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commentary
from other pens...
American uncovers
lost civilization

By Lawrence L. Knutson

Associated Press Writer

WASHINGTON —Inthefall of 1839, John Lloyd Stephens, author,
celebrated travel er and newly commissioned diplomat, set off for Cen-
tral Americain search of agovernment. Hefound alost civilization.

Stephensstartsthestory at themoment heboardedashipinNew York:

“Being entrusted by the president with aspecial confidential mission
to Central America, on Wednesday, the third of October, 1839, | em-
barked onboard the British brig, Mary Ann, Hampton, master, for the
Bay of Honduras. ...

“It was before seven in the morning; the streets and wharves were
still; the battery was desol ate; and at amoment of leaving it on avoy-
age of uncertain duration, (New York) seemed more beautiful than |
had ever known it before.”

Thevoyage began a 10-month test of endurance, willpower andin-
genuity — not to speak of diplomacy. It resulted in awildly successful
two-volumework, ““ Incidents of Travel in Central America, Chiapas
and Yucatan,” publishedin 1841.

Stephens, then 33, was accompanied by skilled English illustrator
Frederick Catherwood. They were beset by mosquitos, civil war, bit-
ing flies, rebel armies, food poisoning, torrential rain, mud, heat, ex-
haustion, disease and frustration.

“ Everything susceptibleof injury from dampwasrusty or moldy and
in ruinous condition; wewere not much better,”” Stephenswrote.

Central Americawasin such an uproar Stevenscould find no oneto
accept hisdiplomatic credentials.

““ After diligent search, no government found,” hereportedto Presi-
dent JamesBuchanan. Theunhappy and fragmenting Republic of Cen-
tral Americawas soon to be divided into the modern states of Guate-
mala, El Salvador, Nicaragua, CostaRicaand Honduras.

When Stephenslaid diplomacy aside and turned to thereal purpose
of hisjourney, hewassuccessful. Hebecamethefirst writer to system-
atically observetheremainsof Central America’ sMayan civilization.

Thestoryistold againinaremarkablenew volumeinwhich Stephens
isjust oneof thestars: ** Return Passages, Great American Travel Writ-
ing, 1780-1910,” by Larzer Ziff of JohnsHopkinsUniversity.

Ziff tells Stephen’s story and those of four other travel ers and writ-
ers: John Ledyard, aConnecticut Yankeewho sailed with Capt. James
Cook aroundtheworld and crossed Russiaand Siberiaonfoot; Bayard
Taylor, aprofessional who was the only writer on Commodore Mat-
thew Perry’s 1852 expedition to Japan; Mark Twain, who focused his
ironicspiritontourisminsuchbooksas* InnocentsAbroad;”” and nov-
elist Henry James, who made travel writing aliterary performance.

“Thebooksthey constructed fromthosetravel sbeguiledAmericana
readerswith their depictions of the old and the exotic; everything that
Americawasnot,” Ziff writes.

Ziff notes Stephens was already a successful travel writer. Hewas
knownto many as*‘the American traveler.”

At CopaninHonduras, Stephensand Catherwoodfirstfoundacarved
slab, then avine-covered and compl etely unknown city.

“It lay before uslike a shattered bark in the midst of an ocean, her
mastsgone, her nameeffaced; her crew perished and nonetotell whence
shecame. ... Theonly soundsthat disturbed thequiet of thisburied city
werethe sounds of monkeys moving among thetopsof trees. ...”

By thetime Stephens’ second book ontheremainsof theMayancivi-
lizationwaspublishedin 1843, theauthor could claim anumber of dis-
coveries— including 44 ancient cities, Chichen Itzain the Mexico’s
Yucatan among them, all previously *‘lost, buried and unknown.”

“In scope, wealth of incident and significance of detail, Stephen’s
narratives remain unsurpassed by the books of travel of any other
American,” Ziff writes.

EDITOR SNOTE — Lawrence L. Knutson has covered the White
House, Congress and Washington's history for morethan 30 years.
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A new Chlna strategy

Washington— In arecent phone conversation,
Mario Cuomo went out of hisway to salute what
hecallsthe" sweet strength” of Secretary of State
Colin Powell.

| believe that “ sweet strength,” displayed so
intelligently last week, is the great victor of the
Hainan I sland incident. We need to show more of
itif weareto avoid afar greater crisisin the Far
East down theroad.

To begin with, how about seeing the world's
largest nation as our “strategic partner”? That
phrasewasformer President Clinton's. It wasthe
wording President Bush himself used recently
before catching himself and resorting to that aw-
ful hardliners' term: “ strategic competitor.”

Doesn' tthesuccessful return of our 24 crewmen
from Hainan Island arguefor areturnto themore
positivebrand of Washington-Beijing diplomacy?
Wetried the hard line and learned itslimitations.

First welanded our plane on Chinese territory
without permission. Second, we demanded the
crew and plane's*prompt” return. Wetreated the
life of acourageous— if reckless— Chinese pi-
lot asunworthy of note, and aproud country’ster-
ritorial integrity as unworthy of respect.

Fortunately for all, we corrected our course be-
forean“incident” rosetoafull-blowninternational
crisis. Wefoundtheright languageto expresssor-
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row for the* missing pilot and aircraft” and admit-
ted the desperate landing of a“ severely crippled
aircraft” in Chineseterritory without * verbal clear-
ance.”

Thereisaplusside. Inlearningto speak theright
language, Americagained apotent andtimely les-
son in Chinese attitudes. The government and
people of that great land believe that the United
States seeksto establish* hegemony” over theen-
tireglobe.

Arethey right?Let’stakethecontinentsoneat a
time.

Europe? You gotta believe it! Nothing bothers
policymakers here more than the thought that the
old continent might actually build apeacekeeping
forcethat doesn’t require our membership.

Northand SouthAmerica? TheMonroeDoctrine
is19th century American Englishfor * hegemony”
inthis hemisphere.

TheMideast?ThePersian Gulf?We' retheboss.

Africa? Only when wethink about it.

Asia? Thepresence of our 7th Fleet in the South
ChinaSea, the constant reconnai ssance of the Chi-
nesecoastline, theprospect of advanced armssal es
to Taiwan, SDI?1f you wereapro-democracy stu-
dentinBeijing, wouldn't youtakethisasevidence
that the United States wants to dominate the other
side of the planet?

Addtothistherecent wordfromthePentagonthat
theUnited Stateshasshifteditsstrategy fromfight-
ing awar in Europeto fighting onein Asia. What
country do you — or the Chinese — think we're
talking about?

L et’ snot missthel essonwel earned these past two
weeks. Wetried the tough talk. It got us nowhere.
Thenwetrieddiplomacy, thelinguisticand cultural
expertise of the State Department, plus what the
former Democratic governor of New York calls
Secretary Powell’s* sweet strength.”

Let’sgo withwhat worked.

If we' resmart aswell asstrong, wecan bestrong
inAsiawithout turning the United States-Chinese
relationship sour.

ChrisMatthews, a nationally syndi cated colum-
nist for the San Francisco Chronicle, is host of
“Hardball” onCNBCand MSNBC cablechannels.
The 1999 edition of “ Hardball” was published by
Touchstone Books.

Life 1s a choice of many roads

In my more than 40 years of driving fi | started
young i | estimatethat live driven about 1.2 mil-
lionmiles. livedriven on scenicbywaysand ugly
streets, good roads and bad highways, dirt paths
and paved interstates. |ive even spent sometime
onwrong roads.

| was pouring over aroadmap for another trip
when theideafor thiscolumn came. | wastrying
to determine the best route to an out-of-the-way
community where | was scheduled to speak ina
few days. Therewere many choices, but withthe
map | could easily see the most direct route to
where | wanted to go.

| thought to myself, what a shame life doesnit
comewithamap. Itwould helpuskeepour direc-
tionandarriveat adesirablelocation. Withamap
for aliving, it would be easy to find destinations
likeA chievement, Happiness, Peaceand Success.
Without a map you could end up in places like
Disaster, Heartbreak, Crime and Poverty.

| doubt that any convict, serving life without
parole, started hisor her lifewith that destination
inmind. |im certain the chronic a coholic did not
believetheroadto social drinkingwoulddead end
inthegutter.

The abysmal failure and the brilliant success
have thisin common: They are where they are
becauseof theroadstheyivetraveled. They made
different choices; they took different forksin the
road. But both arewhat they are because of deci-
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sionsthey made. Day-to-day, month-to-monthand
year-to-year their forward climbor their backward
slideistheresult of aternatives chosen.

Thereisgood news. For just ascertainly asalife
of bad choiceswill lead you to destruction, good
decisionswill lead youto success. Most of usmake
mistakesin life, and usually we have opportuni-
tiesto overcomethem. However, somedecisions
carry direconsequences. Unsafesex canleadtoa
dow, ugly death. Thefirstdrink of acohol cantake
youtothegutter. Theiharmlessi drug canfry your
brain. Hurrying across the railroad tracks can
smack you into eternity.

Enjoyingthetrip

Life hasbeen comparedto ajourney. Hereare
some tips for both choosing the right roads and
enjoyingthetrip.

Use your compass. | donit buy the theory that
most criminals donit know right from wrong. |
believe most know, but donit do.

You know that killing ancther personiswrong.
You know stealing isnit right. You know you
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shouldnit lie. You know that having an affair with
someone el seis spouse iswrong. You know the
wallet youfoundisnot yoursbecauseyoufoundit.
Useyour moral compass. It will giveyou truedi-
rection.

Expect somedetours. It seemsthat every timel
takealongtrip, | encounter some constructionand
detours. While it would be easy to get upset over
thedelays, it doesnit helptodo so. Instead, | build
in some extratime on each trip. Then when lim
slowed down, | just enjoy theview.

Taketheroad lesstraveled. Just because every-
onedseisdoing it doesnit mean you haveto. Be-
ing different isneither good nor bad. Some of our
greatesttravel memorieshavecomefromtraveling
the back roads and less-travel ed highways.

Thereisamap. Thebestroad map liveever found
forthislifeistheBible. Evenif youirenotabdliever,
try thisexperiment for 90 days. Read one chapter
from the book of Proverbseach day for 90 days. |
believe youill find strong direction for lifeisjour-
ney in thewisdom of these chapters.

Don Taylor isthe co-author of “ Up Against the
Wal-Marts.” Youmaywritetohimincareof “ Mind-
ing Your Own Business,” POBox67, Amarillo, TX
79105. Column sponsored by Goodland Area
Chamber of Commerce Business Devel opment
Committee.
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