
PANAMA IN WORLD WAR 2 

 

 

PART 29 - QUARRY HEIGHTS (UPDATE) 

 

What was to become the Quarry Heights Military Reservation was established on the 

western side of Ancon Hill, adjacent to Balboa, from 1903, accommodating the first US 

troops – a party of US Marines protecting the railroad and US Government property1 .  

  

The area owed its origin to the Isthmian Canal Commission quarrying rock from 1909 for 

use in the construction of the Pedro Miguel and Miraflores locks.  Call “Quarry Heights” by 

locals, the quarry closed after 5 years and Canal officials transferred the shelves to the US 

Army as a command post.   

 

Rising 654 feet above sea level, Ancon Hill is a prominent feature at the Pacific end of the 

Canal.   The rock it contained provided a necessary resource for Canal construction.  

Before being closed on 31 October 1914, the Ancon quarry had produced 3,245,000 cubic 

yards of rock. 

 

 
1  For a full history of Quarry Heights, see http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm


Original plans in 1913 had been for barracks and housing for the US Marines, but before 

the installation was begun the Marines were dispatched to Mexico and the project was 

abandoned in early 1914.  By early 1915, the site had been selected as the location for the 

newly organised US Army Forces in the Canal Zone.  Proximity to The Panama Canal 

headquarters building, the company towns of Balboa and Ancon, and Panama City made 

the location perfect for the Army Command.  Ironically, since the site was seen as being 

very small, it was assumed the Quarry Heights headquarters would only be a temporary 

situation, and a more expansive site would be selected in the future. 

 

A consolidated command called United States Troops, Panama Canal Zone, had been put 

into place on 6 January 1915, as part of the Eastern Department.  Initially located at 

Ancon, the headquarters were moved to Quarry Heights in 1916.  A separate geographical 

department was created 1 July 1917 and named the Panama Canal Department of the US 

Army.  

 

However, until 1920 Quarry Heights was used for a variety of roles, as the small area 

available prevented development as the headquarters of US forces (the headquarters 

being located at nearby Ancon in the meantime).  As World War 1 demonstrated the 

importance of the Canal, the Canal Commission transferred an additional 100 acres to the 

Quarry Heights Military Reservation to complete construction of the headquarters site.  In 

1920, the commanding general established his headquarters at Quarry Heights, which 

retained the role for over 75 years. 

 

It served as the site of headquarters for – 

• Commander, US Army Panama Canal Department 1920-41; 

• Commander, US Army Caribbean Defense Command 1941-47; 

• Commander-in-Chief, US Caribbean Command 1947-63; 

• Commander-in-Chief, US Southern Command 1963-19982. 

 
2  http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm


 

Quarry Heights also housed one of 5 Army signal detachments (the others being in San 

Francisco, Texas, Hawaii and the Philippines) providing Army intercepts.  In January 1939, 

all 6 detachments were consolidated into the 2nd Signal Service Battalion3. 

 

The original construction date for the Quarry Heights Military Reservation has been given 

as 1915 and it evolved over the years, primarily through expansion in 1921, which added 

the summit of Ancon Hill to the Reservation.  Housing has been added, as has a new 

headquarters building and the bombproof tunnel under Ancon Hill.   

 

As Canal construction drew to a close, the Isthmian Canal Commission began to plan for 

the communities necessary to permanently house and maintain the operating work force 

and, in 1912, Austin W Lord of New York was selected to direct the design aspects of the 

permanent construction.  It was decided to present a unified scheme where all permanent 

buildings would be of the same style.  Among the plans prepared by his office were official 

and permanent quarters, a post office, schoolhouse, hotel, social hall, fire and police 

stations, dispensary, church, telephone building, clubhouse, and commissary store.  For 

durability and economic concerns, it was decided to construct housing from reinforced 

concrete with clay tile roofs.  These plans would be applied to the prime company town of 

Balboa. 

 

Formally established as a military installation in December 1919, it possessed a 

commanding 360-degree view encompassing the Pacific approach to the Canal entrance.   

 

In March 1940, plans were approved for a bombproof, reinforced concrete structure “for 

use in case of emergency and vital to the security of important data”, and this Command 

Post structure 200 feet under the Hill was completed in January 1942 at a cost of 

 
3  https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/  

https://www.nsa.gov/about/cryptologic-heritage/center-cryptologic-history/pearl-harbor-review/sis/


$400,0004.  This, the Joint Operations Tunnel had been constructed in the direction in 

1940 of Lieutenant General Daniel Van Voorhis, Commanding General of the Panama 

Canal Department.  As a Joint Command Post facility, and completed by January 1942, it 

was constructed under 200 feet of native porphyry rock, with the entrance cut into the 

solid rock face of the old Ancon Quarry, and was built using reinforced concrete.  The 

structure featured a 269-feet by 52-feet main building and a 302-feet by 7½-feet tunnel.  

The facility was later used as a secure intelligence, communications, and joint operations 

command post centre for the unified command until 1997.5 

 

1990s REPORT 

 

The Quarry Heights Military Reservation, later in the 20th Century noted for its 

architectural significance, was among the first military properties in Panama documented 

according to the standards of the Historic American Buildings Survey (HABS).   

 

Shortly before the final US withdrawal from Panama, in 1996, the US Corps of Engineers, 

Construction Engineering Research Laboratories published a report in order to create 

some sort of lasting record of the types of US military structures designed and built 

specifically for use in the Canal Zone6.  This was said to be necessary for an accurate and 

complete history of the US armed services in Panama, as recommended in the 

Department of Defense (DoD) Overseas Environmental Baseline Guidance Document. 

 

The report consisted of a technical manuscript presenting Historic American Buildings 

Survey (HABS) documentation of Quarry Heights Building 23, a field-grade officer's 

quarters.  It was originally published by HABS, under the auspicious of the Department of 

the Interior National Park Service, and sponsored by the DoD Legacy Resource 

 
4  It continued in use postwar, as command headquarters, including for US Southern Command through to 
1998 http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm and 
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35 
5  http://www.abovetopsecret.com/forum/thread110919/pg1  
6  https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf  

http://william_h_ormsbee.tripod.com/qh_legacy_report.htm
https://ufdc.ufl.edu/AA00022175/00001/pageturner#page/35
http://www.abovetopsecret.com/forum/thread110919/pg1
https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf


Management Program.  The actual survey was undertaken by the US Corps of Engineers, 

Construction Engineering Research Laboratories. 

 

In 1992, the US Army Engineer District Mobile conducted a preliminary inventory of 

significant historic structures at 35 military installations and support facilities in the former 

Canal Zone. Recommendations were provided for sites deserving detailed documentation.  

The Quarry Heights Military Reservation was noted for its architectural significance: the 

large wooden residences with galleries are thought to be original "Camp Town" structures 

associated with the construction of the Canal. 

The location of Building 23 was given as Ancon Hill, Balboa Vicinity, in the Former Panama 

Canal Zone (as it had become by 1996).  Quarry Heights was described as being sited on 

the west slope of Ancon Hill, on the site of a quarry used for producing stone for Canal 

construction, and would have overlooked the planned Canal company town of Balboa.  As 

the site was at the time considered temporary, the Building Division of The Panama Canal 

erected frame structures from existing designs created during the construction phase of 

the Canal.  With one exception, the Quarry Heights officer housing stock constitutes the 

only surviving example of this "construction camp" architectural style.   

Its significance was stated to be that Quarry Heights was at the time the headquarters of 

the US Southern Command (USSOUTHCOM) with a housing area for upper-echelon 

officers.  It was noted that Quarry Heights had been used as a military headquarters 

facility continuously since construction began in 1915. 

 

The “construction camp” style of architecture was to predominate almost exclusively until 

permanent communities were begun after completion of the Canal.  This style was arrived 

at through efforts to develop sanitary and comfortable housing, and presented a 

distinctive appearance.  Required building materials had to stand shipment from the US 

with little or no damage.  Wood7 and concrete became the main structural components, 

with corrugated, galvanised iron for roofing.  Concrete footings supported wood 

 
7  Wood was, of course, prone to termite damage, which continues to be a threat to this day. 



foundation posts raising the structures off the ground.  Walls were wooden, often with 

exposed studs on the interior, as empty space between the walls created by an interior 

sheathing provided a breeding ground for rats. The Isthmian Canal Commission required 

"plenty of openings for ventilation; and every opening, including verandas, must be 

provided with fine copper screening in order to, just as far as practicable, exclude all 

mosquitos”8.  Where available, the houses were connected to sewer and electric lines. 

 

By far the most expedient method of constructing living quarters had been pioneered by 

the Isthmian Canal Commission in late 1912 and early 1913.  This involved simply 

dismantling buildings no longer needed at construction sites, with them then being 

relocated and reassembled where they were needed, and it is likely this method of 

inexpensive, fast supply of quarters was used for the Quarry Heights site from the 

beginning for at least some of the building required – indeed records showed that sets of 

NCO quarters were relocated there from Empire in September 1920. 

Executive Order 3202 formally established the Quarry Heights Reservation on 22 

December 1919 A little over a year later, on 21 January 1921, Executive Order 3386 

enlarged the reservation by including the summit of Ancon Hill, providing a commanding 

view of the town of Balboa and the Canal from the Pacific terminus up to the Miraflores 

Locks9 

 

ARCHITECTURE 

 

The 1996 report describes the architectural character of Quarry Heights as being 

dominated by the residential structures.  These square houses with weathered grey frame 

exteriors, turquoise roofs, and wrap-around verandas are visually evocative of the early 

Canal construction era.  The other structures are also primarily frame and continue the 

 
8  Isthmian Canal Commission. Annual Report. 1906. 
9  The reservation boundaries were extended in 1963 "to include contiguous areas retained under Canal 
Zone licenses and an area along Morgan Avenue adjacent to the reservation, which was required for 
additional military housing”: https://apps.dtic.mil/sti/pdfs/ADA319357.pdf  

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


main architectural theme.  It was said that, at the time, the buildings at Quarry Heights 

had been generally well maintained and their condition remained good. 

The site was said to contain many types of buildings including administrative, residential 

(including a 2-story housing), retail, security, and recreation. 

  

Ground and first floor plans 

As regards Building 23 itself, its location was given as Parkinson Lane, Quarry Heights 

Military Reservation and its original use was given as Staff (Field Grade) Officers' Quarters, 

with its use in the 1990s being as General Flag and Senior Officers' Quarters.   

It was said that, reflecting the early construction history of Canal Zone residential 

structures, the building is part of a group of similarly designed Officers Quarters in the 

Quarry Heights Military Reservation and that it is an excellent example of the architectural 

style employed by the Isthmian Canal Commission (ICC) during the construction period 

1904-1914.   The style and method of construction for Building 23 is said to be similar to 

other such temporary buildings constructed for higher-ranking Isthmian Canal Commission 

employees.  Characteristics of this tropical building style included wooden construction 

with wide roof overhangs, screened verandas, and screened fenestration.  

 

It is said that it was either moved to Quarry Heights or built on site and completed in 

November 1918 at a cost of $8,418.67. 

 

It was a square 2-story structure with a full-height wraparound veranda along the front 

facade. The veranda was the effective front entrance to the building.  A moderately 

pitched, turquoise-colour galvanised iron hip-on-gable roof covered the building.  

Galvanised iron matching the roof colour and materials, wrapped the quarters above the 



first-floor windows.  Constructed of platform wood frame on a concrete foundation, the 

original foundation platform for the house was constructed of timber posts with concrete 

footings.  The building had wide, overhanging eaves, screened porches, and strategic 

ventilation openings suited to the warm tropical climate. The interior plan is a centre-hall, 

double loaded corridor, with the formal living and dining areas located nearest the 

veranda.  Former servant's quarters (later used as storage areas), kitchen, pantry, and 

exterior utility porch complete the rear rooms of the house. A centre hall and half-turn 

staircase led to the second story.  Bedrooms were located adjacent to the veranda on the 

front side, with a smaller bedroom, bathrooms, and dry closets opposite the corridor. 

 

The building was modified in the early 1930s.  Sometime later, the formerly screened 

veranda was enclosed in clear neoprene plastic, most likely when air conditioning units 

were installed to cool the house.  Sometime during the mid-1950s, the building was lifted 

from its original concrete footing and wood post pilings to allow a new foundation of 

poured concrete.  The new foundation eliminated the "void" spaces created by the 

original wooden pilings, which altered the appearance of the house. 

 

Internal improvement and modifications began in 1923 and continued at various times, at 

least until 1992, when the kitchen was again modified to accommodate a dishwasher and 

garbage disposal. 

 

The report said that the house remained in good condition and well maintained.  The 

exterior materials and construction retained their integrity.  Although the interior had 

undergone remodelling and modifications in planning and materials, it retained the 

essential characteristics of Isthmian Canal Commission-designed temporary buildings 

 

 


