
Chapter 8 

COMMISSARIES 

 

The Panama Railroad Company had 

operated commissaries during the 19th 

Century, having its 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.   

 

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 Commissary system effectively insulated the Panamanian economy from the 

increased demand generated by the Canal Zone’s workforce.  With approximate average 

annual wages per employee of $500, and average annual Commissary sales per employee 

of $400, the typical Canal Zone worker had little need to source any of his or her basic 

needs from Panamanian merchants1. 

 
1  What Roosevelt Took: The Economic Impact of the Panama Canal, 1903-37 by Noel Maurer & Carlos Yu: 
https://www.hbs.edu/ris/Publication%20Files/06-041.pdf 

https://www.hbs.edu/ris/Publication%20Files/06-041.pdf


 

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.   

 

They 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.2 

 

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

Government’s Supply Department3, 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. 

 USN Commissary at Corozal in 1945 

 

 
2  https://www.jstor.org/stable/980448?seq=1  
3  Studies in Public Administration (Vol.1): Government-Operated Enterprises in the Panama Canal Zone by 
Marshall E Dimock(University of Chicago Press), 1934. 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/980448?seq=1


In 1945, a new limit was imposed on Panamanian Gold Roll employees of the Canal or the 

US forces.  This limit of $100 per month for married couple, or $50 for single persons, was 

designed to supress the supply of goods from the commissaries as “contraband” into the 

Republic (as required in the 12 points annexed to the 1942 agreement on bases).  It was 

also said to be in order to “economize on the consumption of foodstuffs in keeping with 

the announced policy of the United States Government and the United Nations”.4  The 

measure had already been applied to some 5,000 US citizens living in the Canal Zone but 

who were not employed by the Canal authorities. 

 

 

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

 

 

 

 

 

 
4  https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1945v09/d1027  

https://history.state.gov/historicaldocuments/frus1945v09/d1027


 

 

The Curundu Silver Commissary (for non-
white US), Ancon in 1940 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

During the war, the Commissary Division of the Panama Canal saw greatly increased 

volumes, in order to meet the requirements of the civilian personnel employed by the 

Army, Navy, the Canal and the Panama Railroad, as well as contractors.   

 

 

 

It soon became apparent that the open market could not supply the volumes required, 

and arrangements were therefore made to purchases essential food items from the US 

through the Quartermaster General, and from Argentina through the British Food Mission.  

However, purchases from Central and South America (including from Panama itself, of 

course) were also an important factor5. 

 
5  The Panama Canal in World War II by James G Steese (The Military Engineer, Vol.40 No 267, January 1948), 
Society of American Military Engineers: https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081 

https://www.jstor.org/stable/44516081


 Balboa Commissary 

 

 

Balboa Commissary in 1939, one of the 
largest in the Canal Zone 
 

 

 

 

 
 



 

 
The Arraizona commissary (the name formed from Arraijan and Zona) on the border of the Canal Zone, used 

as departure point for buses and cars heading to the ferry at La Boca (until the Bridge of the Americas 
opened in 1962)6 

 
6  https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/01/antiguo-comisariato-de-la-antigua-zona.html  

https://www.elistmopty.com/2021/01/antiguo-comisariato-de-la-antigua-zona.html

