
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

I was brought up as a boy on war stories, comics and films, built Airfix kits and played “Japs 

and Commandos” with friends.  Even the quiet Isle of Man, where I grew up, was littered 

with reminders of the Second World War.  The main airport had been a Fleet Air Arm base, 

there remained pill boxes and other physical reminders, and the promenade in one town 

still bore the scars of where fence posts that had borne barbed wire of a POW camp had 

been hastily repaired after the war. 

When I was old enough to travel it was inevitable that I was visit places like Normandy, the 

island fortress remains on Jersey and the Westerplatte in Gdansk, where the European war 

began. 

 

Relocating to Panama, and 

knowing that the Canal and its 

Canal Zone had been run or 

used by the US military for 

most of the 20th Century, I was 

surprised to find little interest 

or knowledge about the period 

among locals, and few 

reminders of the Canal’s 

wartime role.  This was quite a 

contrast to the seeming obsession with the period in Britain. 



Hampered by the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic, but with plenty of enforced spare time, 

during the initial lockdown I began doing some basic research on the Canal and the war.  I 

set out just to inform myself, compiling a sort of scrap book, which I made available as a pdf 

on my blog. 

Although it became clear that, after initial alarm, Panama had become something of a 

backwater during the war, what I did come up with was both fascinating and surprising. 

With the relaxation of the Covid restrictions it became possible to visit some of the places I 

had read about, including a stay in the former Fort Clayton – where only a handful of 

information signs put up by an American organisation in the now Ciudad del Saber hinted at 

its origins. 

 

 



PART 1 - AN INTRODUCTION 

 

 

Panama City (Casco 
Viejo, the old city) 
in 1939 

 

Panama had 

achieved 

independence from 

Colombia prior to 

World War 11.  It 

did so with the 

assistance of the 

US, with gave its tacit approval to a rebellion by Panamanian nationalists, which 

began in November 1903.  This also enabled the US to complete construction of the 

Panama Canal, which saw its first transit on 15 August 1914. 

 

In 1903, the Republic of Panama, by means of the Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty, had granted to 

the US in perpetuity the use, occupation, and control of a zone of land and land under water 

for the construction, maintenance, operation, sanitation, and protection of the canal2.  This 

“Canal Zone” had an area of 553 square miles (1,430 square km) and its official status Canal 

 
1  https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/panama-declares-independence Oddly, perhaps, its 

annual Independence Day on 28th November commemorates independence (as the now “lost 

province” of Colombia) from Spain.  The National Day (or Separation Day) is 3rd November, which 

commemorates the country’s separation from Colombia in 1903. 
2  https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-

ship-canal-1903/   

Ratification was advised by the US Senate on 23 February 1904. It was ratified by the US President 

on 25 February 1904 and by Panama on 2 December 1903. The ratifications were exchanged at 

Washington on 26 February 1904 and the Treaty proclaimed the same day.  The Hay-Herrán Treaty, 

negotiated between the US and Colombia in 1903 had allowed the US rights to the land surrounding 

the planned canal, but the Colombian Senate had refused to ratify the treaty – but by then Panama 

was already in the process of seceding from Colombia. The subsequent US/Panama Hay-Bunau-

Varilla treaty contained the same financial terms which had been offered to Colombia for use of the 

territory involved. 

https://www.history.com/this-day-in-history/panama-declares-independence
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/


Zone was as an unincorporated territory of the US.  Panama itself became a “protectorate” 

of the US (a status which lasted until treaty amendments took effect in 1939, of which more 

later). 

 

The 1903 Hay-Bunau-Varilla Treaty also provided that – 

• “the Canal, when constructed, and the entrances thereto shall be neutral in 

perpetuity…in conformity with all the stipulations of, the treaty entered into by the 

Governments of the United States and Great Britain on November 18, 1901”3,  

• the agreement involved extended to US control of the trans-isthmus railroad, and  

• “If it should become necessary at any time to employ armed forces for the safety or 

protection of the Canal, or of the ships that make use of the same, or the railways 

and auxiliary works, the United States shall have the right, at all times and in its 

discretion, to use its police and its land and naval forces or to establish fortifications 

for these purposes”4. 

  

 
3  The Hay–Pauncefote Treaty of 1901 had been a treaty signed by the US and Great Britain as a legal 

preliminary to the US involvement in construction of the Panama Canal, overturning previous treaty 

agreements dating from 1850 that no one country should have control of such a canal: 

https://www.britannica.com/event/Hay-Pauncefote-Treaty 
4  https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-

ship-canal-1903/ 

The Hay-Pauceforte and Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaties implied, but did not specifically provide, the US 

the right to fortify the Canal Zone.  However, central to America’s decision to fortify was Article 3 of 

the Hay-Bunau-Varilla treaty, which gave the US all powers, rights, and authority in the Zone: 

https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf 

https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  

https://www.britannica.com/event/Hay-Pauncefote-Treaty
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/
https://www.dipublico.org/100531/panama-usa-convention-for-the-construction-of-the-isthmian-ship-canal-1903/
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/


1939 6-inch gun 

 

Construction of gun batteries at Fort Sherman, 

Fort Randolph, Fort Grant and Fort Amador, at 

either end of the Canal, began as early as 19135, 

with additional batteries for coastal defence 

added in the late 1920s6.   

 

Initial naval bases were established at Coco Solo 

(again, more later) at the Atlantic end of the 

Canal, and part of the Fort Grant/Fort Amador installations at the Pacific end were set aside 

for naval use7. 

 

By 1930, there were 39,469 US Citizens resident in the Canal Zone, of whom 10,470 were 

associated with the Army8.  In January 1934, the Panama Canal Department (as the Army 

command was called) consisted of 419 officers and 8,884 enlisted men.  This manpower 

level was considered too low, and by 1936 enlisted strength had increased to 12,9909. 

 

As already noted, Panama ceased to be a US protectorate in 1939 when the US Senate 

(finally) ratified the Hull-Alfaro Treaty of 193610, which made significant modifications to the 

original 1903 Treaty.   

 
5  President Woodrow Wilson had declared the Canal’s neutrality in 1915, but its is said that political 

and military pressure compelled him to militarise the Zone.  In 1916, when Mexican revolutionary 

Pancho Villa and his guerrillas "invaded" US territory, troops dispatched to pursue him came from 

the detachments cantoned in the Canal Zone. Among the officers who were part of the chase were 2 

young lieutenants, Dwight Eisenhower and George Patton. 
6  On opening in 1914, there was a Panama Canal Guard Force, including a US Marine Corps 

battalion, an Army infantry regiment and 3 companies of Coastal Artillery, a total of 797 men, 

though numbers and composition increased considerably as the war progressed: 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/29 
7  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/31 
8  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  
9  https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/  
10  https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/Transcontinental-railroad-and-canal-

projects#ref468289   

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/29
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/31
http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://weaponsandwarfare.com/2019/11/18/panama-canal-zone-defences-i/
https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/Transcontinental-railroad-and-canal-projects#ref468289
https://www.britannica.com/place/Panama/Transcontinental-railroad-and-canal-projects#ref468289


 

The new Treaty ended the Panama Republic’s “protectorate” status by abrogating the 1903 

Treaty provisions relating to the US guarantee of the Republic's independence and the US 

right of intervention.  It substituted negotiation and purchase of land outside the Canal Zone 

for the former of rights of expropriation available to the US.  A dispute over the annual 

annuity payable by the US was resolved (Panama had stopped accepting payments in 1934 

due to complaints over its valuation).  Various business and commercial provisions dealt 

with longstanding Panamanian complaints, e.g. private commercial operations unconnected 

with Canal operations were to be forbidden in the Canal Zone and free entry into the Canal 

Zone was provided for Panamanian goods, with custom houses at entrances to the Zone to 

regulate the entry of goods whose ultimate destination was in the Republic11. 

 

The “capital” of the Canal Zone was at Balboa12, where there was a port at the Pacific end of 

the Canal complex13.  The Canal Zone consisted of the Canal itself and an area generally 

extending 5 miles (8 km) on each side of its centreline, but excluding the Panama City (on 

the Pacific coast) and the city of Colon (on the Caribbean coast14) - that would have 

 
11  http://www.czbrats.com/treaty77/1936.htm  

However, the US Senate was reluctant to accept the amendments, such as the new treaty providing 

that, in the event of any threat to the security of either country, joint measures could be taken after 

consultation between them. Only after an exchange of diplomatic notes clarified that Panama was 

willing under to permit the US to act unilaterally, did the Senate give its consent on 25 July 1939. 
12  The Balboa is also the name of the national currency of Panama, which is tied to, and is 

interchangeable with (in Panama) the US Dollar.  The town of Balboa, now a district of the sprawling 

Panama City, was founded by the US during construction of the Canal on land cleared, drained, filled 

and levelled by the US Army Corps of Engineers, in the hilly area north of Panama City at the Pacific 

end of the Canal.  Like most towns in the Canal Zone, it was served by Canal Zone Government–

operated schools, post office, police and fire stations, commissary, cafeteria, movie theatre, service 

centre, bowling alley, and other recreational facilities and company stores, as well as several schools.  

It now has a substantial port, with container facilities (by 2012 the busiest container port in Latin 

America), Panamax-size dry dock and connections with the Panama Canal Railway.  
13  For brief summaries of the other towns in the Canal Zone, see 

https://www.czbrats.com/Towns/thetowns.htm  
14  It sometimes causes confusion that the end of the Canal on the country’s Caribbean coast is 

referred to as the Atlantic end. 

http://www.czbrats.com/treaty77/1936.htm
https://www.czbrats.com/Towns/thetowns.htm


otherwise fallen partly within the 5-mile limit15 - as well as out into the 3-mile limit of 

territorial waters at either end.  When reservoirs were created to assure a steady supply of 

water for the Canal locks, those lakes were also included within the Canal Zone.   

 

 
Balboa in the 
early 1940s, 
looking up the 
street towards 
the 
Commissary, 
Club House and 
First National 
City Bank16 
 

US citizens 

living within the 

Canal Zone were known as “Zonians” (see the postwar parking sign below)17 – in Spanish, 

zoneíta or zoniano, or Zoneítas in the plural, and only those connected with the 

administration, operation, maintenance, or the defence of the Canal (and their dependants) 

were allowed to live within the Canal Zone18.   

 

Housing was provided for all persons employed by the US Government (with floor space 

based on the person’s ranking in the hierarchy – establishing a sort of caste system), and 

private ownership of land within the Canal Zone was prohibited19.   

 

Until 1945, the US authorities applied a “Jim Crow” discrimination system, with white US 

persons rated higher than non-whites.  In fact, the schools were only desegregated in the 

 
15  The Panama Canal Zone was designated by an Act of Congress in 1914 as a strip of land “and land 

under water” 5 miles wide on either side of the Canal: 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
16  http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof308.htm  
17  The Panama Canal Society holds a reunion for Zonians each year in the US, usually in Florida. 
18  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 
19  https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25 

https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
http://www.czimages.com/CZMemories/Photos/photoof308.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/25


1970s, and the US Civil Rights Act enforced20, some 20 years after schools had been 

desegregated in the Continental US21.   

 

For a long time, and certainly during the war, the Canal Zone was segregated between 

American and Caribbean workers, with everything from shops to latrines designated as 

"gold" (for Americans) and "silver" (for West Indian and Caribbean workers).  These terms 

originated from the construction of the original Panama Railroad in the middle of the 19th 

Century when Americans were paid higher wages in gold and West Indians received lower 

salaries in silver.  White workers, including labourers, received the better clinical care in the 

Canal Zone and their homes benefited from mosquito screens22. 

 

When the 1936 Treaty came into force, private commercial operations unconnected with 

Canal operations were forbidden in the Canal Zone. 

 

Until 1979, the Canal Zone territory remained wholly 

controlled by the US, which had purchased the land required 

from the private and public owners, built the Canal and 

financed its construction.  The Canal Zone was finally 

abolished in 1979, under the Torrijos-Carter Treaties of 

197723; with the Canal itself placed under joint US–

Panamanian control until it came under fully Panamanian 

control in 1999, when the US flag was lowered for the last 

time on 31 December 199924. 

 

 
20  As one black woman born in the Canal Zone after World War 2 said, "I was born in the same 

hospital as John McCain, but he walked out an American and I walked out a Panamanian"; and she 

did not come into contact with white Zonians until the schools were desegregated in the 1970s.  

Instead, she was raised separately, in a culture that drew from her Panamanian and Caribbean roots: 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016  
21  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  
22  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  
23  https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/panama-canal 
24  https://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=42234 and 

https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/timeline/americaneraends.aspx 

https://www.bbc.com/news/magazine-28594016
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/
https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/
https://history.state.gov/milestones/1977-1980/panama-canal
https://archive.defense.gov/news/newsarticle.aspx?id=42234
https://cms.uflib.ufl.edu/pcm/timeline/americaneraends.aspx


 Calidonia, which lay outside the 
Canal Zone, in 1940 
 

As mentioned, defences had been 

put in place to protect the Canal 

during World War 1, chiefly to 

protect it from a naval attack – 

Germany being the only realistic 

enemy (and given that the bulk of 

the Imperial German Navy ended 

up being holed up in Kiel for most of the war, perhaps proving not a very realistic one25).   

 

Sabotage from land or by use of a vessel, or an attack by a German raider came to be 

considered more likely prospects than an all-out naval assault – and in World War 2, even 

with the threat of the larger and more potent Imperial Japanese Navy, sabotage of some 

kind, as well as air attack from carrier-based aircraft, was considered more likely than an 

attack by a warship using its guns (and this being the case, the coastal artillery guarding the 

Canal gradually became regarded as redundant as the war progressed).  The new 16-inch 

and 12-inch gun batteries of the 1920s were all in open mounts, unprotected against air 

attack except for camouflage, positioned to be hidden from observation from the sea but 

open to the air26. 

 
25  During the war, commerce raiders (both warships and converted merchantmen) did threaten 

Allied shipping, as did U-boats, but neither was a realistic significant threat to the Canal, particularly 

as the US did not enter the war until 1917, by which time such threats had diminished.  A German 

squadron had been present in the Pacific, and defeated a Royal Navy force in the Battle of Coronel in 

1914, only then to be annihilated by a pair of British battlecruisers in a subsequent battle off the 

Falkland Islands in the South Atlantic later the same year.  That was the last German naval force of 

any significance to come anywhere near Panama, and again years before the US entry into the war. 
26  https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps  

https://www.wikiwand.com/en/United_States_Army_Coast_Artillery_Corps


 

The battleship USS Texas in the Gatun Locks of 
the Panama Canal, en route to the US East 
Coast, June 1937 
 

Following World War 1, a combination of US 

isolationism, restricted military and naval 

budgets and the effects of the Great 

Depression meant that, until the late 1930s, 

little was spent to improve, or even maintain, 

the defences of the Canal.  Only in 1929 did 

the US Congress grant the necessary 

appropriation to construct a badly needed 

airfield at the Pacific end of the Canal – with 

Albrook Field being constructed in 193027, but thereafter, until the emergency funding came 

along in the run-up to World War 2, virtually nothing was spent to improve the defences of 

the Canal28. 

 

 

Albrook Air Force 
Base, the former 
Albrook Field, 
close to the Canal 
and Panama City, 
in a photo taken 
from nearby 
Ancon Hill in 1956 
 

 

 

 
27 See below for more information on Albrook Field. 
28  In 1939, the US Congress appropriated $50 million for improvements to defences, including the 

upgrading of the main runway at Albrook Field to accommodate newer, heavier bombers, the first of 

which began deploying in June 1939. 



 

US Navy Nurses sightseeing during World 
War 2 in the ruins of Old Panama, which 
was destroyed by the pirate Henry 
Morgan in 167129 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

A 16-inch (406 mm) gun of 
the type used in the Canal 
Zone preserved at the US 
Army Ordnance Museum at 
the Aberdeen Testing 
Ground in Maryland.  Such 
a gun fired a 2,240 lb 
(1,020 kg) projectile up to 
26 miles (42 km).  The 
estimated cost of a new 
example in 1938 was 
$520,000.   
In 1950, all but this one 
example were scrapped30 

 

 

 
29 https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-

of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-K-13000/80-G-K-13828.html  
30  https://cdsg.org/  

https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-K-13000/80-G-K-13828.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/content/history/nhhc/our-collections/photography/numerical-list-of-images/nhhc-series/nh-series/80-G-K-13000/80-G-K-13828.html
https://cdsg.org/


 

Photo circa 1942 of one of 
the 14-inch guns that 
guarded the Panama Canal 
in the event of war. 
Mounted on a turntable, 
the gun could fire a shell 30 
miles out to sea.  
(Photo by Keystone/Getty 
Images) 
 

 

 

 

110 NAVAL VESSELS THROUGH THE CANAL IN 48 HOURS 

In 1934, the US Fleet Commander, Admiral David Foot Sellers, decided to try to surpass the 

estimated maximum for passing naval vessels through the Canal – said to be 48 ships during 

a 24-hour period.  Canal Operations managed to pass 110 ships through in 48 hours, moving 

from the Pacific to the Atlantic.  At the same time, a fuller test of the capabilities of the 

Canal in an emergency situation was undertaken.  All military personnel in the Canal Zone 

were mobilised and wartime regulations were put into effect, with no civilians allowed near 

the Locks – with all Canal facilities readied for the unprecedented mass movement31. 

 

 
31  http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15  

http://www.panamahistorybits.com/article.asp?id=2011-07-15


 

 

“Fu Manchu and the Panama Canal” - Fu Manchu was a mysterious Oriental villain in a 
series of books by Sax Rohmer (and played in later films by Christopher Lee).  In this story, set 

in the lead-up to World War 2, Fu Manchu was involved in a plot involving voodoo and 
submarine bases in the Canal approaches.  It transpired eventually (it was a 12-part serial) 
that Fu Manchu had submarines of his own and planned an attack on the US using the war 

as cover.  The serial was later turned into a book and published in 194132. 

 
32  https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta 

and https://www.blackgate.com/2014/03/07/blogging-sax-rohmers-the-island-of-fu-manchu-part-

one  

The Island of Fu Manchu by Sax Rohmer (Doubleday, Doran & Company), 1941. 

https://escholarship.org/content/qt4sf3p53v/qt4sf3p53v.pdf?t=nxe5ta
https://www.blackgate.com/2014/03/07/blogging-sax-rohmers-the-island-of-fu-manchu-part-one/
https://www.blackgate.com/2014/03/07/blogging-sax-rohmers-the-island-of-fu-manchu-part-one/
https://www.blackgate.com/wp-content/uploads/2014/03/Pan10-1A.jpg


 

COMMISSARIES 

This $5 coupon book had 500 chits on one continuous 

folded-over page. Each chit was worth 1 cent, and the 

back cover had the rules for use of these chits.  This 

example was issued on 29 March 1945. 

 

The Panama Railroad Company had operated 

commissaries during the 19th Century, having their 

beginnings in 1883 when a small store was started in 

Colon to sell articles needed by Panama Railroad 

personnel.   

 

However, in 1905, the Governor and Chief Engineer of 

the Canal agreed to establish a new commissaries 

system to distribute food at cost to the labour force 

(then around 17,000 men), with the system was 

transferred to the Isthmian Canal Commission and eventually a Commissary Division was 

established in 1909.   

 

By the late 1940s it was said that the commissaries had evolved from a very basic “pork and 

beans” beginning to a “silk stocking maturity”.  The commissaries served as grocery stores 

and general department stores for Panama Canal employees and, until 1952, operated on a 

coupon-only basis.  It also supplied ships passing through the Canal or calling at the ports – 

although sale to individual passengers and crew were not allowed (this, at least, was 

welcomed by Panamanian merchants). 

 

. 
 



The improvement in the commissaries upset many Panamanians, especially merchants, and 

this upset was one of the factors taken into account in the 1936 renegotiation of the original 

1903 Treaty.33 

The commissaries by 1939 were easily the largest and most important unit of the Canal 

Government’s Supply Department34, in 1934 turning over up to $12 million a year, with 12 

retail stores, plus wholesale warehouses, bakeries, ice cream and bottling plants, a coffee-

roasting unit and a laundry.  In 1934 there were some 1,600 employees. 

. 

 

Commissaries by the 
late 1940s had 
developed into more 
sophisticated 
operations, as this 
postcard shows. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

CANAL STATISTICS 1914-39 

Between 15 August 15 1914 and 1 July 1939, 104,417 oceangoing vessels of over 300 net 

tons (and 8,199 of less than 300 tons) had transited the Canal, carrying 499,077,200 cargo-

tons of freight; and the total tolls had amounted to $453,046,857.91 on a net capital 

investment of $509,008,594.38 (which sum includes $128, 991,063 compound interest on 

construction funds from 1904-20).35 

 

 
33  https://www.jstor.org/stable/980448?seq=1  
34  Studies in Public Administration (Vol.1): Government-Operated Enterprises in the Panama Canal 

Zone by Marshall E Dimock(University of Chicago Press), 1934. 
35  https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1940/october/discussions-comments-and-notes  

https://www.jstor.org/stable/980448?seq=1
https://www.usni.org/magazines/proceedings/1940/october/discussions-comments-and-notes

