
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 18 – DISEASE, ILLNESS AND DISCRIMINATION 

 

DISEASE AND ILLNESS 

A major challenge for the military in Panama was presented by disease.  After all, the 

construction of the Canal (and particularly the abortive, initial French attempt) had seen 

huge problems with malaria, yellow fever 

and other tropical illnesses. Leading the 

fight during the war was the Army Medical 

Department.   

 

US Army nurses at Fort Gulick, December 
1942 
(Photo by Cpl James Lioi/US 
Army/PhotoQuest/Getty Images 
 

The build-up of forces from 1939 had caused concern, particularly of the risk from malaria 

– although tuberculosis (the leading cause of death in Panama at the time) and venereal 

disease were the other major threats that concerned the Army. 



Construction of 3 new military hospitals in the Canal Zone had been authorised in the $50 

million 1939 expansion programme; and in January 1942, the 210th and 218th General 

Hospitals of the US Army embarked for Panama, to join the Station Hospital there1.   

The Corps of Engineers also maintained a medical service for civilian employees, which 

functioned alongside the Army Medical Services. 

 

Between April and September 1942, malaria reached epidemic proportions among the 

increasing numbers of US troops, who were often placed in areas before adequate 

protection could be put in place.  At the height of the epidemic, 111.7 of every 1,000 men 

were being treated for malaria, and training and manoeuvres were often cancelled.   

Preventive measures were put in place, including dusk-to-dawn curfews, night-time 

guards wearing gloves and netting on their heads, and bed checks which ensured that 

troops only slept under mosquito netting.  The rate of infection began to fall as controls 

and protective measures improved. 

Patients with malaria at 
an outpost in the Panama 
Canal Zone in 1943. Some 
malaria-sickened troops 
in that area ultimately 
wound up in the military’s 
“Mary” experiments: they 
were unknowingly given a 
new, experimental drug 
codenamed “Mary,” short 
for suflamerazine. The 
drug turned out to be 
worthless in treating 
malaria. 
Photo -The Malaria Project / 

The National Archives2 

 
1  https://www.med-dept.com/articles/ww2-military-hospitals-zone-of-interior/  
2  The Malaria Project: The U.S. Government's Secret Mission to Find a Miracle Cure by Karen M Masterson 
(New American Library), 2014:  
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/u-s-troops-patients-were-used-malaria-guinea-pigs-book-
n220216  

https://www.med-dept.com/articles/ww2-military-hospitals-zone-of-interior/
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/u-s-troops-patients-were-used-malaria-guinea-pigs-book-n220216
https://www.nbcnews.com/health/health-news/u-s-troops-patients-were-used-malaria-guinea-pigs-book-n220216


In part to cope with problems faced in the war in the Pacific, the US Army School of 

Malariology3 was established at Fort Clayton in 1943.  It undertook research into 

prevention and treatment, as well as developing training methods for troops on the 

ground.  It was thought that having such a facility in a region where the disease was 

prevalent meant that trainees could learn in a place where anti-malaria controls had been 

tried and implemented successfully.  The School offered a 4-week course that emphasised 

malaria survey and control techniques4. 

 

Avoiding malaria – 2 photos of US troops 
engaged in jungle manoeuvres in Panama, 
August 1942, demonstrating 2 methods of 
sleeping — in a canopy-covered hammock 

(top) suspended from trees or on the 
ground (lower) covered by cloth for 
protection against insects. Note rifle 

suspended from hammock5. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

VD was also a problem in the Canal Zone and by 1939 there were 44.5 cases per 1,000 

men being reported.  However, the rate of infection fell during 1941-43, finally reaching a 

rate of 9.3 per 1,000 men by August 1945 (which was actually lower than the rate of 

 
3  The School continued its work into the 1960s, as part of the US Army Medical Research and Development 
Command, credited with devising more accurate laboratory methods for identifying, testing and treating a 
variety of infectious and parasitic diseases. 
4  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
5  https://flashbak.com/fighting-malaria-in-world-war-two-a-photo-story-4591/  

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://flashbak.com/fighting-malaria-in-world-war-two-a-photo-story-4591/


infection in parts of the US at the time)6.  The decline was attributed to improved 

education and improvement in treatment. 

 

It has been reported that – 

The US military developed intricate spatial practices of racial and gender 

segregation that attempted both to contain excessive soldier sexuality and to 

regulate soldier contact with the multiracial population of Panamá.  In their most 

intrusive dimensions, these programs involved the arrest and screening of 

Panamanian women as “venereal disease suspects” whose purported racial 

proclivities for dirt, bacteria, and seduction were likened by occupation health 

officials to the pestilence of malarial mosquitoes and the duplicity of Axis 

agents.  This publicity concerning prostitution and vice policing helped invigorate 

literary and political views of Panamanian cities as sites of imperial corruption and 

greed, a phenomenon that eventually contributed to Panamanian nationalist 

demands to contain US legal and territorial power on the isthmus7. 

 

DISCRIMINATION IN THE CANAL ZONE 

As has been mentioned elsewhere in other Parts, the US military and civilian authorities 

imposed their own racial discrimination policies in the Canal Zone, for example 

establishing separate schools for white and non-white pupils.  They even contrived to 

circumvent the moves of the US Government in the 1960s to introduce racial 

desegregation in schools, by redesignating the non-white schools as “native” ones, 

ostensibly to educate Canal residents of their native heritage. 

 

All this was in addition to the dual payment method, also explained in an earlier Part, the 

Gold and Silver Rolls, which was also only abolished in the 1950s.  

 
6  https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf 
7  Bioinsecurities: Disease Interventions, Empire, and the Government of Species by Neel Ahuja (Duke 
University Press), 2016: https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/90/chapter-
abstract/101421/Medicalized-States-of-WarVenereal-Disease-and-the?redirectedFrom=fulltext  
 

https://apps.dtic.mil/dtic/tr/fulltext/u2/a388262.pdf
https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/90/chapter-abstract/101421/Medicalized-States-of-WarVenereal-Disease-and-the?redirectedFrom=fulltext
https://read.dukeupress.edu/books/book/90/chapter-abstract/101421/Medicalized-States-of-WarVenereal-Disease-and-the?redirectedFrom=fulltext


A later Part, dealing with chemical warfare trials in Panama during the war, will touch on 

the racial element of even such experiments. 

 

One should not forget that racial attitudes in Panama itself in the 1930s and 1940s were 

not as enlightened as today.  The Arias Madrid government, for example, espoused 

discriminatory policies and attitudes, as part of its nationalist mindset.  As is observed in a 

later footnote below, this latter point is somewhat ironic given that, in the late 1940s Arias 

Madrid himself courted the black vote, directing instead resentment against Zonians (i.e. 

Americans in the Canal Zone).  Such was his success, that by 1968 about half of the West 

Indian origin community was voting for him8. 

 

To give a flavour of the environment in the Canal Zone even after World War 2, there 

follows an extract of interview of Edward R Clark, Consular Officer in Panama City 1946-

1949, and Deputy Chief of Mission Panama City 1960-1963. 

 

“Like any place.  You had the good and bad.  There was such a clash of cultures 

there between the Americans in the Canal Zone and the Panamanians.  The 

standard of living was so different; the values were so different.  It was just normal 

that there would be resentment.  They had 2 different scales of pay...the gold 

standard and the silver standard.  Also, racially there were problems.  Many 

Americans were from the South which made the problem of race more difficult.  

Quite frankly there were many people in the Canal Zone that I came to know very 

well and liked. But as a group they wanted their privileges and would fight for it… 

 

…the official situation was [there was] the gold standard and the silver standard.  

White people only in the gold bathroom and others in the silver bathroom and 

facilities.  They got paid on different wage schedules.  That was all official.  I have 

seen some ugly scenes there, very embarrassing.  But I have seen some in 

 
8  A later Part will provide more information on Arias Madrid and the other wartime Presidents. 



Washington, too, when I came [back to Washington] in 1941.  I will never forget 

that the first evening I was in Washington I got on a bus and all of a sudden the bus 

driver said, "Get back in the bus you black son of a bitch".  I saw this scene 

duplicated many times in the Canal Zone.  Same thing. 

 

You had the colonial attitude in the Canal Zone.  The [US] Embassy was always 

trying to cope with that situation vis-a-vis the Panamanian government.  The 

government would make their complaints through us.  We would then have to see 

what we could do with the Canal Zone authorities to smooth things over.  So, I 

think on the contrary the Embassy's job was to try to keep irritations to a minimum.  

At that time, of course, we had a major problem with the bases that we had 

constructed all through the Republic of Panama during the war.  We were 

renegotiating that agreement and it went on for a long time.  It came to a head in 

1948.  The Panamanian National Assembly rejected the agreement.  We were 

asking to retain a number of bases.  Secretary of State Marshall had warned them 

that if this did happen we would withdraw, which they didn't believe.  But it was a 

very, very heated debate and a very critical time in our relationship.  Within 48 

hours we got everybody out of Panama...not the Canal Zone.  We must have had 20 

bases in Panama.”9 

 

There now follows extracts from a 1939 report for the Office of Education at the US 

Department of the Interior was prepared on public education in the Canal Zone10.  It 

provides a vivid illustration of the position at the time – 

 

• The Canal Zone is unique among American communities in a number of ways.  

Approximately half its population of 38,873 is made up of white persons who are 

 
9  https://www.adst.org/Readers/Panama.pdf (Association for Diplomatic Studies & Training) 
10  Public Education in the Panama Canal Zone. Bulletin, 1939, No. 8 by Katherine M Cook (Office of 

Education, United States Department of the Interior): https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED542489.pdf 
Note that, until the Canal Zone Government took over responsibility for the schools system in 1906 schools 
were not segregated based on colour or race. 

https://www.adst.org/Readers/Panama.pdf
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/ED542489.pdf


citizens of the United States; while the other half (approximately) discussed ai 

another section, are coloured, non-citizens, chiefly men and women from the island 

of Jamaica, close by, of the British West' Indies; 

 

• The bulk of the population lives in …Balboa on the Pacific…and Cristobal on the 

adjacent to the Panamanian cities Panama and Colon.  Other smaller settlements 

are located along the route of the Canal; 

 

• Both military and naval forces are maintained in the Zone, lending to the character 

of the community both civil and military aspects.  The Government assumes many 

of the responsibilities for the welfare of the community that are usually 

characteristic of a military reservation housing, for example, and the maintenance 

of commissaries.  In addition, it provides educational facilities for its employees 

resident in the Zone, a responsibility not generally assumed on military 

reservations; 

 

• The schools of the Canal Zone are supported by direct appropriation made by the 

Congress of the United States for the purposes indicated.  School facilities are free 

to children of residents of the Canal Zone and employees of the Panama Canal, the 

United States Army, Navy, and Marine Corps personnel and other "gold", that is, 

white personnel (United States Government employees) resident on the Isthmus.  

Separate schools are maintained for white and coloured children; 

 

• Approximately half the population of the Canal Zone and slightly more than half 

the children enrolled in the schools are coloured.  The adult coloured population is 

made up almost wholly of laborers employed in the work of repair and 

maintenance of the Canal; 

 



• Approximately half of the coloured employees of the Panama Canal are housed in 

the Canal Zone; the others live in the Republic of Panama.  A separate section in 

each zone community is set aside for coloured employees.  They live in homes 

provided by the Government as do white employees and can purchase food and 

clothing through the commissaries at moderate prices.  The Government furnishes 

also free public-school facilities for the coloured residents through the elementary 

and junior high school levels. 

 

Finally, there now follows extracts from Black Labor on a White Canal: West Indians in 

Panama 1904-80 by Michael L Conniff (Latin American Institute Research Paper Series No. 

11), May 1989. 

 

Panamanian chauvinism was one of the main reasons why the West Indian origin 

community in Panama was not fully integrated.  It was only after World War 2 that 

Panama extended full citizenship to those of West Indian descent and promoted 

interchange between them and the host society. 

 

The racial segregation instituted through the Gold and Silver Rolls also reinforced 

discrimination.   The designations gold and silver were attached to pay windows, 

toilets, commissaries, quarters, clinics, recreation facilities, postal windows, and 

virtually everything else although managers of the Canal avoiding admitting any 

segregation based on colour, as this would have been questionable under both US 

and Panamanian constitutions.  Yet the Gold/Silver system bore a strong 

resemblance to codified racism and Canal Zone officials even kept a few well-to-do 

or talented West Indians on the Gold roll and paid them higher wages to show that 

the barrier was not, in theory at least, impermeable. 

 

The greatest schism in the work force lay between West Indians and Panamanians.  

The latter were racially heterogeneous, Including some whites, many mestizos (like 



President Arisa Madrid), some Amerindians, and the so-called “colonial blacks”, 

descended from the days of the Spanish slave trade.  There was a preference for 

lightness of skin, a preference that was reinforced by Canal Zone segregation 

policies and thus racism exacerbated rivalry between West Indians and 

Panamanians. even when they realised that the Canal Zone officials exploited them 

both. 

 

The Panamanian elite had long before recognised that Americans only wanted to 

deal with whites, so they came to an understanding.  Both would cooperate in 

keeping the non-white populations of Panama and the Canal Zone in a subordinate 

position.   This came after, in 1910, the president and first vice-president had both 

died, so that “mulatto” Liberal Party leader Carlos Mendoza succeeded to the 

highest office.  The US chargé d'affaires, acting with the approval of George W 

Goethals (Chief Engineer of the Canal and later Governor), convinced the US State 

Department that Mendoza should be barred from office.  He then got Mendoza to 

desist, in exchange for a promise that he would be minister of finance.  The chargé 

had also tried to dictate who would be interim president by threatening military 

intervention and even annexation. 

 

After a failed strike in 1921, no trade union existed for Silver Roll workers until 

1946, when Canal Zone officials allowed the CIO-affiliated United Public Workers of 

America (UPWA) to organise silver employees into Local 713, and in a short time 

they represented a majority of the non-citizen workers. 

 

A series of laws beginning in 1926 branded as undesirables "Negroes whose native 

language is not Spanish", i.e. West Indians, reinforcing de facto discrimination. 

In 1941, a socialist Latin group, the Sociedad de Panamenos al Servicio del 

Gobierno de los Estados Unidos challenged the Canal administration in 1943-45 to 

comply with a 1936 treaty promise that Panamanians would enjoy job 



opportunities and pay equal to US citizens.  However, it did not attempt to 

represent descendants of West Indians or, for that matter, even dark-skinned 

Panamanians and, once more the colour-based discrimination was able to 

continue. 

 

In 1941, the right-wing President Arias Madrid promulgated a new constitution 

which denied citizenship to undesirables born after 1928 and barred their 

naturalisation altogether.  These measures took rights away from about 20,000 

Panamanians of West Indian descent. and created hardship for the remaining 

30,000 members of the community.  The legal restrictions were lifted in 1945, but a 

few remained in place until 196111. 

 

Until the Canal Zone Government took over responsibility for the schools system, 

the schools were segregated, although light-skinned Panamanians from “good” 

families could enrol in white schools.  In 1954, faced by pressure from the US, 

where President Eisenhower was attempting to desegregate public schools, the 

Canal Zone authorities simply redesignated the schools for “coloured” children into 

“Latin American” schools, justifying maintenance of the segregation and claiming 

that it was necessary to familiarise their students with “their” language, history, 

government and customs. 

 

Pressures from a variety of sources after 1943 had forced Canal Zone officials to 

begin dismantling the “colonialist” labour system.  Liberal Panamanians took 

power in 1945, embraced the descendants of West Indians as full citizens requiring 

protection against the discriminatory practices of the Canal Zone, and a new 

generation of leaders emerged in the West Indian community.  In addition, many 

agencies of the US government urged reform in order to improve relations with 

 
11  Ironically, in the late 1940s Arias Madrid courted the black vote, directing instead resentment against 

Zonians.  Such was his success, that by 1968 about half of the West Indian origin community was voting for 
him. 



Latin America as a whole - by the late 1940s, discriminatory and inequitable 

socioeconomic policies in the Canal Zone were a decided embarrassment to the US 

Government. 

 

In 1945, Pancho Arias (no relation to Aria Madrid) and his Renovador Party broke 

with the past iin revoking the anti-West Indian laws and by organising the 

community for elections in 1946.  An old-fashioned liberal, Pancho Arias believed in 

equality of opportunity and welcomed those of West Indian descent (now called 

criollos), but while his untimely death in 1946 kept him from winning the 

presidency his party continued to enjoy the support of the criollos until It split in 

1960. 

 

In the years following World War 2, interdepartmental meetings studded the Canal 

Zone calendar, and several intensive investigations by outside agencies led to 

scathing attacks on racial and national discrimination.  These deliberations 

involved the armed services, the Departments of Commerce, Interior and State, the 

National Housing Agency, US Congress, the Civil Service, the General Accounting 

Office (GAO), the White House, and the Supreme Court.  Studies concluded that 

Canal operations wasted money on unnecessary luxuries and fringe benefits, while 

mismanaging labour relations in such a way as to embarrass the US.  These studies 

usually made the distinction between race segregation - which should be ended - 

and the Gold/Silver dual wage system, which it was said should be reformed to 

guarantee equal pay for the same work (President Eisenhower did so in 1955). 

 

However, when black US Congressmen began to visit the Zone in the 1970s, it still 

looked to them like the southern states of the US in the 1920s12. 

 
12  Black Labor on a White Canal: West Indians in Panama 1904-80 by Michael L Conniff (Latin American 

Institute Research Paper Series No. 11), May 1989: 
https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=laii_research  
 

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=laii_research


  



 

 


