regarded as his own domain. But he was an old man now, and his gesture was a futile one. The British put down the rebellion in a desert battle on September 13, 1882. This date marks the beginning of the British occupation of Egypt.

         The English stayed in Egypt for almost seventy-five years. They stayed by using every political device they could command. Modern Egyptian history is an involved tapestry of British military governments, protectorates, puppet rulers, and varying Anglo-Egyptian treaties. There was a single purpose behind all this complex diplomacy: to secure the Suez Canal for England. Although still open to the ships of every nation, it came to be virtually a British possession. The French may have run the company, but the British had the canal. Even after England’s official control of the Egyptian government ended in 1936, her troops still occupied a zone bordering, and including, the Suez Canal. In every part of the world, it was a universally understood symbol of British imperialism. And it marked the measure of Britain’s concern with the long lines of communication that led to and from its island kingdom.

         In the first half of the twentieth century, however, the world began to change, and England was forced to change with it. People talked of democracy and human rights, and the days of empire were drawing to a close. Inevitably, a time came when all that remained of Britain in Egypt was a handful of troops in the canal zone. At last, a treaty was signed, and even this handful of soldiers left the Suez Canal in 1956.

         By this date, the nature of the Egyptian government had changed dramatically. King Farouk, the last royal ruler, had been exiled by a revolution of army officers in 1952. And one of these officers, Colonel Gamal Abdel Nasser, was now at the head of the government.

         It was Nasser’s ambition to establish an independent Egypt, free from all foreign influence, and to unite the whole Arab world under its banner. He developed many projects for the improvement of the country, among them a great dam to be constructed at Aswan on the Upper Nile. When finished, it expanded greatly Egypt’s profitable cotton crop, irrigated 2 million acres of desert, and provided hydroelectric power for industry. It will cost well over $1 billion.

         After a series of involved negotiations, it turned out that none of the great powers - neither Britain, France, the United States, nor the Soviet Union - would lend Nasser such a sum, although the Soviet Union ultimately provided extensive technical and financial assistance. Nasser was furious. He came to see the Suez Canal as his means of retaliation, as a way of acquiring the money necessary for the Aswan Dam and of removing all foreign influence from Egypt at the same time. He decided to seize the canal in the name of his government.

         On Thursday, July 26, 1956 (the fourth anniversary of the Egyptian revolution), Nasser gave a speech about the history of Egypt under foreign rule and emphasized the country’s present freedom. While he spoke, squads of Egyptian soldiers with drawn guns took over the offices of the Suez Canal Company in Cairo. At the same time, other troops were occupying Port Said, Ismailia, and Suez. Since the last of the British garrison had left in May, the canal was defenseless. Egyptians assumed all the positions of authority, and the French, with no means of defending themselves, were forced to leave. The Suez Canal Company no longer existed. Nasser’s move was a brilliant and dramatic one, and the canal belonged to Egypt at last.

         France and Britain were enraged. Britain, in particular, saw Nasser’s action as justification for an attempt to regain control of Suez. The habit of empire was a hard one to break, and England was waiting for an excuse to reoccupy Suez. That excuse came sooner than expected. And it came from Israel.

         Israel and Egypt had been antagonistic neighbors for the seven years following the Arab-Israeli war of 1948-49 in which the Jewish state had won its independence. Border raids between the two countries were daily events, and Israeli ships had long been barred from using the Suez Canal. At the end of October 1956, the situation exploded. The Israeli government, feeling provoked to the limit, sent troops across the Egyptian border on the Sinai Peninsula. These troops moved quickly in the direction of the Suez Canal.

         Britain and France had been having difficulty in setting up an international committee to operate the canal and put an end to Nasser’s control of it. But now, with the Israeli invasion of Egypt threatening the canal, they found an excuse for immediate and decisive action. Both countries expressed concern over the fact that the great waterway might become a combat area. They decided to act quickly.

         On November 5, 1956, French and British paratroopers landed at Ismailia and set about occupying the whole length of the canal. They came, their governments said, to protect the interests of international shipping. The Egyptians were soon routed, and the canal was under Anglo-French control.

         This European intervention in Egyptian affairs, though successful from a military point of view, was a political disaster. It soon brought the whole world to the edge of a general conflict. The strategic importance of the Suez Canal was so great that the Soviet Union became involved, as did the United States. The crisis lasted for two more days. Finally, under pressure from the United States, the United Nations was called in to settle the dispute. A ceasefire was declared, and the British and the French were ordered to withdraw from the canal zone. The withdrawal was a humiliating one, and the United Nations subsequently decided that the Suez Canal did, in fact, belong to Nasser.

         (Ships sunk in the channel by the Egyptians during the brief hostilities of November 1956, temporarily blocked the Suez Canal to all traffic. Under United Nations auspices, the waterway was cleared and reopened by January 1957.)

         Today, the Egyptians are masters of the canal. In order to hold it legally, they have paid a large indemnity to the Suez Canal Company. Now called the Compagnie Financier de Suez, it is simply a French investment enterprise with no further interest in the canal. The Egyptian government made the last payment to its shareholders on January 1, 1963. Neither the French nor the British have had any further business at Suez.

         Yet the Suez Canal itself, in spite of new ownership, was still international in character, running as smoothly as ever. A writer for The New York Times said in the spring of 1965 that the canal “has become a model of Egyptian efficiency, with constantly improving facilities and rising revenue.” Nasser’s plan, called for deepening the canal and doubling its width, among other improvements.

         The canal returned to de Lesseps’s original concept of it, once the British and French were no longer involved. He never wanted it to be a diplomatic pawn or a battleground for politicians. He thought of it simply as a gift to the world - as a path of trade and communication open to all nations.

         Ironically, few Egyptians understood the sincere motives that guided de Lesseps in the creation of the Suez Canal. His name has been a hated one in Egypt. Quite unjustly, it has come to stand for all the abuses of colonialism and foreign occupation. His very name, in fact, was the signal used by Nasser to set the seizure of the canal in operation on July 26, 1956. And five months later, on the day before Christmas, when the French and the British had left Suez for good, a wild mob of Egyptians swarmed through Port Said, eager to destroy any last signs of foreign influence. Some of the mob found dynamite and, after three attempts, managed to blow up the huge bronze statue of de Lesseps that dominated the harbor and marked the entrance to the canal. Fragments of the eighty-foot statue fell smoking into the water.

         But this violent gesture did not destroy the work of Ferdinand de Lesseps, who had died in 1894, at the age of eighty-nine. It did not put an end to the great adventure that had begun in Alexandria in 1832. No mob could destroy the magnitude of the accomplishment.

         The canal still cuts through the desert, there are flowers at Ismailia, and two worlds are securely - if uneasily - bound together. Ferdinand de Lesseps is gone, and his great statue is gone. But the words once inscribed on its base shine in every drop of water flowing through the sand from Port Said to Suez: Apenre terram gentibus - Open the Land to All Nations.
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               Suez Canal today
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               Ferdinand de Lesseps landing in Alexandria, Egypt, 1858
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               Ferdinand de Lesseps at the Dutch Consulate in Alexandria, Egypt, 1858
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               Suez Canal excavation, 1860
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               Suez Canal construction, 1860
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               Suez Canal, 1868
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               Opening of the Suez Canal, 1869

            

         

         

         
            [image: ]
               Banquet de Lesseps in Marseilles, 1869
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               Suez Canal at Port Said
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               Suez Canal at Port Said
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               Suez Canal, 1870
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               Suez Canal, 1934
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               Suez Canal, 1935
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               Suez Canal, 1941
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               Ship entering the Suez
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               Statue of de Lesseps at the entrance to the Suez Canal
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