
Chapter 19 

THE CANAL ZONE POST OFFICE AND WARTIME CENSORSHIP 

 

A postal service was established in the Canal Zone in June 1904, under the supervision of 

the Treasurer of the Canal Zone.  Until October 1928 it used US stamps, when the first 

permanent issued (the 2c Goethals) was issued1. 

 

Airmail came to the Canal Zone in 1929 and in 1938 the 

Canal Zone Post Office issued a series of stamps 

commemorating the 25th Silver Jubilee anniversary of the 

opening of the Canal, and the 10th anniversary of airmail 

service. 

 

In 1939, the Post Office issued a further series of 16 stamps commemorating the 25th 

anniversary of the Canal's completion, depicting "before" and "after" views of various 

points along the Canal.  Such as Balboa before and after in the stamps below - 

 

 

During World War 2, an influx of US military personnel brought on an Army Post Office 

(APO) system2, often located in Canal Zone Post Offices.  Mail was also delivered by the 

 
1  https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/postal.htm 
2  Military post offices operated or supported by the Army (or now the USAF) use the abbreviation APO 
(Army Post Office or Air Force Post Office), while Navy, Coast Guard, and Marine Corps use the city 
abbreviation FPO (Fleet Post Office). 

https://www.czbrats.com/Articles/postal.htm


Navy and Sixth Air Force to Galapagos Island Naval Station; Salinas, Ecuador; and Talera, 

Peru via the Canal Zone3. 

 

US Army Postal Service, APO at 
Howard Field, Fort Kobbe, Canal 
Zone Headquarters and 
Headquarters Squadron 72nd 
Observation Group Concession 
Airmail to Myerstown, 
Pennsylvania; passed by Army 
Censor.4 

 

 

 

 

The Canal Zone Postal Service returned to a state of 'normal' after the war, producing new 

issues to accommodate changing postal rates5. 

 

As already mentioned, security in the Canal Zone had been tightened in the lead up to 

war, with photography eventually being banned in the Canal Zone and, as detailed above, 

there was considerable concern about espionage in and affecting the Canal.  As in the 

other warring countries, censorship was introduced. 

 

Strict censorship was imposed on US forces’ mail.  At first servicemen could not even 

indicate their geographical location, and this caused anxiety at home, particularly after the 

invasion of North Africa in 19426.  The restriction was later lifted, allowing men to use the 

term “in the Caribbean Defense”, and later still just “Panama”.7 

 

 

 
3  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/postoffices.htm  
4  https://www.postalhistory.com/results.asp?group=20&sort=3&cc=AP&cs=cz  
5  https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/canal-zone-stamps  
6  Interestingly, troops in North Africa were able to give their almost exact location in their mail. 
7  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 

https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/postoffices.htm
https://www.postalhistory.com/results.asp?group=20&sort=3&cc=AP&cs=cz
https://postalmuseum.si.edu/exhibition/canal-zone-stamps
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j


Civil censorship was initiated and administered in the Canal Zone by the Assistant. Chief of 

Staff for Military Intelligence (G-2) of the Panama Canal Department until March 1942 

when the administration was transferred to the Office of Censorship8. 

 

From October 1941, preparations had been in hand to introduce large-scale censorship.  

However, planning and recruitment was slow, but by December 1941, around 40 

prospective civilian employees had been recruited and screened.  These were principally 

dependents of Army or Navy servicemen and Panama Canal employees. 

 

The Navy had responsibility for censorship of telecommunications in both Panama and the 

Canal Zone during the war, employing some 50 Panamanians in an examination station 

located next to the All-American Cable Office in Balboa.  There was also supervision of 

telecommunications by forces’ personnel at cable offices in Panama City – Panama was 

the only country in the region that permitted such an arrangement. 

 

On 12 December 1941, the War Department ordered that all mail would begin to be 

examined within 48 hours and under direction of the Intelligence Branch of the Panama 

Canal Department.  In fact, such examination began within 12 hours using the civilian 

rectuits and accommodation borrowed from the Canal authorities.  However, when non-

essential civilians were evacuated, most of the civilian recruits were lost.  Henceforth, 

employment was offered to Canal Zone residents, and latterly to citizens of Panama and 

other Central American republics.  Despite the latter moves, language problems 

continued. 

 
8  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  

http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf


More than 80% of mail was in Spanish, much of it in dialects and using colloquial 

expressions making translations into standard English difficult9.  Spanish and English 

classes for those involved in the censorship helped.10 

 

The Canal Zone Censor Stations were originally meant to examine all mail sent to and from 

the Canal Zone and all mail passing through the Canal Zone (though note that the Navy 

also had its own Fleet Post Office, see below).  However, this original objective was found 

to be untenable due to problems in finding housing for the 800 personnel that would be 

required11. 

 

From 8 December 1941, the Army’s Censorship Office examined both civilian and military 

mail, and from March 1942, the job of examining civilian mail was transferred to the War 

Department and reassigned to a branch of the Office of Censorship, a separate civilian 

agency.  The military office was then redesignated the Sector Censorship Detachment 

under the Intelligence Service of the Panama Canal Department.12   

 

Until the start of February 1942, all mail between the US and Central and South America 

(including Panama and the Canal Zone) was examined in the US, but not mail from the UK.  

Hence, the staffing requirement in the Canal Zone was halved to 400 by only having to 

examine local mail, and mail between Central and South American countries.  In the 

stations there were sections for business mail, personal mail, Army Post Office mail and 

Panama mail13. 

 

 
9  My wife, a professional interpreter, who in the past has had to deal with people from all over Latin 
America can testify that standard Spanish is not always adequate to deal with all the possible variations, not 
to mention poor Spanish from those ill-educated for one reason or another. 
10  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
11  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  
12  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
13  Until May 1943 censorship of Army mail was undertaken by Canal Zone Censor Stations. 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j


 Censorship Office, Balboa14 

 

The Censor Stations were 

in Balboa and Cristobal, 

with a further substation 

for Balboa. Virtually all 

Panama and Canal Zone 

surface mail went to and 

from Cristobal, which was 

also the International Post Exchange for rerouting of surface mail.  Later, when it was 

found that some airmail was bypassing censorship15, a further substation of Balboa was 

set up in David.  Almost all airmail for Panama and the Canal Zone passed through Albrook 

Field, a scheduled stop for all airlines operating between North and South America, with 

Balboa responsible for censorship – with some airmail examined at Cristobal in 1943.16 

 

  

Censorship Office, Cristobal17 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
14  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/PObalcensor.jpg  
15  Passing through Puerto Armuelles and airmail passing through David. 
16  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  
17  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POatlcensorcris.jpg  

https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/PObalcensor.jpg
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POatlcensorcris.jpg


The Censor Stations were also responsible for censorship of film, travellers’ papers, 

Merchant Marine and Armed Guard18 mail, as well as diplomatic mail.  It also checked the 

mail for use of secret inks or codes, and assisted the examining of Navy’s Fleet Post Office 

(FPO) mail.19 

 

In September 1942, a Cesar Vallarino was arrested as he left the Canal Zone for Lima and 

found to have 5 letters concealed in his shoe.  The letters made reference to large transfer 

of US funds to Lima for the firm of Vallarino y Gallardo, of which he was an agent.  He 

confessed to a wilful attempt to evade censorship laws.  He was released and allowed to 

proceed to Lima after 2 days20. 

 

1943 saw a further increase in Spanish-speaking examiners in the Sector Censorship 

Detachment, as the increase in the number of Puerto Rican troops in Panama. 

 

In 1944, the censorship of private photographs taken by military personnel was added to 

the workload of the Sector Censorship Detachment, and by May 1945  it was examining 

more than 20,000 negatives a month21.  

 

All censorship ended on 15 August 1945, having been estimated that about 7.5 million 

pieces of mail were censored by the Canal Zone Censor Stations22. 

 

 
18  The Armed Guard were US Navy personnel carried aboard US merchant vessels to man defences.  For 
more on the Naval Armed Guard Service see https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-
room/title-list-alphabetically/n/naval-armed-guard-service-in-world-war-ii.html  
19  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  
20  https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/VALLARINO-Cesar-Arrest-of-while-enroute-Lima-
Peru-from-the-Panama-Canal-Zone-8-December-1942.pdf  
21  Security and Defense of the Panama Canal 1903-2000 by Charles Morris, Panama Canal Commission: 

https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j 
22  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  

https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/n/naval-armed-guard-service-in-world-war-ii.html
https://www.history.navy.mil/research/library/online-reading-room/title-list-alphabetically/n/naval-armed-guard-service-in-world-war-ii.html
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/VALLARINO-Cesar-Arrest-of-while-enroute-Lima-Peru-from-the-Panama-Canal-Zone-8-December-1942.pdf
https://ncisahistory.org/wp-content/uploads/2020/01/VALLARINO-Cesar-Arrest-of-while-enroute-Lima-Peru-from-the-Panama-Canal-Zone-8-December-1942.pdf
https://original-ufdc.uflib.ufl.edu/AA00047733/00001/6j
http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf


  

Validation slip used by the US Army civilian censorship office in the Canal Zone 

 

 

 

 
Censorship Office, 15th Naval District and Fort Amador23 

 

24 

Examples of wartime censor stamps 

 

 

 

 

 
23  https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POama15thposcensor_small.jpg  
24  http://www.canalzonestudygroup.com/Issue60.pdf  

https://www.czbrats.com/Photos/PO/POama15thposcensor_small.jpg
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