
Chapter 20 

DISCRIMINATION IN THE CANAL ZONE 

 

Until 1945, the US authorities applied a “Jim Crow” discrimination system in the Canal 

Zone, with white US persons rated higher than non-whites.  In fact, the schools in the 

Zone were only fully desegregated in the 1970s, and the US Civil Rights Act enforced1, 

some 20 years after schools had been desegregated in the Continental US2.   

 

For a long time, and certainly during World War 2, 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)3.  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 (for more see the Chapter on the Gold and 

Silver Rolls system).  White workers, including labourers, received the better clinical care 

in the Canal Zone and their homes even benefited from mosquito screens4. 

 

In 1936, President Roosevelt had said he would do away with the discriminatory, Gold and 

Silver Roll, practices in the Canal Zone but nothing had happened (and would not until the 

mid-1950s).5 

 

 
1  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  
2  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  
3  These terms were replaced by “US rate” and “local rate” for the 1950s. 
4  https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC1497783/  
5  US-Panamanian Relations Since 1941 by Lester D Langley (Journal of Interamerican Studies and World Affairs, 
Vol. 12, No. 3, July 1970), Cambridge University Press: https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-
now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents  

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://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents
https://www.jstor.org/stable/175020?read-now=1&seq=1#page_scan_tab_contents


One example of the friction that US policies could bring about affected the Army 

Transportation Division and the fleet of small vessels it maintained during the war.  Where 

separate living quarters could be arranged aboard the vessel, a “native” crew could be 

employed under white licensed personnel.  It was also usually considered desirable, even 

with an all-white crew, that the vessel complement be either entirely military or entirely 

civilian, since the great disparity in pay made the average soldier disgruntled if he worked 

alongside civilians. 

 

Pre-war, and in the name of public health and disease prevention, “sanitation zones” were 

created to exclude Panamanians and contain West Indians. The map below shows the 

geographic spread of gold/silver towns and sanitation zones by 19366 - 

 
6  https://canalzoneclassrooms.wordpress.com/segregation/  

https://canalzoneclassrooms.wordpress.com/segregation/


 

 

A petty example of the de facto discrimination is provided at Kobbe Beach, a favourite 

place for bathers from the US forces and civil employees of the Canal Zone.  However, the 

regulations of the US authorities prohibited access to people classified as part of the Silver 

Roll, meaning the non-American7. 

 

 
7  https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/04/la-playa-de-kobbe-o-kobbe-beach-club-un.html  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2020/04/la-playa-de-kobbe-o-kobbe-beach-club-un.html


In another example, at the main railway stations at Colón, Gatún, Balboa and at the Pacific 

Terminal Station on the Plaza 5 de Mayo there were separate sections for Gold Roll and 

Silver Roll passengers8. 

 

Even in death there was discrimination, witnessed by the 2 adjacent cemeteries at Corozal 

– one for “Gold Roll” and white US citizens, and the other, larger one for “Silver Roll”.9 

 

When US officials began to recruit workers for the third locks project in 194010, the 

Ambassador to the US appealed to President Roosevelt to insist on employment practices 

better suited to the times.  He advocated for Panamanians’ right to occupy gold positions, 

reminding Roosevelt o principle of equality” between Panamanians and Americans, which 

had become so important to relations between the countries in recent years.  While 

previous US administrations had justified actions in Latin America with an implicit claim of 

Anglo superiority, in the newly inaugurated “Good Neighbor” era, US officials eschewed 

such posturing in favour of a message of Pan-American fraternity that could generate 

hemispheric unity as the rest of the world descended into war.  However, the Ambassador 

was equally adamant about black West Indian inferiority.  US officials had returned to the 

British West Indies for labour, and the Panamanian Government protested the initiative.  

The Ambassador, Jorge Boyd, said that, from his perspective, forgoing black labour would 

be the ultimate Good Neighbor gesture: “A better and more practical evidence of real 

cooperation to the welfare of our nation could not be offered by the United States”11. 

 

However, the stance of Panamanian officials altered during the war, and they began to 

denounce the existence of blatant discrimination.  At the 1944 meeting of the 

International Labour Organization (ILO) in Philadelphia, the Panamanian Government 

condemned the “principles of frank racial discrimination” undergirding the Gold-Silver 

 
8  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/07/estacion-de-ferrocarril-de-la-comunidad.html  
9  See the relevant entry in Annex 3 for the Corozal American Cemetery. 
10  See Chapter 54. 
11  American Historical Review (April 2020) 

https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/07/estacion-de-ferrocarril-de-la-comunidad.html


system and to highlight the irony that the US would treat an important ally in such a 

manner.  This, of course, opened Panama to accusations of hypocrisy.12 

 

Tensions began to rise from the 1930s and, as early as the Summer 1940, police officers 

had to be stationed during mealtime in a Silver mess hall in Gatún, where fights ensued 

when “Latin” Panamanians insisted they be given their meals before West Indians.  Those 

tensions peaked in the Summer 1941, when riots broke out at labour camps across the 

Canal Zone.  Rioting continued into 1942, with some incidents lasting days, and involving 

as many as 3,000 workers at a time fighting with knives, rocks, bottles, and sticks.  The 

intervention of Canal Zone Police only further irked “Latin” workers, who resented being 

under the authority of the black officers who policed the Silver labour force.  To prevent 

fights between Latin American and West Indian workers, officials began to informally 

tinker with the Zone’s racial hierarchy, further segregating housing facilities and mess 

halls.  Non-US workers continued to find their path to the Gold Roll blocked, often by 

white US workers organised primarily through the Metal Trades Council (MTC) of the 

American Federation of Labor (AFL), an organisation with notoriously conservative racial 

politics.  The MTC had worked actively over the years to keep non-white and foreign 

workers off of the gold roll, and to prevent silver workers from affiliating with the AFL.  In 

fact, the AFL lobbied the US Congress to attach an amendment (though this was 

technically suspended) to the funding Bill for the third locks project that would reserve 

most Gold positions on the project for US citizens.13 

 

The US Fair Employment Practices Commission (FEPC) received complaints about 

segregation from the NAACP in 1942, but the Governor stonewalled.  To avoid 

unnecessary publicity (through public hearings), instead a small commission was 

appointed to quietly investigate.  It was not until 1945, that Silver workers in the Canal 

Zone organised in a single union across racial and national lines for the first time, as Local 

 
12  Ibid.  This hypocrisy was partly offset by the suspension of the discriminatory 1941 Constitution in 1944. 
13  American Historical review (April 2020). 



713 of the United Public Workers of America (UPWA), affiliated to the Congress of 

Industrial Organizations (CIO), and with a leadership of Local 713 which consisted of 

prominent West Indian Panamanians.14 

 

In 1942, Signal Corp troops sent to Panama included, for the first time since World War 1, 

black troops, with the first unit being activated there being the 275th Signal Construction 

Company, sent to Panama to build a pole line.  It was not welcome in the view of the 

Panamanian Government, and returned to the US after completing its task15.16 

 

Black US troops from a Signal Corps unit erecting a telephone line in Panama 

 

 

 
14  Ibid. 
15  The Signal Corps encountered similar, or worse, problems with its black troops elsewhere – Australia did 
not want them, they were unacceptable in China, and even in Africa their presence is said to have caused 
discontent amongst the local inhabitants.  Of course, there were problems even in the US itself, such as 
around Camp Crowder in Missouri, where so-called negro construction units trained: The Signal Corps: The 
Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, Pauline M Oates & Dulany 
Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003.  
16  The Signal Corps: The Test (December 1941 to July 1943) By George Raynor Thompson, Dixie R Harris, 
Pauline M Oates & Dulany Terrett (Center of Military History, US Army, Washington DC), 2003. 



 

To illustrate the situation, there follows an extract of an 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 

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.”17 

 

A 1939 report for the Office of Education at the US Department of the Interior on public 

education in the Canal Zone included the following points -18 

 

• 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 

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 

 
17  https://www.adst.org/Readers/Panama.pdf (Association for Diplomatic Studies & Training) 
18  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


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; 

 

“Castenets and drums are used by this youthful 
class at Paraisu Elementary School to enliven 
their music lesson in Spanish. The teacher is 
Miss Emily Butcher, Music Supervisor in the 
Latin American Schools. Difficulty was 
encountered in finding suitable song bocks in 
Spanish for elementary grades, but children 
enjoyed singing Spanish songs. Miss Butcher 
said” 
(The Panama Canal Review, 1 April 1955) 

 

 

• 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 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.  These extracts also remind one that the wartime governments of Panama also 

employed discriminatory measures of its own, following the policies and Constitution of 

President Arias Madrid, distinct from the racial discrimination used by the US in the Canal 

Zone. 

 

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'affaires19, 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 

 
19  The US diplomatic representation in Panama was only upgraded to Ambassador status following the 1936 
Treaty. 



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 196120. 

 

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 the 1950s, faced by pressure from the US, 

where President Eisenhower was attempting to desegregate public schools, the 

Canal Zone authorities simply redesignated the schools for “colored” children (the 

so-called “colored schools”) 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 customs21.22 

 

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, 

 
20  Ironically, in the late 1940s Arias Madrid courted the black vote, directing instead resentment against 
Zonians.  Such was his success, by 1968 about half of the West Indian origin community was voting for him. 
21  Already by 1953, the annual report of the Canal Zone authorities divided the public schools in the Zone to 
those for US children and “Latin American” ones; and it referred to “Latin American schools” having formerly 
been called “colored schools”: Report of the Panama Canal Company and the Canal Zone Government (1953)   
22  For example, in 1952 a Spanish-language curriculum was introduced in place of one based on English.  
This was said in official reports to be due to public demand from within the Republic. It was said that “The 
conversion plan is based on the sound educational principle that the school should be primarily concerned 
with preparing the child for the environment in which he will spend his adult life”. 



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 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 in 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 Rolls dual wage system, which 

it was said should be reformed to guarantee equal pay for the same work (President 

Eisenhower did so in 1955). 

 

The Annual Report of the Governor in 194723 explained that Gold employees received 

prevailing rates of pay comparable to wages they could receive in the US in their 

 
23  Annual Report of the Governor of the Panama Canal Zone (US printing Office, 1947, p.73). 



respective trades, plus a 25% bonus for working abroad.  The wages of Silver employees 

bore no direct relationship to the wages of corresponding classes of workers in the US.  

For the most part natives of the region, their wage scales were established at a level that 

would ensure a standard of living comparing favourably with that prevailing for “native” 

workers in Panama and throughout the Caribbean area. 

 

In 1949, there were 8,000 “US rate” and 25,000 “local rate” employees serving in the 

Canal, with the Panama Railroad, and the US Army, Navy and USAF in the Canal Zone.24 

 

In 1947, the average wage for a Silver Roll employee was $950, whereas the average Gold 

Roll wage was $3,800.  For a long time, the ratio of Gold to Silver pay was 2 to 1, but by 

1947 it had reached 4 to 1.25 

 

In 1950, the US Government owned and operated all institutions in the Canal Zone – 

schools, post offices, stores, recreational facilities, hotels, hospitals, and even residential 

housing.  All of these, except the post offices (which had dropped restrictions in 1946) 

were segregated, whether ostensibly on the basis of pay scale, or openly on the basis of 

colour – and facilities for the Silver Roll were said to be markedly inferior.  Openly racial 

labels were applied to schools (though this was to subtly change in the 1950s), seemingly 

to bar black parents from sending their children to certain schools. 26 

 

The accommodation for Silver Roll workers and American blacks was to be found in not 

just segregated districts, but in separate towns.  Furthermore, the Silver Roll quarters 

were smaller, more crowded and in less good repair.27 

 

 
24  Race Relations in the Canal Zone by John Biesanz (Phylon 1940-1956, Vol. 11, No.1, 1st Qtr, 1950, pp. 23-30. 
25  Race Relations in the Canal Zone by John Biesanz (Phylon 1940-1956, Vol. 11, No.1, 1st Qtr, 1950, pp. 23-30. 
26  Ibid. 
27  Ibid. 



In 1947, 2 vocational high schools opened, specifically aimed at training young people for 

“local rate” jobs.  This, and the other means of establishing a “Jim Crow” type of 

arrangement, were reinforced, it was said, by adoption of the “Southern etiquette” (as 

found in the southern states of the US), and keeping the Silver Roll (or black) person “in 

their place”. 

 

Discriminatory measures continued postwar, even in the Republic.  The Panamanian 

Immigration Law of 1948 forced African Americans and other "prohibited peoples", 

including English-speaking blacks, and specified that tourists of certain nationalities could 

only visit Panama for 30 days and had to pay a deposit of $500 to guarantee their return 

to their country of origin. This was in contrast to white visitors who only had to pay a 

deposit of $150 (and could stay for longer).28 

 

During the war there had been a failed attempt to gain permission for Panamanians of 

West Indian descent who wanted to serve in the US military in exchange for immediate 

citizenship rights.29  

 

 
28  https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916  
29  https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916  

https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916
https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916


 

 

The Panama Canal Review 1 
April 1955 illustrating the 
use of the label “Latin 
American Schools”, which 
enabled the continued 
existence of the former 
“colored” schools 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



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 1920s30. 

 

The Panama Canal- Colored School at La Boca, Canal Zone  

Of course, one has to remember that the US forces were also segregated, and would 

remain so until after World War 231.  Although President Truman’s Executive Order 998132 

in 1948 ended segregation in the US forces, some forms of it would remain until after the 

Korean War33. 

 

 
30  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  
31  At all military bases in the US there would be separate blood banks, hospitals or wards, medical staff, 
barracks and recreational facilities for black soldiers: https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-
rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/  
32  It should be noted that, in seeking to implement anti-discrimination policies, President Truman had to use 
his executive powers, due to the threat from the filibuster from Southern senators.  
https://www.archivesfoundation.org/documents/executive-order-9981-ending-segregation-armed-forces/  
33  The Korean War 1950-53. 

https://digitalrepository.unm.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?article=1016&context=laii_research
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://www.archivesfoundation.org/documents/executive-order-9981-ending-segregation-armed-forces/


In general (and despite the black fighting units during World War 1, and the exceptional 

stories of units like the Tuskegee airmen fighter pilots of the USAAF), when black men 

were drafted34, they were relegated to either segregated units (and note that, as we shall 

see later, even Puerto Rican army units were segregated, and had white officers) or to 

support roles, such as cook, quartermaster and grave-digging duties.  In fact, it has been 

said that the military was as segregated as the US Deep South35.  Even the needs of a 

world war did not change things, although in June 1941 President Roosevelt signed 

Executive Order 8802 banned racial discrimination in the defence industry36.

 

Black US troops from a signals unit erecting a telephone line in Panama 

 

The following extract provides another illustration of the situation in the school system in 

the Canal Zone, this time from a report published in 1954, and explaining how the 

segregated schools were simply relabelled postwar to prevent effective desegregation. 

 

 
34  2 million African Americans were registered for the draft in 1941, and 1 million served. 
35  https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-
double-war/  
36  https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300005  

https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://www.pbs.org/wnet/african-americans-many-rivers-to-cross/history/what-was-black-americas-double-war/
https://catalog.archives.gov/id/300005


At the time of the 1954 article, the Canal Zone was home to 42,049 civilians37, 

working for the Canal Zone Government, Panama Canal Company, US forces and 

other US Government agencies.  

 

In 1906, of the 30 schools in operation, having been authorised by the Isthmian 

Canal Commission, just 4 were for white children and the others with a mixed roll.  

Of around 1,800 children enrolled, around 10% were American and white. 

 

Schools operated under the Canal Zone Code, administered by the Superintendent 

of Schools, who reported to the Civil Affairs Director under the Governor.  The 

Governor, in turn, answered to the Secretary of War.  It was said that the 

segregated schools system by the early 1950s mirrored those found in 17 US states 

(largely in the south) and the District of Columbia. 

 

The Canal Zone Government38 was obliged to provide education to high school 

level for the children of Canal Zone residents39.  Non-residents could also receive 

tuition, but paid fees, and this could include both Americans and Panamanians.  

However, a large number of children of non-residents were unable to take up the 

offer of tuition due to economic limitations.  This was said to discriminate against 

those who were obliged to live outside the Zone (and would likely involve 

Panamanians, or at least non-Americans).  The 1954 report noted that the Canal 

Zone Government has never housed more than half of its employees in the Zone. 

 

 
37  20,920 Americans, 12,413 Panamanians, 190 Europeans, 7,213 West Indian and 1,313 other. 
38  The law in 1954 prevented the US forces from providing schooling in the Zone to other than military 
personnel. 
39  Although in 1952, a law change from 1 July 1951 saw around 100 Panamanian students, children and 
civilian employees have their status changed, and thus denied the free tuition 



Free public education is provided for all in the Republic40 (though there is an 

unspoken assumption that the general standards might be lower than those in 

many or all of the schools in the Zone). 

 

The 1954 report concluded that free schooling in the Canal Zone was being 

provided to – 

• Children of Panamanians or civilian employees of the US forces residing in 

the Canal Zone; and 

• Children of non-resident employees of the Canal Government and Canal 

Company. 

The original schedule of tuition fees announced in 1951, for both white and 

“colored” schools, were revised in 1952 after protests. 

 

The 1954 report noted that the segregation on the basis of racial origin in Canal 

Zone schools contrasted with the position in the Republic, where a single 

education system was available to all Panamanians.  It also noted that a black 

American university graduate, with a responsible managerial job, sent his own 2 

children to schools in the northern US to spare them from the segregation in the 

Canal Zone.  Another black American is said to have moved out of the Canal Zone 

and into the Republic, so that his children could attend unsegregated schools. 

 

Another example noted was that 2 Panamanians had had their tuition fees 

accepted for admission at the Canal Zone Junior College, only to have their fees 

returned when their ethnicity became known.  The same college also rejected an 

application from a teacher at the Canal Zone “colored” schools, just returned from 

New York University and seeking additional credits towards his degree, with the 

rejection being based on his colour. 

 

 
40  Panama was allocating 22.6% of its national budget to education. 



Successive Canal Zone Governments turned down requests from 1937 to 1948, 

made by the Catholic Church and Catholic organisations to establish mixed-race 

Catholic parochial schools.  In 1949, the Father Superior for the canal Zone 

threatened to resign if the church was not allowed to educate “their” children 

according to the church’s educational philosophy, as ordained by the US 

Constitution.  As a result, in 1950 the Church was able to open a school, limited to 

300 pupils, but which had a number of black attendees. 

 

In March 1954, the US Government had announced that all schools operated on 

Army posts and installations would operate on a “completely integrated basis” 

(however, as noted elsewhere, the Canal Zone authorities merely redesignated 

schools as “native” or “Latin American” and continued effective segregation). 

 

School Segregation on the Panama Canal Zone by George W Westerman (Phylon (1940-

1956), vol. 15, no. 3, Clark Atlanta University, 1954, pp. 276–87)41. 

 

The 1954 language and curriculum conversion policy in Canal Zone schools affected non-

US citizens.  The policy mandated a change from an American curriculum in English to a 

Spanish language curriculum emphasising Panamanian history and culture. The purpose 

was to facilitate the transition of students into Panamanian society and citizenship.  

However, the rapid transition to the new curriculum caused many West Indian teachers 

who could not speak Spanish to lose their positions42. 

 

 
41  https://doi.org/10.2307/272817 
42  https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916  

https://doi.org/10.2307/272817
https://archives.nypl.org/scm/20916

